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[bookmark: _Toc235361218]1.0 Introduction
Early Help is designed to intervene as soon as a problem emerges, at any point in a child's life, but if families cannot access this, then the early help will not help (Department for Education, 2022). This report explores and critically reviews the signposting of the Early Help system to families within three local authority websites: Leeds City Council, the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, and Norfolk County Council. The authorities were selected as representing contrasting contexts: a core city, an inner-London borough and a large county, and each currently receives an Ofsted 'Outstanding' rating for its services for children, enabling website signposting to be compared independently of service quality (Ofsted, 2024). The Early Help system and the statutory framework for multi-agency working are outlined in sections b and c; evaluations of each website against an agreed set of criteria are provided in section d; a direct comparison is then made in section e, and recommendations are made in section f.
[bookmark: _Toc235361219]2.0 Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is the help provided to the child and family before the need hits the threshold for statutory intervention, and before issues such as poor school attendance, mental ill health, or family conflict in the parents become too overwhelming (Department for Education, 2022). This is now formally in place, and in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, local areas are expected to provide a robust and evidence-based early help offer, coordinated across agencies, within a legislative framework for child protection that has been strengthened over time since the Children Act 1989 was passed (Department for Education, 2023).
Early Help is part of a tiered approach to meeting children's needs, also known as a Continuum of Need by local safeguarding partnerships, from universal services, for example, school and health visiting, to targeted Early Help and specialist services, and then to statutory services. This differentiation is based on two conflicting rationales: prevention versus crisis response (both of which permit adjustment of support levels based on changing family situations). The model is enhanced nationally through the Families First Partnership reform, which was implemented in April 2025, and will improve the offer of family help to be more seamless and multi-disciplinary across the transition between early help and statutory Child in Need services (Department for Education, 2025).
The impact of not making this system accessible is clear-cut: the Munro Review stated that if effective early help is not made available, families only access help when problems are very serious, by which time statutory services are already stretched, and the help offered has to be more intrusive (Department for Education, 2011). Web signposting is the crucial link to the tiered model; it is not an administrative afterthought for the family to find the Early Help offer as a result of it being available online. In the latter half of this term (sections d and e), students will therefore not only be asked to determine if information exists online, but whether it is available in a format that a family would recognise and use.
[bookmark: _Toc235361220]3.0 Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is defined as collaboration by practitioners from various services (health, education, police, housing, and social care) around the needs of a child or family where practitioners do not deal with a child's needs individually (Department for Education, 2023). Section 11 of the Children Act 2004 places a statutory duty on named agencies to act to safeguard and promote the welfare of children while they are exercising their functions, rather than just providing guidance (Department for Education, 2023).
This responsibility is based on the consistent conclusions from repeated SIR reviews. Poor information sharing between agencies was highlighted by the Munro Review as a recurring factor in situations where children were not adequately protected, and is still a persistent risk as reflected in current case review learning (Department for Education, 2011). Multi-agency arrangements can only be an indicator of failure in the system, rather than a policy tick-box.
But multi-agency working is not really easy to put into practice. Differences between organisational processes, cultures and thresholds between partner agencies created implementation challenges for Ball, McElwee and McManus (2024), and for Dixon et al. (2022), it was the need for professionals to share a continuous learning process with and from each other that was a key requirement for the "multi". This tension is now being addressed structurally: from 2025, this emphasis is being fleshed out in the Families First Partnership programme, which calls for practitioners from different agencies to co-locate in multi-disciplinary Family Help teams (Department for Education, 2025), although at this early stage it is unclear whether co-location is enough to overcome the cultural clashes described by these authors.
This is of relevance here: Sometimes, multi-agency working in formal partnerships is hard, so a family's first experience of some of the terminology, e.g., looking at the Team Around the Family, can mislead them as to the extent of integration. Section D seeks specific examples of multi-agency working rather than generic examples of partnership per se.
[bookmark: _Toc235361221]4.0 Evaluation of Each Website
For this report, the five criteria were not just a checklist but a justification, and before assessing the three websites, this should be done. Below are the evaluations made after direct navigation of each council's Early Help webpages. Findability is important because an offer a family cannot find cannot work preventatively (section b); understanding the issue of accessibility, which includes searching navigation depth, reveals that only stressed users are affected by whether or not they can complete an information-seeking task (Wamala-Andersson et al., 2026). Content evaluation is done for families and professionals because if it is not in plain language, the parent may not take action on it. Multi-agency visibility is important because no integrated response is possible without making it visible, rather than just asserted (section c). The Ofsted ratings and active strategy documents indicate the service is a live and active, scrutinised service. Digital exclusion is reflected in accessibility, as digital inclusion worsens the vulnerability of the people concerned (Wamala-Andersson et al., 2026).
One good example of signposting is provided by Leeds City Council. Early Help information is accessible quickly from the homepage via "Children and families" to "Services for families" and "Family hubs", which is clearly labelled and distinct from other services such as housing and financial help. The council has seven Family Hubs with a hub manager, social workers, and family help practitioners covering all but two, where the family help practitioners and police are also based. There are seven Family Hubs with a manager and staff, including police officers and social workers, and two Family Hubs which have a Family help practitioner who works with domestic abuse practitioners. This co-located model aligns with the overall research literature on the effectiveness of co-located, multi-disciplinary hubs to improve outcomes related to early identification and response to family adversity, underpinned by one roof (Hall et al., 2022). Common words should be used and not 'technical' words such as point of access. This is not reflected on the family-facing pages as Leeds has received an ‘Outstanding' rating in Ofsted's inspection (Ofsted 2024).
The content is good in Tower Hamlets, while the navigability is less good. The content in "About Early Help" can be accessed in a three-click process from the homepage: "Health and social care," then "Children and family care," and then "Early Help" to reach the "About Early Help" content (Tower Hamlets Council, no date). Once identified, the page offers clear and accessible information about the types of services, which are universal and targeted, and links to the new Early Help Strategy 2025-2028. Multi-agency working is exemplified in the Multi-Agency Support Team, which is a multi-agency set up in which children's services, health, education, police, and probation are represented alongside named partners from the voluntary sector, and all working through a shared set of referral routes, via Tower Hamlets Council, no date. But the content is spread over many neighbouring sub-pages, in which they have to guess which one applies to their family. Not featured on family pages, but Tower Hamlets is rated as ‘Outstanding' by Ofsted (Ofsted, 2024).
There is a lot of information on Norfolk County Council's website, but it's the least family-friendly of the three. The Early help and family support page has to be engaging and linked to first-person cues, with a full explanation as to how to contact (Norfolk County Council, no date). But there is little space on these pages devoted to the specifics of the multi-agency approach to working in the sector, such as "Team Around the Family," which is detailed elsewhere but not embedded in the main website. Norfolk's Early Childhood and Family Service, Family Information Service, and Children's Advice and Duty Service are offered as separate options to the family rather than there being one 'front door' through to services, which may reduce the risk of a family taking an incomplete journey into service. Despite Norfolk having been rated ‘Outstanding’ in all inspected areas by Ofsted (2024), the setting has not yet equated this rating with the structure of the setting itself.
[bookmark: _Toc235361222]5.0 Comparative Analysis
Of the three, it is easiest for a concerned parent to get help in Leeds. It has just one “Family hubs” link linked to a single “Services for families” page, compared to Tower Hamlets, which takes four clicks to get to the same page, and Norfolk, which has a mix of three differently branded services, each with a separate “Services for families” hub that has no common link page. This is likely to have an impact on usability in times of crisis: a parent looking in the middle of a crisis is more likely to abandon the site in Tower Hamlets or Norfolk than in Leeds.
All three authorities use generic and easy-to-understand language on their main pages, and do not use jargon like the word thresholds in areas that target parents. But where the technical content is the same as or effectively replaces family content, such as Norfolk's 'how to' pages, this accessibility is undermined.
This trend may be explained by structural and not oversight factors. Local authority sites may be based around service directories, which are generally created to satisfy statutory publishing requirements and Ofsted's evidence needs; generally, practitioners and inspectors will be the audience for procedural detail. Communications teams also often make content for family audiences that focuses on them and doesn't detail every operational aspect of the business. This may be compounded by the fact that Ofsted itself challenges practitioners' advice for families using its own inspection framework against practitioner-facing guidance, which it treats as evidence of underpinning system coherence. This interpretation, not a finding, but an interpretation nonetheless, would account for the fact that Norfolk's most technical guidance content isn't available on its family content pages, nor is it embedded in the family journey on pages designed for council staff.
Multi-agency visibility is highest for these two, with Leeds and Tower Hamlets both specifying co-located roles, rather than the generic mention of "partnership working". Multi-agency working, by contrast, is harder to imagine and harder to believe when it comes to Norfolk's content, as it only refers to "services who may be able to help", but fails to specify which agencies are involved.
None of them makes it very clear to a lay parent the tiered system, and there is a real shortcoming in that. All authorities provide a competent description of their offer, but none clearly communicates what additional steps follow upon the increase or decrease of their situation, and families seem to have a lack of understanding of what will happen if things go ‘downhill' or ‘upstream'.
This is also an issue of depth and accessibility, while Tower Hamlets provides much greater depth of content, the content is more inaccessible due to the fragmentation. This is particularly the case for a parent who has no familiarity with council websites.
[bookmark: _Toc235361223]6.0 Conclusion and Recommendations
Leeds City Council's website is the best example of good signposting practice, presented in accessible language, with a short navigation route, but with evidence of multi-agency working. The family-hungry offer in Norfolk is marred by the lack of interconnection between family and professional offerings, and the content is as good as Tower Hamlets.
Recommendations
Firstly, there is a need to have a single consistently branded ‘front door' landing page for Early Help, and not spread it across different branded services by the local authorities. Secondly, every Early Help page needs to explain the tiered system in simple English – in terms of a small child. Third, they should have a uniform findability principle, as they do at Leeds, with Early Help available within two clicks of the homepage, enabling signposting to benefit signposted families, not just those with experience of this process. Lastly, this analysis was done by a researcher using a structured framework, and not with a parent in actual crisis, as a family's experiences may vary and the sites are subject to change.
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