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An Examination and Analysis of How the local authority websites guide UK families to the early help system and services

Introduction
Throughout the UK, early help is widely recognised as a key factor in improving outcomes for children, young people, and families. The ‘Early Help’ system is a central pillar of this innovative preventive agenda, helping identify and resolve emerging needs before they become more serious statutory safeguarding matters. As a result, clear communication about what Early Help offers is vital to reach and engage parents and families who may benefit from the services available. 
This report begins a review of how Early Help is signposted via the websites of three local authorities: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Tower Hamlets Council. It carefully analyses the clarity, accessibility and completeness of the information presented, with an emphasis on how these platforms can reflect collaborative, multi-agency works and safeguarding practice. Completeness in this context means how fully the website explains Early Help, including what it is, who it is for, how it works, and how families can access support. 
The report references key statutory guidance, such as Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) and the Early Help System Guide, along with a wider academic literature search in relation to Learning Outcomes 1 and 2. A cross-case examination reveals the advantageous and disadvantageous elements underlying the mission statements and messaging approaches taken, which leads to a discussion of how each entity might improve their language, education, prevention and awareness efforts for those linked to vulnerable populations who may experience material insecurity or destabilisation.
The Early Help System
The Early Help system exists to offer relevant and timely help for children, young people, and their families as soon as emerging difficulties become evident; the objective of the system is to ensure that these initial challenges do not develop into complex or severe needs (Department for Education, 2020). This is essential since such a proactive and preventative tactic was more important given that early intervention is on the table rather than waiting to react only after harm has been done and then trying, when it may be too late, to reduce harm before they compound.
In Early Help, there is a coherent, multi-agency model whereby numerous services collaborate with one another for assessment and the provision of targeted support. One of the main structures used in this system is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), a framework designed to help professionals and families identify certain needs, build on existing strengths, and determine which support would work best.
Working Together to Safeguard Children Statutory Guidance (2023), Early Help is described as integral and preventative in safeguarding children, by reducing risk and improving long-term outcomes in education, health, and wellbeing. If an individual or family is experiencing financial stress or a child has started to struggle at school, timely support can be transformative, stopping problems in their tracks before they develop into more serious and entrenched issues down the track.
Early Help is entirely voluntary, and families must give their consent to receive the support that is offered. With a voluntary nature, communication must be clear, transparent, and empathetic to ensure that families have a full understanding of what services are available to them while also feeling confident in trusting the professionals involved (Featherstone et al., 2018). As a result, local authority websites have become a key resource for families needing help, with full information and easy entry points.
Working Multi-Agency and Interdisciplinary 
Multi-agency working is termed when at least two professionals, within sectors like health and social care or in education or from voluntary organisations, work together to assist families (Atkinson et al., 2007). Interdisciplinary working takes this a step further (and will be discussed next) in that it combines knowledge and skills across these professions to provide better support.
This is important because most families will be dealing with a multitude of needs that one service will not meet on its own. So, for instance, a child who has poor attendance at school may also require support from health services and social care.
Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) emphasises this joint responsibility for safeguarding. To function effectively, multi-agency working will require communication, information sharing, and collaborative decision-making. When this breaks down, it can lead to siloed services, delays, or gaps in care.
Studies have found that poor communication between agencies plays a significant role in safeguarding breakdowns (Munro, 2011). By contrast, effective collaboration enhances efficacy in the early identification of needs and LDLT outcomes (Frost et al., 2010).
However, challenges include variability in professional roles and a lack of resources and data sharing (Gardner, 2016). Local authority websites can support this by providing clear information about the services they provide, and what their roles are, along with who to refer people/families to. This ensures that both families and professionals understand how support is coordinated.
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Protective Services in Health and Social Care
Protective services exist, in their essence, to keep children and vulnerable adults from harm. These services are delivered under several pieces of legislation (eg, Children Act 1989 and 2004), which place duties on local authorities to safeguard children and to promote their well-being.
Protective services come at varying degrees of intensity or a cocktail of extremes:
• Universal services – which everyone can access, such as education (schools), GP services, health visitors, and youth services
• Specific services, including early help to assist families with extra requirements
• Specialist services, e. g., social services and child protection ring
At the centre of this system is Early Help, which focuses on providing support before problems escalate into a state that requires statutory intervention.
Contemporary safeguarding practice is less about response only in crisis, more concerned with prevention and ameliorative early support (Parton, 2014). For this path to function properly, families need clear information regarding available services.
Local authority websites are vital in ensuring families are aware of what help is available and how to access it.
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Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
1- Leeds City Council
The Leeds City Council website features a lot of detailed and well-structured information related to Early Help. A clear explanation of Early Help, who it is for and how with your family, can provide more support.
Examples of strengths:
• Step-by-step guidance on accessing services
• An overview of professionals at various levels (e.g., social worker, family support worker)
• Links to other services, e.g. parenting support and youth services
This is indicative of good multi-agency working and demonstrates how services work in a coordinated manner.
The text-heavy site may also be more challenging to read for some users, however. A few videos and images could have made it more visual to understand.
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Screenshot from Leeds Early Help Webpage (2026)
2- Norfolk County Council
Then, when you need Early Help information, it is structured and straightforward on the Norfolk County Council website, with a summary paragraph with headings and short sections.
Examples of strengths:
· An easily understandable, simple language
· Clear contact details and any referral information
· Family-friendly access to downloadable guides and resources
· Two different segments for professionals and parents
This gives the site functionality and meaningfulness.
Nevertheless, the same information is dispersed from page to page, and users could have a complicated time locating all the data collected in one way. A limited explanation of how different services work together also decreases understanding of multi-agency working.
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Screenshot from Norfolk Early Help Webpage (2026)

3- Tower Hamlets Council
The visual appeal and usability of Tower Hamlets Council's website. It focuses strongly on accessibility.
[image: ]
Screenshot from Tower Hamlets Early Help Webpage (2026)

Examples of strengths:
· The presence of information in several languages.
· Designed a screen with buttons and links for easy navigation.
· Easy-to-understand vocabulary that works for multiple audiences.
· Quick links to support services
This is especially significant in an area with many different types of families, as it gives more chances to receive support.
But that website is less specific about how Early Help operates. Such as how different agencies collaborate, more specialised users who expect comprehensive information might find it wanting.
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Screenshot from Tower Hamlets Early Help Webpage (2026)


Comparative Analysis
All three local authority websites contain useful and relevant information about Early Help, but it varies in terms of how effectively and consistently this message is communicated to its audience. In our review, we see Leeds City Council distinguished by providing the most comprehensive and detailed information, with concise, well-structured descriptions of the wide range of services offered, along with a detailed description of how these are interconnected with each other to form a complete offering for those who need help. The council painstakingly tackles the question of how the process works, even down to detailing exactly what each party does, providing an open and detailed overview. But even with all the useful information, it would be a good idea to add visual content (photo/graphics) that will make you feel more comfortable using the site and reading text.
By comparison, however, Norfolk County Council provides its information in a much clearer and simpler format — one that is far more accessible. However, this clarity sacrifices integration because the information is scattered across multiple pages and not cohesively integrated. This means that users must go through multiple distinct sections to gain a holistic view of the full spectrum offerings. The fragmented nature of this layout will confuse or frustrate users looking for an overview and will require additional effort as they assemble the broader puzzle.
In contrast to this, Tower Hamlets Council is recognised for its accessible and inclusive design with a score of 98 (the highest). The site ranked highly at +63 for ease of navigation, a key factor that contributed to its win; it allows easy access to information in numerous languages, catering to a population with diverse needs and is likely to soften transitions into the delivery of addressing planning services across multiple levels. Yet, although the site really succeeds in accessibility and inclusivity, there is a lack of dense text variety — especially on systematic explanations of the textual content. Specifically, the understanding of multi-agency working is only sketched out in a bare outline without significant elaboration, nuance, or detail.
In summary, Leeds City Council shows the strongest overall performance of the three, appropriately balancing transparency with detail and compliance with government guidance. Yet it is evident that at each site there are examples of good practice from which other local authorities could benefit, indicating a significant cross-site opportunity for learning and improvement.

Conclusion and Recommendations:
Conclusion 
Through a critical appraisal of how Early Help services are communicated on the online platforms of three different local authorities, this report has explored how vital clear, accessible, and actionable information is to ensure that families get the help they need. Leeds City Council leads the way in terms of communicating their Early Help services most effectively, based on detailed content and strong alignment with statutory guidance. Tower Hamlets represents the best practice in accessibility, whereas Norfolk offers a clear though less integrated approach.

Recommendations
Enhance Visual Communication
The local authority should regularly include graphics and videos to enhance accessibility significantly.
Improve Integration of Information
Websites need to present the information in a more unified manner, allowing less fragmentation and facilitating navigation throughout the website.
Strengthen the Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Neither why services work together nor how services work together could be made clearer and more comprehensive, which would reflect the statutory expectations found in guidance.
Expand Multilingual Resources
We should also make it a standard practice to provide information in multiple languages to ensure we are inclusive of all families.
Include Practical Examples
Are there case studies or real-life scenarios that will help families understand how Early Help can work for them in their circumstances?
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Our early help approach

The Leeds early help approach has four key elements:

Right conversations, right people, right time

This means talking to families about what support they need. Sometimes the best
person to help is someone families already know, which can happen quickly so they
don't have to wait. Conversations lead to a meaningful assessment and - where
appropriate - a plan to support the child or young person and their family.

The 3As

Helping every child and young person to attend, attain and achieve. If children are
supported to go to nurseries, schools and colleges, this will help them to do well, have
better health and well-being, and be more likely to get a job when they're grown up.
We want children in Leeds to have friends and hobbies and lots of opportunities to

play.
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How we can help

We have a family hubs approach in Norfolk. All families can get access to services and support in the

community, face-to-face and online.

Learn about family hubs support »

Ask for early help support

You might need more dedicated support to help things improve. Our early help professionals can advise

and support you.

Request early help »
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Concerned about a child?

If a child is in immediate danger, please call the police on 999.

The Early Help Hub and MASH have now fully merged and are co-located as the MAST team.

MAST (Multi-Agency Support Team)

MAST (Multi-Agency Support Team) is a multi-disciplinary team made up of professionals from a range of
services, including:

 Children’s Service

* Health

 Education

 Police

 Probation

* Housing

« Early Help Service

* Youth Offending

* CAMHS

* Barnardo’s Charity Organisation

* Independent Domestic Violence Advisor
* And other key safeguarding and support services

This integrated approach enables quicker decision-making, stronger collaboration and more effective
support for children and families across Tower Hamlets.

For Early Help support

For advice, guidance or access to early help services, please contact:

Early Help

Call 020 7364 5006 (Option 2 or 3)

Visit the Early Help services page for more information

Complete Early Help referrals using the MAST request for support form.
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What is an Early Help Assessment

An Early Help Assessment (EHA) helps families, children and young people work in partnership with
practitioners to identify:

« whatis going well in your family,
* what the worries are and
+ what needs to happen to help things improve.

Together you will then agree the best way to make this happen. This will be written into an action plan,
which is agreed with you and your child.

An EHAis voluntary, and you and child can choose if you want to be involved.

/An EHA can prevent family members from having to repeat information to different professionals by
recording this in a single document which, with your permission can be shared
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