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[bookmark: _Toc231406460]Introduction
Early Help is an integral part of safeguarding in the health and social care system in England. It seeks to recognise and address early signs of difficulty faced by children, young people and families before they reach statutory thresholds. The Department for Education emphasises that Early Help should be deployed at the earliest opportunity when any concerns are identified and that children are supported appropriately at the right time to achieve better outcomes in the longer term. Early intervention is thus interwoven with safeguarding, prevention and promotion of child welfare (Watts and Frost, 2023).
Local authorities have a significant role in helping families to access Early Help services. The accessibility, clarity and comprehensiveness of information online can have a significant impact on engagement with services, because it is often the first place parents, carers and professionals turn for support. Good communication on the website can help to raise awareness about the support and services available, increase prompt referrals and enhance multi-agency and family working.
This report looks at the practice of three local authorities, Southwark Council, Norfolk County Council and Leeds City Council, in disseminating information about Early Help and family support services on their websites. The report discusses the Early Help system and the significance of multi-agency working before the evaluation of each local authority website. A comparative analysis is then carried out to highlight areas for good practice and for reducing barriers to communication and access to information relating to Early Help.


[bookmark: _Toc231406461]The Early Help System
The Early Help system aims to offer help to children, young people and families when difficulties arise for the first time in a way that is not too late for statutory social care to get involved. The Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as a preventative strategy, aiming to make things better by intervening early and working collaboratively across agencies. The aim is to resolve concerns as early as possible to minimise the likelihood of long term issues and protect concerns.
Early Help may be provided at any age of a child from birth to adolescence. There can be a number of reasons for this, such as poor school attendance, behavioural problems, problems with parents' mental health, domestic abuse, financial difficulties, housing problems and emotional wellbeing issues. Early responses to these challenges will minimise the risk of children suffering harm or social exclusion (Clapton, 2020).
One of the central elements to the Early Help system is a holistic approach to the whole family. Practitioners focus not just on the child but the wider situation of the family unit. This acknowledges that parents' health, work, place and relationships have a profound impact on children's wellbeing and development. The support plans are thus aimed at the needs of the individual and the family.
The Early Help approach is also informed by the Children Act 1989 and 2004, which set the responsibilities for local authorities and partner agencies to safeguard and promote the welfare of children (Department for Education 2023). The Early Help system helps to drive better outcomes for children in education, health, safety and family stability through early identification, prevention and coordinated intervention. Therefore good communication of Early Help services is crucial to ensure that families are made aware of what help is on offer and how to access it.
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Multi-agency working is an integral part of the Early Help system and involves working with a range of professionals and organisations to help children, young people and families. The guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (WtW) emphasises that safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is a joint responsibility that must be undertaken through co-ordinated action between education, health, social care, housing, police services and voluntary services. Partnership working ensures that children are provided with the appropriate support at the appropriate time and concerns are picked up before they become more serious safeguarding concerns (Thomas and Winter, 2024).
There are sound reasons for multi-agency working because family problems tend to be complex and inter-related. For instance, a child with poor school attendance may be impacted by the mental health challenges of their parents, financial stress, and/or family homelessness. Individual agencies may only observe part of the overall situation. Professionals can build a more complete understanding of family needs and deliver coordinated interventions by sharing information and collaborating.
There are a number of important benefits in multi-agency working. Firstly, through information sharing from professionals, it improves the early identification of need. Second, it minimises duplication of services and provides a coordinated response to the family instead of multiple disjointed responses. Thirdly, it allows practitioners to benefit from other agencies' specialist skills and develop high-quality support for families (Canavan, 2022).
Partnership working is evident on the local authority websites analysed in this report. Leeds City Council recognises that ‘Early Help is everybody's business' and encourages the working together of services both universal and targeted, and specialist, to ensure that the right services are provided to families. The website showcases how coordinated support is delivered by schools, health services, children's centres, youth services and Family Hubs.
Norfolk County Council uses a Family Hubs approach to join a variety of support services in community areas. This holistic approach is in keeping with government priorities that want to make it easier for people to access services and improve partnership working between agencies.
Multi-agency working has great advantages, but there are also issues to be addressed. Collaboration can be impacted by differences in the cultures of the organisations, by communication issues, and by concerns about information sharing. However, good partnership working is still vital to ensure positive outcomes and timely and appropriate support for children and families.
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Evaluation of Southwark Council Website
Southwark Council makes the most comprehensive and detailed presentation of Early Help services of the three local authorities studied. There is a clear distinction between universal Early Help services and targeted Family Early Help services offered by the website and a dedicated Early Help section. This is designed so that users can see the step-up from general to more intensive support (Southwark Council 2024).
One of the key assets of the Southwark website is the clarity of the information given about what is a universal service. Families are signposted to a variety of services and support such as health visitors, school nurses, parenting programmes, CAMHS services, youth clubs, housing support, Family Hubs and domestic abuse services. The fact that these services are included is an indicator of whole family approach and the concepts set out in the Early Help System Guide (Southwark Council 2025).
While the website is strong in these areas it still has a lot of information spread throughout several pages. Some users may find navigation challenging, particularly those with limited digital skills. However, the amount of information provided is the highest for Southwark of the three local authorities analysed.
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There is a family-centred and accessible way of communicating Early Help services by Norfolk County Council. The website provides an explanation of Early help in simple terms, which is information, advice and guidance offered to families as soon as problems begin. This focus on prevention is closely aligned with the approach described in the Early Help System Guide where the importance of intervening promptly to prevent problems becoming more serious is highlighted (Norfolk County Council 2025).
The Norfolk web site is one of the most important assets we have. The information is presented in a succinct and accessible manner that is easily understood by parents/carers with less experience of safeguarding systems. Norfolk does not rely on professional jargon as do some local authority websites, rather Norfolk adopts a pragmatic approach to explaining and signposting support services available. This helps to ensure that families start using services early.
The Norfolk web site also exhibits a great deal of dedication to the family approach. It clearly acknowledges that adult problems of finances and mental health can affect children's wellbeing. This is in line with current practice of safeguarding which recognise the interplay between adult and child needs.
Norfolk, however, offers less detailed information about referral procedures, eligibility criteria and the specific roles played by partner agencies compared to Southwark. The signposting of support services is clear, but there is less explanation about how professionals work together to provide Early Help interventions. This could restrict the understanding of the wider multi-agency underpinning to service delivery.
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Early Help is not just a service but a philosophy that Leeds City Council supports as a city. The website highlights the importance of Early Help being implemented as “the right support at the right time” and effective in preventing problems from getting out of hand if acted upon early. This approach is consistent with the principles of prevention which are included in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 and the Early Help System Guide (Leeds City Council 2025).
One of the strengths of the Leeds website is the importance given to partnership working. Leeds makes it clear that ‘Early Help is everybody's business’ - meaning that the responsibility for supporting children and families is not limited to social care services. A wide variety of universal, targeted and specialist services within the delivery of Early Help are identified on the website, including schools, GPs, youth services, children's centres, clusters and Family Hubs.
While it has some significant advantages, the website is primarily aimed at practitioners and professionals not families. Certain sections may include jargon which is not accessible to the public. The information may not be as easy to access to non-specialist users who are looking for ‘how to’ advice briefly. Also, there are not as many referral opportunities online as on the Southwark website.
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The examples provided of how the principles of Early Help are effectively communicated in Southwark, Norfolk and Leeds, shows that while all three local authorities communicated the principles of Early Help, there are some differences.
The most detailed and complete information is available for Southwark. Information on universal and targeted services, referral pathways, eligibility criteria and partnership arrangements are clearly explained on the Website.  The biggest advantage to Norfolk is its availability. The web site is written in simple language and has family friendly content. The Family Hubs model provides a clear pathway for support services and is aligned with the Government focus on integrated family support. 
The Leeds approach shows the highest level of commitment to articulating the philosophy and the strategic vision for Early Help. The site has a great deal of information about partnership working and graduated intervention and this is not so obvious as regards practical support for families who need help now. A safeguarding perspective demands that both the information and accessibility are comprehensive and easily accessible for effective communication. Southwark's balance is the best, Norfolk's is about accessibility and Leeds's is about strategic understanding.
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Early Help is an important aspect of the safeguarding of children and multi-agency collaborative working as a preventative measure. The analysis of the three local authorities illustrated that all three understand the importance of Early Help and that these provide valuable information about the services available.
Southwark Council is the best council at communicating about Early Help services. The website provides detailed information on universal and targeted support, referral and referral systems, eligibility and partnership working. This helps families and professionals to see what help is available and how that can be accessed.
This analysis leads to several recommendations. Firstly, Norfolk could enhance their website and offer more detailed information about arrangements for referral and multi-agency working. Secondly, there is a need for more accessibility; delivering information in a more family friendly format and with a clearer referral guidance in place. Finally, all local authorities should maintain this investment in Family Hubs and integrated support pathways, to ensure families are able to receive services promptly and effectively.
Effective early help communication is still vital to support early help and the outcomes that it brings, and to provide children and families with the help that they need, when they need it.
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