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Early Help system signposting: A Comparative Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites 
INTRODUCTION
Early Help is a essential part of the safeguarding system in England and aims to provide timely support to children, young people and their families before difficulties escalate into more serious concerns requiring statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide explains that Early Help is not a single service, but a coordinated system involving universal, targeted and specialist services working together to identify needs early, improve outcomes and reduce inequalities for children and families (Department for Education, 2022). By providing support at the earliest opportunity, Early Help helps families build resilience, improve wellbeing and reduce the likelihood of children entering statutory social care services.
The importance of Early Help is reinforced in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026), which states that safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is a shared responsibility requiring effective collaboration between local authorities, health services, education providers, the police and voluntary organisations. The guidance highlights that identifying needs early and providing coordinated support are fundamental to improving outcomes and protecting children from harm (UK Goverment,2026).
The purpose of this report is to evaluate and compare how three local authority websites – Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council provide information about The Early Help system and wider family support services. The report will compare three local authority websites by examining how accessible, clear and comprehensive their Early Help information is. It will discuss the importance of multi-agency working, supported by relevant UK legislation and government guidance, and conclude with recommendations for improving online information and access to support to families.
I selected these three local authorities because they represent different geographical areas and populations, allowing for a balanced comparison of how Early Help information is presented and accessed through local authority websites.

EXPLANATION OF THE EARLY HELP SYSTEM
Early help is a proactive approach designed to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families as early as possible before difficulties become more serious. Rather than being a single service, the Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a whole system approach that brings together universal, targeted and specialist services to provide coordinated support based on the needs of the child and family (Department for Education, 2022). The aim is to improve outcomes for children by preventing problems from escalating and reducing the need for statutory intervention.
The Early Help System supports families facing a wide range of challenges, including financial hardship, poor school attendance, emotional well-being concerns, domestic abuse, substance misuse, parental mental health difficulties and behavioural problems. By identifying these issues early, professionals can work together collaboratively with families to provide timely interventions that build resilience and promote positive long-term outcomes (Department of Education, 2022, NSPCC,2026). Early Help is voluntary, meaning families are encouraged to engage with support services and participate in decisions about the assistance they receive.
Early Help forms an essential part of the wider safeguarding framework in England. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) states that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and that agencies should identify emerging concerns at the earliest opportunity to protect children from harm and promote their welfare (UK Government, 2026). This guidance emphasises that providing effective Early Help can reduce the likelihood of children requiring statutory social care intervention by addressing concerns before they reach child protection thresholds.
The principles of Early Help are supported by the Children Act 1989, which establishes that the child's welfare must always be primary consideration and the Children Act 2004, which places a legal duty on local authorities and partner agencies to cooperate in improving outcomes for children (Children Act 1989, Children Act 2004). Together, these legislation's frameworks support the delivery of coordinated, child centred and family focused services that promote early intervention and partnership working.

EXPLANATION OF MULTI AGENCY WORKING
Multi agency working is a collaborative approach in which professionals from different organisations work together to identify, assess and respond ti the needs of children, young people and families. It is an essential part of the Early Help system because many families have complex needs that cannot be met by one service alone. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) states that safeguarding is a shared responsibility and requires agencies to work together to provide coordinated timely support (UK Government, 2026).
The Early System Guide explains that effective Early Help relies on strong partnership between local authorities, schools, health services, the police, housing services and voluntary organisations. By identifying concerns early, sharing information appropriately and coordinated support, agencies can improve outcomes for children and families while reducing the need for statutory intervention (Department of Education, 2026).
The Childrens Act 2004 places a duty on local authorities and partner organisations to work together to improve the wellbeing of children, providing a legal foundation for effective multi agency working. Similarly, the Children Act 1989 states that childs welfare should remain the main priority when decisions are made about their care and protection. Together, these Acts support professionals from different agencies to share information, coordinate services and make joint decisions that promote positive outcomes for children and their families (Children Act 1989, Children Act 2004}.


EVALUATION OF THREE LOCAL AUTHORITIES 

LEEDS CITY COUNCIL
Leeds City Council provides a dedicated Early Help webpage that explains how children, young people and families can access support when additional needs are identified. The website promotes Early Help as an approach that provides the right support at the right time, helping families overcome challenges before they escalate into more serious concerns. This reflects the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises early identification, partnership working and coordinated support to improve outcomes for children and families (Department for Education, 2022).
One of the main strengths of the Leeds website is the comprehensive information it provides. The website explains the purpose of Early Help, the referral process, the role of Family Hubs and the services available to support families. It also highlights the importance of professionals working collaboratively with families, which is consistent with the guidance in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) (Department of Education, 2026, Leeds City Council). Contact details and referral information are clearly available, making it easier for both professionals and members of public to seek support.
Despite these strengths, the website has some limitations. The information is spread across several webpages, requiring users to navigate between different sections to gain a complete understanding of the Early Help process. In addition, some of the language is aimed at professionals and includes terminology that may not be familiar to parents or carers. This may reduce accessibility for individuals with lower literacy levels or those accessing services during time of crisis. To improve the user experience, Leeds City Council could simplify its language, reduce the number of webpages required to access information and include more visual resources, such as visual displays and short videos, to explain referral pathways and available services.

NORFOLK COUNTY COUNCIL
Norfolk County Council provides a dedicated Early Help webpage that clearly explains the purpose of Early Help and the support to children, young people and their families. The website states that Early Help provides support when problems first emerge, helping families receive assistance before issues become more serious. This reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide, which promotes early intervention and coordinated support to improve improve outcomes for children and reduce the need for statutory services (Department of education, 2022).
A key strength of the Norfolk website is its accessibility. Information is organised into clear sections and written in plain English, making it easy for parents, carers and professionals to understand the services available. Clear contact details and referral guidance help families access support quickly (Norfolk County Council).
However, the website provides less detailed information about multi agency working than Leeds and Tower Hamlets. It also relies mainly on written content, with limited use of visual resources to support different learning needs. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) highlights the importance of partnership working and effective communication between agencies (Department for Education, 2026). Including more information on multi agency collaboration and adding videos or flowcharts would further improve the website.

TOWER HAMLETS COUNCIL
Tower Hamlets Council provides a comprehensive Early Help webpage that explains the range of support available to children, young people and families. The website describes Early Help as support provided when concerns are first identified to prevent problems from escalating and improve outcomes for children. This reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide, which promotes early identification of needs and coordinated, family centred support (Department of Education, 2022).
A major strength of the website is the amount of information available. It clearly explains the purpose of Early Help, referral pathways, Family Hubs and the role of the Multi Agency Support Team (MAST). Contact details are easy to locate, and guidance is provided for both families and professionals. The website also demonstrates the importance of agencies working together, reflecting the collaborative approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) (Department of education, 2026, Tower Hamlets Council).
However, the website contains extensive information across several webpages, which may make navigation difficult for some users. Adding more visual resources, such as videos, and flowcharts, and simplifying navigation would improve accessibility. Overall, Tower Hamlets provides the most comprehensive Early Help information of the three local authority websites evaluated.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The evaluation of the three local authority websites demonstrates that each provides valuable information about the Early Help system, however there are some differences in their accessibility, clarity, comprehensiveness and overall user experience. All three websites promote the principles of early intervention and family centred support, which are consistent with the Early Help System Guide. The guide highlights that Early Help should provide timely, coordinated support through effective parntership working to improve outcomes for children and families (Department of Education, 2022).
Leeds City Council provides detailed information about Early Help, referral processes and the services available to families. The website demonstrates a strong commitment to partnership working and clearly explains the purpose of Early Help. However, the information is spread across several webpages and includes professional terminology, making it less accessible for some families and carers (Leeds City Council).
Norfolk County Council offers the most straightforward and user-friendly website. The information is well organised, written in plain English and supported by clear contact details, enabling families to find support quickly. However, compared with Leeds and Tower Hamlets, the website provides less detailed information about multi agency working and the different professionals involved in delivering Early Help (Norfolk County Council).
Tower Hamlets Council provides the most comprehensive information about Early Help, including referral pathways, family hubs and the role of the Multi-Agency Support Team. The website clearly reflects the principles of partnership working described in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) by demonstrating how different agencies collaborate to meet needs of children and families (Department for Education, 2026, Tower Hamlets Council). Although the website contains a large amount of information, which may require additional navigation, it offers the most complete explanation of the Early Help process.
Overall, Tower Hamlets Council is the most effective website because it provides the most comprehensive information, clearly explains referral pathways and demonstrates effective multi agency working. Nevertheless, all three local authorities could improve their website by simplifying language, increasing the use of visual resources, improving mobile accessibility and providing more translated information to ensure that support is accessible to all families.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Early Help is a vital element of the safeguarding system in England, enabling children, young people and families to receive timely support before difficulties develop into more serious concerns. Early Help System Guide highlights that effective Early Help depends on a coordinated approach in which agencies work together to identify needs early, provide appropriate interventions and improve outcomes for children and families (Department for Education, 2022). Similarly, Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) emphasises that safeguarding is a shared responsibility and that effective multi agency working is essential for protecting children and promoting their welfare (UK Government, 2026).
The evaluation of the three local authority websites found that each provides useful information about Early Help, although their effectiveness varies. Norfolk County Council offers the simplest and most accessible website, making it easy for families to find information and support. Leeds City Council provides detailed guidance and demonstrates a strong commitment to partnership working but could improve accessibility by reducing professional terminology and simplifying navigation. Tower Hamlets Council provides the most comprehensive information, clearly explaining referral pathways and multi-agency support, making it the strongest overall website despite requiring users to navigate through several webpages.
To improve the online availability and accessibility, local authorities should use plain English, provide more visual resources such as videos, flowcharts and visual displays, improve mobile accessibility and increase the availability of translated information for families whos first language is not English. Clear, accurate and accessible Early Help information enables families to access support more quickly, strengthens partnership working and contributes to better outcomes for children and young people (UK Government, 2026).
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