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1. Introduction
Early Help is a fundamental component of the UK safeguarding system, designed to identify emerging needs in children and families before difficulties escalate into statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) emphasises that Early Help aims to provide timely, proportionate, and coordinated support that strengthens family resilience, promotes wellbeing, and prevents harm. It sits within the wider safeguarding continuum, complementing statutory child protection processes outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023). The Early Help approach recognises that families often experience challenges that do not meet statutory thresholds but still require structured support to prevent escalation.
Local authorities therefore have a statutory and moral responsibility to ensure that Early Help information is accessible, clearly communicated, and easy for families to navigate. In the digital age, local authority websites are often the first point of contact for families seeking support. The clarity, structure, and accessibility of these websites directly influence whether families understand how to access Early Help services. Poorly designed or overly complex webpages can create barriers, particularly for families with lower digital literacy or English as an additional language.
This report examines how three local authorities communicate Early Help to families through their official websites: Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Southwark Council. These councils were selected because they represent diverse demographics, communication styles, and approaches to Early Help delivery. Leeds is known for its “Child Friendly City” strategy, Tower Hamlets for its multilingual and highly detailed professional guidance, and Southwark for its simple, family‑friendly layout. Together, they provide a useful comparison of how Early Help is communicated across different local contexts.
The report evaluates how effectively each website explains Early Help, signposts support, and provides accessible pathways for families and professionals. It also considers how well each website aligns with national guidance, including Working Together 2023 and the Early Help System Guide. The report concludes with recommendations for improving digital communication to ensure that Early Help is accessible, understandable, and easy to navigate for all families.



2. Main Body

2.1 The Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2022) defines Early Help as a coordinated, multi‑agency response that supports families at the earliest opportunity. Its core principles include:
· Prevention and early intervention
· Holistic assessment of family needs
· Voluntary engagement
· Strength‑based practice
· Multi‑agency collaboration
· Clear referral pathways
· Accessible information for families
Early Help is positioned between universal services (such as schools and health visitors) and statutory child protection. It aims to reduce escalation by addressing issues such as parenting challenges, emotional wellbeing, school attendance, housing difficulties, or financial stress. The Early Help System Guide emphasises that families should be able to access support without stigma, and that information must be communicated in a way that is understandable, non‑judgemental, and easy to navigate.
Local authorities therefore have a statutory responsibility to ensure that Early Help information is visible, clear, accessible, easy to navigate, and consistent with national guidance. The quality of website communication directly affects whether families understand how to access support. Poorly structured or overly complex information can act as a barrier, particularly for families with lower digital literacy or English as an additional language.
Early Help also relies on clear thresholds, shared assessments, and coordinated planning. Families should be able to understand what Early Help is, how it works, and how they can access it. Websites therefore play a crucial role in shaping families’ understanding and confidence in seeking support. When Early Help is communicated effectively, families are more likely to engage voluntarily, which is a core principle of the Early Help approach.
The Early Help System Guide also highlights the importance of local context. Each local authority is expected to design Early Help pathways that reflect local needs, demographics, and service structures. This means that websites must not only be clear and accessible but also tailored to the specific communities they serve. For example, areas with high linguistic diversity may require multilingual resources, while areas with high deprivation may need clearer signposting to financial or housing support.

2.2 Multi‑Agency and Interdisciplinary Working
Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) emphasises that safeguarding is a shared responsibility across agencies. Multi‑agency working involves collaboration between children’s social care, education, health services, police, youth services, voluntary and community organisations, and early years providers. Interdisciplinary working ensures that professionals share information, coordinate interventions, and avoid duplication.
Effective Early Help requires:
· Shared assessments (such as the Early Help Assessment)
· Joint planning and review
· Clear referral routes
· Consistent communication with families
· Understanding of thresholds and escalation pathways
· Coordinated multi‑agency meetings
· Clear roles and responsibilities
Local authority websites play a crucial role in enabling this by providing:
· Clear explanations of Early Help
· Contact details
· Referral forms
· Guidance for professionals
· Information for families in accessible language
The clarity of online information directly influences whether professionals and families can engage effectively in Early Help processes. If websites are unclear, overly complex, or poorly structured, families may not understand how to access support, and professionals may struggle to navigate referral pathways.
Digital communication also supports multi‑agency working by ensuring that all professionals have access to the same information. When referral forms, thresholds, and guidance documents are easy to find, professionals can work more efficiently and collaboratively. Conversely, when information is hidden, outdated, or inconsistent, it can lead to delays, misunderstandings, and fragmented support.

2.3 Evaluation of Local Authority Websites

A. Leeds City Council
Figure 1. Leeds City Council Early Help webpage showing navigation menu, Early Help definition and contact panel (author’s own, 2024)
Overview
Leeds presents Early Help under the “Family support and childcare” section. The webpage uses clear headings, simple language, and a family‑friendly tone. It includes a definition of Early Help, an explanation of what support includes, contact details for locality Early Help Hubs, links to the Family Information Service, and guidance for professionals.
Strengths
Leeds uses highly accessible language suitable for families with varying literacy levels. The structure is strong, with short paragraphs and bullet points. Contact routes are visible, including phone numbers and locality hubs. The branding is consistent with Leeds’ “Child Friendly City” strategy. The website integrates well with wider family services, making navigation intuitive. Signposting to parenting support, youth services, and SEND information is clear. The tone is warm, supportive, and non‑judgemental, which aligns with Early Help principles.
Leeds also provides clear explanations of what Early Help can support with, such as parenting challenges, emotional wellbeing, and school attendance. This helps families understand whether Early Help is relevant to their situation. The website avoids jargon and uses everyday language, which makes it more accessible to families who may be unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology.
Weaknesses
Leeds uses limited visual aids such as flowcharts recommended by the Early Help System Guide. Early Help Assessment forms are available but not prominently signposted. Some key documents require multiple clicks to access. Multilingual options are limited compared to Tower Hamlets. The website could also benefit from more examples or case studies to help families understand how Early Help works in practice. Additionally, the professional guidance section is less detailed than Tower Hamlets, which may limit its usefulness for practitioners.

B. Tower Hamlets Council
Figure 2. Tower Hamlets Early Help webpage showing Early Help Assessment form, referral portal and multilingual support options (author’s own, 2024)
Overview
Tower Hamlets presents Early Help within the “Children and Families” section. The page includes a detailed explanation of Early Help, a downloadable Early Help Assessment form, a professional referral portal, information about the Early Help Hub, and links to parenting support and youth services.
Strengths
Tower Hamlets provides comprehensive detail, including thresholds and professional guidance. The referral process is clear, with forms and instructions. Multilingual accessibility reflects local demographics. The website integrates well with SEND and family support services. It aligns strongly with Working Together 2023, especially regarding professional responsibilities. The level of detail supports professionals who need clarity on thresholds and referral expectations.
Tower Hamlets also provides detailed information about what happens after a referral, which helps manage expectations for both families and professionals. The website includes links to additional support services, such as youth programmes, parenting courses, and community organisations. This holistic approach aligns with Early Help principles.
Weaknesses
The text is dense and may overwhelm families. Some terminology is professional‑heavy, such as “thresholds” and “triage”. Navigation requires several steps to reach Early Help information. Visuals are limited, and the layout may be challenging for users with low digital literacy. The tone is more formal and procedural, which may discourage families from engaging voluntarily. Additionally, the website could benefit from clearer explanations of Early Help for families, as the current content is more suited to professionals.

C. Southwark Council
Figure 3. Southwark Council Early Help webpage showing service list, duty line contact box and referral form link (author’s own, 2024)
Overview
Southwark places Early Help within the “Children and Families” section. The webpage includes a definition of Early Help, a list of services, contact details for the Early Help Duty Line, a downloadable referral form, and links to Southwark’s Local Offer.
Strengths
Southwark provides a clear, concise explanation of Early Help. Contact information is highly visible. The layout is simple and easy to navigate. Signposting to related services is effective. The tone is family‑friendly and straightforward. The website avoids jargon and is accessible to families with lower literacy levels.
Southwark also provides clear information about the types of support available, such as parenting programmes, youth services, and family support. This helps families understand what Early Help can offer. The website is less overwhelming than Tower Hamlets and may be more accessible to families who prefer simple, straightforward information.
Weaknesses
Southwark offers less detail than Tower Hamlets and may lack depth for professionals. Visual engagement is limited. Referral forms are available but not prominently highlighted. Some pages contain outdated links. Multilingual options are fewer compared to Tower Hamlets. The website could benefit from more detailed explanations of Early Help processes and clearer referral pathways. Additionally, the website does not provide as much information about professional responsibilities or thresholds.



2.4 Comparative Analysis
Leeds is the most family‑friendly, using simple language and clear structure. Southwark is also accessible but less detailed. Tower Hamlets is comprehensive but text‑heavy and more suited to professionals. Tower Hamlets provides the clearest professional referral process, while Leeds offers good contact information but fewer explicit referral instructions. Southwark provides clear contact details but less procedural guidance.
In terms of navigation, Leeds is the most intuitive. Southwark is simple but lacks depth. Tower Hamlets is detailed but requires more clicks. All three councils rely heavily on text and lack visual aids such as flowcharts. Tower Hamlets aligns most closely with Working Together 2023, Leeds aligns well with Early Help principles, and Southwark aligns moderately but lacks depth.
Leeds is the strongest for families, Tower Hamlets for professionals, and Southwark for simplicity. However, none of the websites fully meet the Early Help System Guide’s recommendations for visual clarity, accessibility, and clear pathways.



3. Conclusion
This report examined how Leeds, Tower Hamlets, and Southwark communicate Early Help to families through their websites. All three councils provide essential information, but they differ in accessibility, clarity, and depth. Leeds is the most effective overall due to its accessible language, clear structure, intuitive navigation, and strong integration with wider family services. Tower Hamlets provides the most detailed professional guidance but is less accessible for families. Southwark is clear and simple but lacks depth and visual engagement.
4. Recommendations
All three councils should add visual flowcharts showing the Early Help pathway, provide short videos explaining Early Help, improve visibility of referral forms, use plain language consistently, ensure regular updates, and add child‑friendly visuals. Leeds should add more professional‑level detail. Tower Hamlets should simplify language and reduce text density. Southwark should expand professional guidance and improve visibility of forms.
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