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[bookmark: _Toc234331526]1. Introduction
Early Help is an integral component of family support and safeguarding within England. It can recognise the needs of the family early, before they become more significant for the child. The Early Help System Guide sets out what good support is as being co-ordinated, accessible and needs-led (GOV.UK, 2022). This is significant because many parents start on council websites to get advice. UK family and household data show why local authorities must design support for diverse household circumstances (ONS, 2025).
Digital signposting is clear, enabling families to know about the services available, eligibility and contact methods. Roughly designed websites can pose challenges for already stressed families. These barriers can impact users who have limited English proficiency, low literacy, disability, or low digital confidence.
This report looks at the ways in which Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council make Early Help information available online. It measures accessibility, clarity, navigation, comprehensiveness and overall effectiveness. It also considers the possibility of pragmatic support within families and among professionals being available promptly.
The report first covers an explanation of Early Help and multi-agency working. It then reviews the three websites and makes a comparison of the strengths and weaknesses of the websites. Lastly, it makes recommendations to improve signposting for online Early Help provision to make it clearer and more accessible for all local families.
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Early Help is support provided at the earliest opportunity when children or families are identified as needing help. It is designed to respond to issues before they turn into a crisis or to the point where statutory intervention is needed. Effective systems are coordinated, accessible and focused on family needs (GOV.UK, 2022), which is explained in the Early Help System Guide. Thus, local services should be able to recognise concerns and offer appropriate support at an early stage, before issues become more complex.
Early Help can help families who experience parenting stress, school attendance issues, emotional wellbeing concerns and child development difficulties. It can also help families who are experiencing domestic violence, financial issues, housing issues, or disability. The challenges may be overlapping, and the professional should take into account the broader family situation (Dickens et al., 2023). Support for children early on can alleviate later pressures on children's services and enhance early response. This support should include the appropriate agencies in collaboration to better understand needs.
Preventative strategies are emphasised in children's services through research. The relationships between preventative service funding and rates of looked-after children were identified by Bennett et al. (2021. In addition, Webb (2021) provides a breakdown of how everyday practices of family support can impact children's rates of need. Early Help should not be routine preventative measures to replace safeguarding action when children are at risk of significant harm, and professional curiosity remains essential in identifying risks and challenging concerns (Dickens et al., 2023). Statutory protection is still required if risks are serious. It needs an equitable reaction from professionals.
Working Together to Safeguard Children places a strong focus on the importance of safeguarding responsibilities and collaborative professional responses (Department for Education, 2025). Effective Early Help relies on families being aware of where to seek early help and on those professionals being aware of referral processes. The value of local authority websites as sources of support is therefore raised. Robust, accessible, internet-based information can avoid unnecessary delays and ensure that families can access the right early intervention. This will make it more accessible and therefore more trustworthy.
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Definition of multi-agency working
Multi-agency working is the process of professionals from various agencies working together to assess the need, share information, and coordinate support. In Early Help, it is critical to remember that there are likely to be multiple problems within a family. A single agency will not necessarily have the full picture, and joint working will enable a wider picture of children's needs and/or family circumstances.
Relevance to Early Help
Education, health, housing, finances and safeguarding issues are just a few examples of Family challenges. For instance, schools may detect issues with attendance, health visitors may detect development issues, or housing services may detect overcrowding or financial problems. Professional knowledge is combined to allow earlier intervention and more effective support, particularly through collaboration between schools, local authorities and safeguarding professionals (Baginsky et al., 2022). Collective responsibility between agencies, and not individual professionals, is the focus of safeguarding, according to Ball, McElwee and McManus (2024).
Professionals involved
Early Help needs to involve social workers, teachers, safeguarding leads, health visitors, school nurses, GPs, youth workers, police, housing officers, voluntary sector workers and family support workers. They bring specialist knowledge and support in relation to co-ordinated decision-making. Communication, trust and effective information-sharing between agencies are the keys to effective collaboration (Dixon et al., 2022).
Link to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023
Working Together to Safeguard Children emphasises the importance of agencies working together in a coordinated way to provide for the welfare and to protect children, through the principle of shared responsibility (Department for Education, 2025). But if there are unclear referral systems, they can make it less effective and slower to help.
Importance of effective digital pathways
So Early Help websites need to be informative for families and professionals. They should describe what support is available, how to get referred to the appropriate support, consent procedures, and next steps. The lack of a cohesive online pathway can cause confusion and delay intervention, as effective information sharing requires clear roles and communication between agencies (NSPCC, 2025). Effective information sharing needs to have clear processes and professional understanding, as emphasised by Smart et al. (2021). Accessible websites can then better support the delivery of Early Help and enhance family access to support.
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Leeds City Council
Early Help is available from Leeds City Council via its Early Help and Family Information Services page. This provides families with an identifiable first point of contact, earlier in the problem-solving process, before things get too difficult (Leeds City Council, 2025). The webpage is helpful as it links Early Help to wider family information services; this helps to enable joined-up access. This model is in line with the Early Help System Guide, which assumes that local systems are coordinated and accessible (GOV.UK, 2022). The City of Leeds is a large city authority; however, the information should be easy to follow. Professionals may be able to help with a broad service page, while families may need step-by-step instructions. If parents are not familiar with safeguarding issues, they need to know who can ask for help, how and what happens next, as soon as possible. Early Help has different meanings in services, as highlighted by Ofsted (2022). So Leeds should minimise potential confusion by employing clear language, contact boxes that are easily visible, and guidance for families and guidance for professionals. It is best known for its system connectivity, and one thing it is least known for is the likelihood of information overload.
Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets Council delivers Early Help in the framework of its Early Help Strategy 2023–2025, which is called “Leaving no families behind”. This title provides a good, inclusive message and is appropriate for a very diverse Inner London borough (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). The strategy is to define Early Help as a system of planned services, not a single service. This is good because families might require assistance with the areas of housing, education, health, poverty and safeguarding (Firmin et al., 2022). But for parents who want instant advice, the strategy format might be less easy for them. It may be hard for families to deal with a long PDF, especially when they are under stress and when some may have limited English or low digital confidence. Trust, consent and professional judgement are found to affect the process of information sharing in Early Help by Smart et al. (2021). Therefore, it is important for Tower Hamlets to make it clear what information is being shared, why consent is important, and how families can seek assistance. The website should also feature short web pages, translation facilities, help to family hubs, children's centres, safeguarding routes and specialist services. It has the biggest asset of being inclusive. The drawback is that strategic language cannot always be put into practice as guidance for families.
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council deliver Early Help as part of its Early Help Strategy. This is helpful as it supports a wider approach to prevention (Norfolk County Council, 2025). It is also part of the strategy that families should be assisted when they have needs before those needs become serious. This aligns with evidence-based information that suggests that preventative children's services can impact on looked after children’s rates in the future (Bennett et al., 2021). Digital signposting is particularly important in Norfolk's county context. Families can be spread out in more rural and remote settings, where services are not always available. However, the information needs of a website should be sorted by locality, age group, family need, and referral route. The strategic page gives direction, but families may need to be given more guidance that is practical. This should contain contact information, self-help avenues, downloadable guides, and easy explanations of next steps. Ordinary family support can alleviate pressure on children in need systems (Webb, 2021). The strength of Norfolk is its emphasis on prevention, and the weakness is that there is a risk of strategic information being removed from the daily needs of the immediate family.
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Key similarities
All three authorities see Early Help as being part of more comprehensive family support. They also link Early Help to preventative and safeguarding measures with professional co-ordination. This is in line with national expectations that Early Help is accessible, joined-up and needs-led (GOV.UK, 2022). Each website is of value from a safeguarding viewpoint as it brings families to earlier help before issues escalate.
Key differences
Table 1: Comparative Evaluation of Early Help Online Signposting Across Leeds, Tower Hamlets and Norfolk Local Authority Websites
	Criteria
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets
	Norfolk

	Ease of access
	Stronger webpage route
	Strategy-led route
	Strategy-led route

	Clarity
	Fairly clear
	More strategic language
	Clear but broad

	Navigation
	Useful but possibly dense
	PDF may slow access
	Needs locality detail

	Family-friendly language
	Moderate
	Needs simpler wording
	Moderate

	Professional guidance
	Useful service focus
	Strong strategic focus
	Strong prevention focus

	Accessibility
	Needs clearer steps
	Needs a multilingual focus
	Needs a rural access focus

	Overall effectiveness
	Strongest overall
	Inclusive but less practical
	Preventative but broad


Source: Leeds City Council (2025), Tower Hamlets Council (2025) and Norfolk County Council (2025)
Most effective website
Leeds is the most likely to be effective overall as it has a dedicated Early Help and Family Information Services webpage on their website (Leeds City Council, 2025). This is more practical for parents than mainly using strategy documents. Tower Hamlets' inclusive message is strong, but its strategy format might not be as easy to access for families who require rapid support (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). While this has a useful focus on prevention, the support at the county level may be less tangible to rural families (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
Improvements
A key challenge at all three sites is to get clearer user paths. Routes should be streamlined if information is too much. And More resources to enable multilingual, accessible signposting in Tower Hamlets for communities.
There is a need to enhance local guidance for families living in rural areas in Norfolk. These enhancements would help to minimise confusion and aid in earlier family involvement.
[bookmark: _Toc234331531]

Conclusion
This report confirms that Early Help websites influence access to support by families and professionals. Signposting is crucial as families might be researching services online before calling them. The comparison identified that successful websites require clear language, easy navigation, contact information that is visible, and helpful referral information. Leeds seems to look best as it offers a more direct link to their Early Help page. Tower Hamlets is an inclusive approach, but it wants to shorten the guidance for families. There is a focus on prevention in Norfolk, with a need for more locality-based information in rural areas. Early Help should continue to be 'accessible, coordinated and needs-led' (GOV.UK, 2022).
Every council should communicate in plain English about who Early Help helps. Families should see websites which indicate when they can expect to get help and what will happen after. Councils need to distinguish professional referral guidance from family guidance. Families require easy request-help pathways, and professionals require referral and consent information. It should be translated, with mobile-friendly pages and compatibility with screen readers. Councils should also include flowcharts, short videos and step-by-step guides. All Early Help pages must have visible contact information.
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