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An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Their Local Authority Website

A) Introduction
According to McCarry (2021) Early Help is a key component of the United Kingdom’s safeguarding framework, designed to identify and support children, young people, and families experiencing difficulties before those issues escalate to crisis point. The government emphasises that timely, accessible information about Early Help is essential so that families can understand what support is available and how to access it (Department for Education, 2023). Local authorities are central to this process, acting as the first point of contact for families seeking support.
This report examines how information about Early Help is signposted to UK families through three local authority websites: Leeds City Council, Leicestershire County Council, and Southwark Council. It explores how these councils communicate Early Help and other family support services online, evaluating the accessibility, clarity, and inclusivity of their digital information.
The report begins by explaining the Early Help system and the principles of multi-agency working, followed by an evaluation of each local authority website. A comparative analysis identifies strengths and weaknesses in communication and accessibility. The report concludes with recommendations for improving how Early Help is signposted to families, in line with statutory guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2021).

b) Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help refers to support offered to children, young people, and families as soon as difficulties emerge, rather than waiting for problems to worsen or reach crisis point. The aim is to improve outcomes for children by addressing issues early, preventing escalation, and reducing the need for statutory intervention such as child protection or care proceedings (Department for Education, 2021).
According to the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021), effective Early Help systems should:
· Identify need early through information sharing and community engagement.
· Provide timely, proportionate support tailored to family circumstances.
· Involve children, young people, and families in decisions about their support.
· Be built on strong partnerships between agencies including health, education, police, and voluntary services.
The Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) guidance reinforces these principles, requiring all agencies to work collaboratively so that “children and families receive the right help, in the right place, at the right time” (HM Government, 2023, p. 16). Early Help is therefore both a preventive approach and a shared responsibility across sectors.
Local authorities play a coordinating role by providing online information, self-referral routes, and professional guidance to ensure families can easily access support. The effectiveness of their websites is therefore crucial: if information is unclear or difficult to find, families may not seek help until issues have escalated.

c) Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
According to Gov.UK (2023) Multi-agency working means that professionals from different sectors such as social care, education, health, housing, police, and the voluntary sect, such as social care, education, health, housing, police, and the voluntary sector, or work together to provide coordinated support to children and families.
Under Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), safeguarding partnerships are led by three statutory agencies: the local authority, the integrated care board (ICB), and the police. These partners must ensure effective information sharing and joint planning for Early Help. The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) emphasises that Early Help is most effective when agencies operate as part of a “whole system” model rather than isolated services.
In practice, this means:
· Joint assessments such as the Early Help Assessment (EHA) or Family Plan.
· Shared referral pathways.
· Coordinated key workers or family hubs.
· Multi-disciplinary meetings reviewing progress and outcomes.
Strong multi-agency collaboration ensures families do not have to repeat their story multiple times and that professionals work collectively to achieve positive outcomes. Local authority websites should therefore communicate this joined-up approach clearly to reassure families that Early Help is supportive, not punitive.

d) Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website
1. Leeds City Council
Website: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/support-for-families/early-help
Leeds City Council provides a comprehensive and clearly structured “Early Help” section. It defines Early Help as “the support provided to children, young people and families as soon as problems start to emerge” and emphasises that it is “voluntary and designed to help families find solutions” (Leeds City Council, 2025).
Accessibility and Clarity:
 The website uses plain, accessible language to explain Early Help in everyday terms. It provides examples of when families might seek support, such as behavioural challenges, emotional wellbeing, or financial worries, which makes it relatable and easy to understand. The layout is intuitive, with clear headings (“What Early Help is,” “How to get Early Help,” “How professionals can refer”). At Early Help, the key questions are: “How to get Early Help” and “How professionals can refer.” 
Navigation:
 A key strength is the visible referral information, with both professional and self-referral options. The site includes a downloadable Early Help Request form and directs users to Family Hubs, offering local, face-to-face support. A video explaining Family Hubs further enhances accessibility for families with low literacy.
Multi-agency Focus:
 Leeds highlights its multi-agency partnerships through references to the “Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership” and its “Early Help Practitioners’ Network.” The website explains that Early Help can be coordinated by schools, health visitors, or other professionals, showing that multiple agencies contribute.
Weaknesses:
 While information is thorough, some parts (e.g., professional guidance documents) could overwhelm parents seeking quick help. However, overall, the Leeds website balances professional and family-friendly content well.

2. Leicestershire County Council
Website: https://www.leicestershire.gov.uk/education-and-children/social-care-and-supporting-families/help-for-children-and-families
Leicestershire refers to its Early Help provision as the “Family Help Service”, previously the “Children and Family Wellbeing Service.” It provides “targeted early help to families experiencing difficulties that cannot be supported by universal services” (Leicestershire County Council, 2025).
Accessibility and Clarity:
 The service description is detailed and comprehensive, explaining available support areas such as parenting, SEND, youth work, and domestic abuse. However, the site uses more technical language terms like “targeted early help” and “keyworker intervention” which may be less accessible to the public.
Navigation:
 Families can self-refer using an online “Request for Services” form, or professionals can complete a Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF). The forms are easily found, though the instruction that completion may take 60 minutes could deter users with low digital skills. The website’s design is simple but text-heavy, with fewer visuals than Leeds or Southwark.
Multi-agency Focus:
 The website references the Leicestershire Children and Families Partnership and an “Early Help Partnership” sub-group, demonstrating strategic coordination across agencies. However, for family users, the experience of multi-agency support (e.g., what to expect from different professionals) is not clearly described.
Weaknesses:
 Although services are wide-ranging and referrals are straightforward, the lack of prominent use of the term “Early Help” could reduce visibility for families specifically searching that phrase. The professional tone also limits approachability.

3. Southwark Council
Website: https://www.southwark.gov.uk/children-and-families/childrens-social-care/early-help/about-early-help
Southwark Council provides clear and accessible information about Early Help under the term “Family Early Help (FEH)”. It defines Early Help as “support that some children and families need to be healthy, safe and achieve their full potential when universal services cannot” (Southwark Council, 2025).
Accessibility and Clarity:
 This website is written in very plain, family-friendly language. It lists common reasons families might need support, such as parenting, debt, or emotional wellbeing, making the content relatable. Contact options are clearly displayed, including an email address and phone number for the Early Help team.
Navigation:
 Southwark’s website divides information into “Universal Early Help” and “Extra Early Help,” helping families understand the level of support they might need. Referral information is easy to find, though forms must be downloaded as Word documents, which can limit accessibility on mobile devices.
Multi-agency Focus:
 The site outlines its partnership approach, highlighting services such as schools, health visitors, and community centres. A visual flowchart shows the referral pathway and how agencies collaborate. However, some content (such as professional eligibility criteria) could confuse families seeking simple guidance.
Weaknesses:
 While navigation is mostly clear, the Early Help section is not directly linked from the homepage; users must search or navigate multiple clicks, which could be a barrier for less digitally confident users.

e) Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
Across all three websites, Early Help is presented as a voluntary, supportive service designed to prevent issues from escalating. Each site offers referral mechanisms and outlines the multi-agency nature of Early Help, aligning with statutory guidance. However, differences exist in terminology, accessibility, and user experience.
	Aspect
	Leeds City Council
	Leicestershire County Council
	Southwark Council

	Terminology
	Clear use of “Early Help”
	Uses “Family Help,” which may confuse users
	Uses “Family Early Help,” recognisable

	Accessibility
	Plain language, family-focused
	Technical terminology
	Very clear and relatable

	Navigation
	Easy access, video support
	Clear but form-heavy
	Simple, but referral forms downloadable only

	Multi-agency focus
	Explicitly references partnerships
	Strategic focus, less family-facing
	Clear partner explanation, visual flowchart

	Visual appeal
	Strong use of icons and headings
	Text-heavy
	Clean, minimal but accessible


Leeds City Council stands out for its structured, balanced content and user-friendly navigation. Leicestershire County Council demonstrates organisational strength but uses professional language and less visual guidance, limiting accessibility. Southwark Council excels in clarity and family-friendliness, directly addressing common issues faced by families.
Overall, Southwark Council provides the most accessible and empathetic information for families, while Leeds offers the most comprehensive structure for both professionals and the public. Leicestershire’s site could improve by simplifying language and promoting the “Early Help” term more prominently.

f) Conclusion and Recommendations
Conclusion
This analysis shows that all three councils comply with national expectations for Early Help communication but differ in approach and accessibility. Southwark’s website best supports families through plain language and relatable content, Leeds provides a strong professional and community balance, and Leicestershire’s service breadth is strong, but its communication could be more inclusive.
Accessible and well-structured online information is vital for effective Early Help systems. When families can easily find and understand available support, they are more likely to seek help early, reducing pressure on statutory services and improving outcomes for children. This aligns with the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) and the Early Help System Guide, which emphasise early identification, partnership working, and community engagement.
Recommendations
1. Use consistent terminology – Ensure “Early Help” appears prominently to improve searchability and public recognition.
2. Simplify language – Replace technical terms with plain English explanations and real-life examples of support.
3. Enhance digital accessibility – Offer mobile-friendly forms, video explainers, and easy-read versions.
4. Show the family journey – Include clear visual pathways showing how agencies work together.
5. Improve homepage signposting – Create visible “Support for Families” buttons linking directly to Early Help information.
6. Encourage co-production – Involve parents and carers in reviewing and testing website usability.
7. Highlight success stories – Use case studies to show families that Early Help is supportive and non-stigmatising.
By adopting these measures, local authorities can ensure that Early Help services are not only available but accessible and empowering for all families.
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