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AN EXAMINATION AND ANALYSIS OF HOW THE ‘EARLY HELP’ SYSTEM IS SIGNPOSTED TO UK FAMILIES BY THEIR LOCAL AUTHORITY WEBSITE
[bookmark: _Toc214124021][bookmark: _Toc214124148][bookmark: _Toc214124695]Executive summary
This report examines how the Early Help system is communicated to families via three local authority websites: Southwark, Nottinghamshire, and Leeds. It outlines the Early Help model and the statutory multi-agency expectations that underpin it, evaluates each website’s clarity, navigability, and accessibility, and compares strengths and weaknesses. The analysis uses national guidance (the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023) as benchmarks, reviews research and evaluations about early help and multi-agency working, and draws on LA web pages and partnership resources. The report concludes with targeted recommendations to enhance online signposting, improve user accessibility, and promote multi-agency clarity, enabling families to locate and utilise Early Help services more easily.                                                         1. Introduction
Early Help, providing timely support to children, young people, and families before problems escalate, has become a core expectation of local safeguarding systems in England. Local authorities (LAs) are expected to publish clear information on the help available and how families can access it; the public website is often the first port of call for parents, carers, and practitioners seeking guidance (DfE, 2022). This report audits how three local authorities (Southwark, Nottinghamshire, and Leeds) present Early Help and family support online, using the national Early Help System Guide and the statutory Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) as evaluative benchmarks. The central question is: which LA website provides the most effective and accessible signposting for families, and what improvements are necessary to ensure the Early Help offer is understandable, reachable, and consistent with statutory expectations. GOV.UK+1


[bookmark: _Toc214124022][bookmark: _Toc214124149][bookmark: _Toc214124696]2. Explanation of the Early Help system
The Early Help system is not a single service; it comprises a range of services and support. However, a network of services, processes, and interactions is designed to identify needs early and respond proportionately, thereby preventing escalation to statutory child protection interventions (DfE, 2022). Key features include: (1) early identification of need; (2) proportionate, evidence-based interventions; (3) family-centred, voluntary engagement; (4) clear pathways and single points of contact; and (5) multi-agency coordination and governance to ensure consistent access and outcomes. The national Early Help System Guide clarifies that mature systems publish clear local pathways, offer a range of universal to targeted services, and embed evaluation and family voice in design (DfE, 2022). Research suggests that early help can improve family resilience and reduce the need for later statutory intervention when services are timely, well-coordinated, and accessible (NCB; EIF). However, national reviews and Ofsted evidence highlight variability in local offers and gaps in capacity and clarity (NCB; Ofsted summaries). GOV.UK+2ncb.org.uk+2


[bookmark: _Toc214124023][bookmark: _Toc214124150][bookmark: _Toc214124697]                                 3. Explanation of multi-agency work
Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) sets the statutory expectation that multi-agency working underpins prevention and protection, requiring local partnerships to establish shared thresholds, information-sharing arrangements, and clear roles for agencies (DfE, 2023). Effective multi-agency working involves: formal partnership governance (safeguarding partnership arrangements), shared pathways for Early Help and statutory services, single points of contact/referral routes, and easy access to contact information for families and professionals. Literature on multi-agency practice emphasises that successful partnerships depend on clarity of roles, communication protocols, and shared data and evaluation frameworks; weaknesses typically arise from unclear pathways, inconsistent threshold application, and poor communication (Ball; Mistry). Where multi-agency practice is embedded, families receive joined-up services that better address complex, cross-cutting problems. GOV.UK+2SpringerLink+2


[bookmark: _Toc214124024][bookmark: _Toc214124151][bookmark: _Toc214124698]4. Methodology: website audit approach
The audit used a consistent rubric applied to the three selected LA websites: (1) visibility of Early Help on the homepage/navigation; (2) clarity of what Early Help is for families; (3) ease of finding referral routes/contact details; (4) information on multi-agency arrangements and consent; (5) accessibility features (plain English, translation options, mobile friendliness); and (6) signposting to third-sector and universal services. Pages reviewed included LA Early Help pages, local partnership (safeguarding) pages, and local offer resources. National guidance and recent evaluations were used as benchmarking standards. The audit relied on publicly accessible web pages and partnership documents. (See references for exact URLs used.) Southwark Council+2Nottinghamshire County Council+2
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[bookmark: _Toc214124026][bookmark: _Toc214124153][bookmark: _Toc214124700]5.1 Southwark Council 
Visibility & navigation: Southwark’s website includes an Early Help area under Children & Families (Family Early Help / Extra Early Help), with pages explaining universal and targeted services and the Family Early Help service. The content appears on both the primary children’s services area and the Local Offer (for SEND), improving cross-visibility for families seeking support for a child with additional needs. Southwark Council+1
Clarity of content: The pages explain what early help is, who it is for, and examples of universal versus extra early help. Language is reasonably plain and explains consent and voluntary engagement, though some pages are written in council/sectorese (e.g., “targeted early help”) that might confuse lay readers.
Referral routes & contacts: Southwark provides pathways, including contact details for the Family Early Help service, referral forms, and signposting to schools and health services, as well as links to local family centres. However, the site sometimes directs users to be referred by professionals (e.g., schools), which could impede direct parental access if a clear self-referral form is not readily apparent.
Multi-agency information: The site explains partnerships at a high level but does not always present an explicit single-page “how agencies work together” guide for families. Information about thresholds and the interface with social care is present, but would benefit from a simple flowchart for families.
Accessibility & UX: The Local Offer pages and family pages are relatively accessible, with clear headings and good use of signposting links. There is limited plain-language guidance on “what to do next” (e.g., immediate steps, who to contact out of hours).
Summary for Southwark: Good breadth of information and cross-linking to SEND pages; improvements needed in visible self-referral options and simple flow diagrams describing multi-agency processes. Southwark Council+1
[bookmark: _Toc214124027][bookmark: _Toc214124154][bookmark: _Toc214124701]5.2 Nottinghamshire County Council 
Visibility & navigation: Nottinghamshire’s site features a Family Service and an Early Help Development Plan; Early Help appears embedded within children’s social care and the family services section. There are practitioner-facing pages (development plan, pathways) as well as some public advice pages. Nottinghamshire County Council+1
Clarity of content: Nottinghamshire provides clear descriptions of the Family Service and what targeted early help can offer (case management, parenting support, school/home liaison). The existence of a publicly available Early Help Development Plan suggests transparency about system goals and partnership priorities.
Referral routes & contacts: Nottinghamshire offers contact points (family service contacts) and an Early Help Unit. Some resources, however, are more aimed at professionals (e.g., pathways and development plan PDFs) and may be less accessible to families without practitioner mediation.
Multi-agency information: The county publishes partnership documents and references to triage/allocation processes; these documents support professional transparency but are text-heavy for families. There is an identifiable single contact point (the Family Service) which supports clarity, but the balance favours professional audiences.
Accessibility & UX: Navigation is logical, but the content leans toward practitioners. More prominent family-facing quick guides, FAQs, and plain-language self-referral forms would improve accessibility.
Summary for Nottinghamshire: Strong on transparency and professional pathways; weaker on family-facing, plain-English self-referral materials and quick navigation for non-professionals. Nottinghamshire County Council+1
[bookmark: _Toc214124028][bookmark: _Toc214124155][bookmark: _Toc214124702]5.3 Leeds City Council 
Visibility & navigation: Leeds provides an explicit One-minute guide to Early Help and extensive practitioner and family resources through Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership and the Leeds Local Offer. Multiple entry points increase discoverability for different audiences (families, schools, professionals). Leeds City Council+2leedsscp.org.uk+2
Clarity of content: Leeds’ One-minute guide and partnership pages explain Early Help in plain terms, highlight consent, and outline how to access support. Leeds includes practical guidance for families and practitioners, such as referral pathways and checklists, which are succinct and user-oriented.
Referral routes & contacts: Leeds provides clear contact routes and links to referral forms and local support hubs. Where possible, it offers downloadable guidance and practitioner forms. This enhances the likelihood that families and professionals can respond promptly and effectively.
Multi-agency information: Leeds’ safeguarding partnership pages clearly describe early help roles, thresholds, and partnership arrangements, making multi-agency responsibilities transparent to both families and professionals.
Accessibility & UX: The website features short guides, downloadable resources, and local offer content specifically designed for families. It benefits from multiple entry points (local offer, safeguarding partnership pages), and the language is frequently family-friendly.
Summary for Leeds: Strong family-facing clarity, multiple accessible entry points, and explicit partnership information — overall the most user-friendly of the three audited sites. Leeds City Council+1


[bookmark: _Toc214124029][bookmark: _Toc214124156][bookmark: _Toc214124703]6. Comparative analysis: strengths & weaknesses
Strengths observed
· Leeds: Best family-facing clarity and multiple entry points (local offer + safeguarding partnership), with short, plain-English guidance and downloadable resources that support both self-referral and professional referrals. This aligns with the Early Help guide’s emphasis on clear local pathways and family involvement. Leeds City Council+1
· Southwark: Good cross-linking with Local Offer (applicable for SEND families) and clear descriptions of early help levels; visible family service pages are helpful. Southwark Local Offer+1
· Nottinghamshire: Transparent professional documentation (development plan, pathways) and explicit family service contact points demonstrate system maturity and governance focus. Nottinghamshire County Council+1
Weaknesses observed
· Professional vs family audience mismatch: Nottinghamshire and (in parts) Southwark publish rich professional documents but less obvious plain-language self-referral tools. Research indicates families are more likely to engage where pathways are simple and conversational (EIF; NCB). EIF+1
· Lack of single-page flowcharts: Southwark and Nottinghamshire would benefit from a “what happens next” flowchart. Hence, families understand stages, consent, and likely timeframes (a widely recommended practice in the guidance). GOV.UK
· Inconsistent signposting to third sector & universal services: While Leeds links widely to local hubs and voluntary organisations, the other two are less explicit in signposting community partners, reducing options for families seeking non-statutory help. leedsscp.org.uk+1
Which website is most effective?
On balance, Leeds provides the most effective and accessible information for families, offering clear, plain-English guidance, multiple entry points, explicit referral routes, and clear partnership pages. Southwark is close, particularly for SEND families via the Local Offer, and Nottinghamshire is strong on professional transparency but needs more family-centered materials.
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Early Help relies on both a functioning local system and accessible information for families. While each audited LA demonstrates a commitment to Early Help, the effectiveness of signposting varies. Leeds best meets the combined criteria of clarity, accessibility, and visible referral pathways. To strengthen online signposting across LAs, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Create a single-page family “What to expect” flowchart: A plain-English diagram showing how to get help, consent, timescales, and when statutory services might become involved (recommended for Southwark and Nottinghamshire). This reflects the Early Help Guide’s call for clarity of pathways. GOV.UK
2. Prominent self-referral option: Make a clear, simple family self-referral form (or “I need support” button) visible on the children & families landing page so parents can request help without professional mediation. (Nottinghamshire and Southwark should adopt this.) EIF
3. Plain-English FAQs and short videos: Use short FAQs and explainer videos to communicate consent, confidentiality, and multi-agency working; the Leads’ approach shows the value of short guides. Leeds City Council
4. Consistent signposting to voluntary and community services: Include local VCSE partners on early help pages so families have immediate alternatives to statutory provision. EIF
5. Family voice & evaluation: Publish basic performance data, family feedback, and simple metrics (waiting times, outcomes) to build trust and support system improvement. This mirrors national recommendations on evaluation. GOV.UK+1
Implementing these measures will improve accessibility, transparency, and family engagement with Early Help.
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