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Introduction

Early Help makes it possible to see guidelines and for finding resources early to prevent problems from worsening and is one of the most important aspects of the safeguarding procedures in the United Kingdom. United Kingdom councils have considerable expertise providing safeguarding help to families and children. Tools and services offered by the Council are designed to facilitate the help offered to families. Council websites are one of the main tools and services offered to disseminate information to families. When families are experiencing challenging or worrying circumstances they often turn to Council websites. What early help is, the available services, and how to access early help are often key concerns of families. Easy to access council information is very helpful to families. Easy to find access to the information allows families to use their time in a more efficient and productive manner and is the reason that this portfolio is based on comparison of information councils provide online.

This portfolio considers how three local authorities communicate their Early Help offer at Tower Hamlets, Leeds, and Norfolk County councils. These councils were selected because they show different formats and styles in communicating information provided to families. The portfolio will start by explaining things like the Early Help and multi-agency collaboration programmes, such as Early Help System Guidance (Department for Education, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023) before assessing each of the websites to identify their strengths and weaknesses. Finally, this portfolio will suggest ways in which the Early Help online information could be made more effective and accessible to families.

Explanation of the Early Help System

One of the first ways we as a community can support children and families in the community is through the early help system, a form of support before small issues and problems develop into larger issues or problems. National guidance explains that Early Help is important because it focuses on identifying needs as soon as possible, rather than waiting for situations to reach crisis point. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) says that Early Help should be “everyone’s business,” meaning that schools, health services, social care, and voluntary organisations all have a responsibility to notice when a family may need extra support. In terms of the overall safety and well-being of children, this support can truly help improve this in a lasting and long term way. The sort of assistance that Early Help can provide is as diverse as the needs of the family. Help that families receive can be in the areas of parenting, establishing routines, children’s behavioural and emotional wellbeing, housing, and financial issues. Help can be offered to parents whose mental health challenges can impact how they parent. NSPCC (2023) states that Early Help works to ease the burden of family difficulty by offering family support to ease the challenges family members face. Unfortunately, many families wait until problems escalate to the point where they impact the family’s functioning and relationships, to seek help and support.

The Early Help system typically begins with the identification of a concern. This concern can be raised by a professional, like a teacher or GP, or by the family themselves. After that, an “Early Help Assessment” can be done to gather more detailed information about the family’s circumstances. The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance says that assessments should be clear, simple, and centred around the child, and should lead to a plan for support that all professionals agree on (HM Government, 2023). This support outcome typically includes a set of objectives, defined actions, and a timetable for reviews.

Within the Early Help system, mental health services are included as a core part. Families are provided services as they navigate challenges that impact them emotionally, such as stress, anxiety, and depression, as well as the challenges they face with their children regarding emotional wellbeing. These challenges are explained on the Young Minds (2023) website. They explain that Early Help Services can offer emotional support as well as connection to well-being services, and mental health services. Early Help Services are designed to lessen the impact of mental health challenges on families and to eliminate challenges from becoming worse.

The system of Early Help is aimed to provide services to families when they are most needed to ensure families are safe, strong, and integrated within their communities.

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

What multi-agency working involves is the collaboration and integration of various professionals and organisations to provide a collective response to the needs of a child, young person, or family. This is necessary as a singular service cannot fully grasp the full complexities of a family’s situation. Collaborative services can share inter-agency information and provide a more comprehensive coordinated response, so families receive timely effective services. According to the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance, all agencies that work with children, such as health, education, early years, social care, and the police, have a duty to cooperate to keep children safe and promote their wellbeing (HM Government, 2023).

Communication is one of the most important parts of multi-agency working. Sharing information is essential for professionals to create a more balanced understanding of the situation. Consider a situation in which a child is seen by a teacher and their behaviour is noted to have changed, while a GP is aware of some mental health concerns that the child’s parent is experiencing. When information is shared, the gaps can be filled in and a better overall understanding can be reached. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) explains that good partnership working prevents duplication, reduces delays, and helps families feel more supported and understood.

Focusing on multi workforce collaboration is key when supporting families experiencing mental health difficulties. NSPCC guidance on children’s mental health highlights that emotional wellbeing can be affected by many different factors, including relationships at home, school pressures, and parental stress (NSPCC, 2023b). This means that support is often needed on a multi-agency level, for example, a family has support of a school counsellor, a community mental health advocate, and a community housing officer all at one time. YoungMinds (2023) also underlines the importance of emotional support, especially when it is provided early and states that the integrated approach of multiple agencies can stop the increased deterioration of mental health challenges.

In conclusion, collaboration on a multi-agency level enables the join up of different expertise and experience so personalised, timely, and all-round support can be provided. This is essential in Early Help, as it provides a means for children and families to avoid the gaps in service provision.



Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites

Families looking to access the Early Help services they need can greatly benefit from the information posted on local authorities’ websites. A site with clearly presented information can ease families’ access to services, while a site with information presented in an unclear manner can deter families’ from looking for the services offered. This part assesses the online Early Help services communications of the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, Leeds, and Norfolk local authorities.

	Tower Hamlets Council

Tower Hamlets Early Help information can be found on the “Early Help and Children and Family Service” section of the council’s website. This section is designed and arranged in an easy to navigate format. It outlines what Early Help is, who is eligible, and what ways in which families can access assistance. One of the strengths of this website is that it gives clear examples of the types of help available, such as parenting support, emotional wellbeing support, and help with school attendance (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024). This description of services increases the ability for families to determine whether Early Help is able to meet the needs of the family.

The section also details how to go about making an enquiry for help and also outlines appropriate contacts for the various teams. This is an advantage since families are easily able to determine where to access assistance. However, one problem is the large chunks of text, which can be frustrating for families who are stressed and for those who may have challenges with reading. Additional information could be provided in the form of images and drawings which could make the content more interesting.

	Leeds City Council

Leeds City Council publishes Early Help information in a documented format entitled a "One Minute Guide.". Such a guide is written in a conversational tone and each guide describes Early Help and explains the practitioners involved. Each guide also details the support available to the families. Such guides make up a collection of documents that families can get access to quickly. Early Help refers to supporting families early in the process to help them prevent a crisis from occurring. Early Help can help steer families in the right direction. The guide explains Early Help in everyday terms, describes the role of practitioners, and outlines how support is offered to families (Leeds City Council, 2024). Such guides are helpful to families in that they provide clear information quickly and people do not have to sort through large documents.

An additional positive is Leeds’ inclusion of links to additional family aids. This allows families to further help themselves in learning. Limited details about certain services are also a weakness. This guide also lacks the useful feature of having direct information on the same page, which may mean families are forced to search to learn about available assistance or they may just miss it.

	Norfolk County Council

Norfolk County Council has set up an outstanding page detailing what Early Help is, who it is for, and what support families can receive. A major advantage this website has is the clear break-up of the information, making it painless to use the site. The page explains the role of Family Hubs, which offer local support for families, and gives examples of issues where Early Help might help, such as emotional wellbeing, parenting, or problems at school (Norfolk County Council, 2024).

Norfolk County also provides information explaining what support is available, how to request it, and what steps are taken after a referral. This clarity and openness can be beneficial to families and help ease some anxieties about the process. Like other websites, however, there is a lack of visual aids or quick-access summaries that could help families that are looking for a less detailed version of the information. It is also a slight issue that some of the links direct users to general pages of the council, which could take away from the specific Early Help information that families really need.

Comparative Analysis

When looking at the local authority websites, the websites are each focused on Early Help in various ways, some are more user-friendly than others. While all councils provide a brief introduction to the purpose of Early Help offers, some of the available support, and provide a contact, some provide more detail than others, are easier to use and offer support at a lower level for families to get in a more timely timeframe.

Tower Hamlets provides the most detailed explanation of Early Help, including examples of the types of support available, such as emotional wellbeing help and parenting advice (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024). Information catered to families helps suppors in determining of whether the service will be of help to them. It should be noted, however, that families who feel overwhelmed may find this harder to read, especially when national guidance emphasises that Early Help should be accessible and easy to understand (Department for Education, 2022).

Leeds takes the opposite approach by giving a very short “One Minute Guide.” The language is simple and quick to read (Leeds City Council, 2024). This is in line with the vision that Early Help should be easy to get, especially to families that are likely burdened or in a crisis. However, it is too short and does not provide the detail of the different steps to how a family can reach out and make contact. A parent with a mental health or emotional struggle, however, likely would not find this level of detail very encouraging or would find it too vague to be very helpful in a positive way (YoungMinds, 2023).

Norfolk offers a balance between the two. Its website gives clear sections that explain what Early Help is, how Family Hubs work, and how families can get support (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This layout is likely helpful to families who are looking to process information in a more direct ‘step-by-step’ manner. Norfolk also includes more examples of everyday situations where Early Help can support emotional or behavioural needs, which links well with mental health guidance from organisations like the NSPCC (NSPCC, 2023a).

In summary, Leeds features the least amount of details, while Tower Hamlets contains the most, and the effort from Norfolk is most evenly distributed among the three in order to provide the most balanced result. Families would gain the most from the website which offered brief explanations while also being able to navigate to more detailed descriptions. Norfolk provides this the most, and while each council's strengths and offerings will help different families, Norfolk seems like the best provider of general support to all families.


Conclusion and Recommendations

This report has shown that Early Help is an important system designed to support children, young people, and families before problems become more serious. National guidance highlights that Early Help should be clear, accessible, and easy for families to understand, especially when they may already be facing stress or emotional difficulties (Department for Education, 2022). By looking at how three local authorities present this information online, it is possible to see what works well and what could be improved.
Tower Hamlets offers detailed information and clear examples of support, which helps families understand what Early Help involves. Leeds provides simple and quick explanations, which are helpful for families who want brief information. Norfolk gives a balanced approach by combining clear structure with practical details about Family Hubs and how to access help. Overall, Norfolk appears to present the most effective and accessible Early Help information because it offers both simplicity and detail.
However, each website could be improved. Based on these findings, the following recommendations are suggested:
· Use shorter paragraphs and clearer layout to make the information easier to read.
· Include both brief summaries and detailed sections, so families can choose the level of information they need.
· Provide direct contact details on the Early Help pages to reduce confusion.
· Add examples related to mental health and emotional wellbeing, as these are common reasons families seek Early Help (YoungMinds, 2023).
By making these improvements, local authorities can help families feel more confident, informed, and supported when seeking Early Help.
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