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[bookmark: _Toc214067204]Introduction
The backbone of a preventative safeguarding system in the United Kingdom is Early Help, which seeks to provide coordinated support to families at an early stage, before problems reach crisis point. Early Help focuses on identifying issues at the earliest possible opportunity (such as with parenting, housing, finances, and mental health), so that resilience within the family is increased (DfE, 2023). Under Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) legislation, local authorities must publish local arrangements for Early Help. It is often the first point of contact between families and statutory or community services, and the way in which this is presented strongly influences engagement with services (Local Government Association [LGA], 2022).
This paper presents an analysis of the online signposting resources relating to Early Help and wider family-support services in three English local authorities: Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Staffordshire County Council. The main sections of this report cover: the Early Help System, multi-agency working, and the findings of the website analysis of the three councils; the comparative analysis of the reviews; and the evidence-based recommendations.

[bookmark: _Toc214067205]Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2023) says Early Help is support given in a coordinated way to children, young people and families when it is first needed before social-care rules are required. Early Help sits in the gap between universal services and statutory child protection systems within the safeguarding continuum, stressing proportionality and partnership. Early Help usually includes an assessment, a shared plan and several interventions. These interventions focus on issues like poor school attendance, family conflict, parental mental-health difficulties, or domestic abuse exposure (HM Government, 2023). Early Help is predicated on the view that "the right help at the right time" prevents escalation of problems and reduces demand on crisis services (Munro, 2021).
The legal basis for the approach lies in the Children Act 2004, whereby local authorities and partner agencies must cooperate to promote the welfare of children (Section 10). The Children and Social Work Act 2017 merged Local Safeguarding Children Boards into Safeguarding Partnerships of local authorities, health, and the police (Frost and Parton, 2021). The expectation that each partnership publishes information on how Early Help works in their area has led to a focus on signposting via websites in this report.
In practice, this involves schools, GPs, and community groups identifying unmet need; assessing need in a standardised way, like with an Early Help Assessment (EHA); and teams coordinating to provide support for the family, usually through a Team Around the Family (TAF) approach. The voluntary nature of family engagement with early help is intended to ease empowerment and shared ownership (Brandon et al., 2020). Research shows that timely Early Help reduces the likelihood of future statutory involvement, and improves educational, emotional and health outcomes (Whittaker and Havard, 2022). Digital access is essential if these aims are to be fully realised. According to Ofsted (2022), as families are likely to use the internet first, websites must be user-friendly. If the websites are filled with technical language or are only understandable by a professional, they will not be visited by at-risk users. 

[bookmark: _Toc214067206]Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is a key part of Early Help; health education, social care, police, housing, and the voluntary sector all work together to provide family-focused services (Carpenter and Shucksmith, 2019). Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) states that information-sharing, joint assessments and coordinated service planning should be in place for children (HM Government, 2023). Early Help Assessments aim to share a single picture of the child's situation, to avoid repeating information or assessments (HM Government, 2023).
The multi-agency working, collaboration and co-operation in practice is obvious through Teams Around the Family, locality-based hubs, and integrated 'front-door' models to streamline referrals (Featherstone et al., 2022). Families receive coherent support during agency communication, and cases escalate after this collaboration breaks down. Victoria Climbié died in 2000. Daniel Pelka died in 2012. These deaths exemplify the fatal consequences that poor inter-agency coordination causes. Serious Case Reviews revealed this information after they died (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children [NSPCC], 2023).
Multi-agency working brings well-established benefits like sharing expertise, preventing duplication of services and developing trust-based relationships between families and professionals (Day and Davis, 2020). Research highlights that people must overcome barriers for sharing information regarding concerns about data protection, differing professional cultures and resources (Hood, 2018). Websites that local authorities run can also reduce these issues by informing about referral pathways, responsibilities, and single points of contact. This signposting aids families in understanding who does what in the system.
The role of digital communication has been particularly important since the COVID-19 pandemic, where an increased number of online referrals or virtual case-conferencing have been used, resulting in an increased demand for accurate, accessible digital health information (Thomas and Shaw, 2021). The guidelines that govern accessibility in web design across the UK's public sector are now the WCAG 2.2 and the Government Digital Service (GDS, 2023) principles. In the area of safeguarding, compliance ensures people with disabilities, low literacy or language skills can access information about services.
The Early Help System Guide (2023) states that communications must reflect a multi-agency ethos that Early Help is everyone's business, not just a social care function. Local authority Early Help websites should be written to ensure that they can be navigated by professionals and families. For collaboration to work, it must be easy to do, and this applies to the online world, too. As Featherstone et al. (2022) put it in their study of partnership working, "collaboration must be mirrored in the systems that describe it." Consequently, a council's online Early Help pages can be a measure of its commitment to partnership working.

[bookmark: _Toc214067207]Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc214067208]Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council's Family Help and Support portal is an example of a family-friendly approach. The homepage starts with the following: "support for you and your family when things get tough" and reflects the Child Friendly Leeds vision for the city (Leeds City Council, 2024). People navigate easily, and they access Early Help from the Children and Families tab for Family Hubs, Parenting Support and Leeds Local Offer. Leaflets and professional guidance documents are available to download for greater transparency and to connect professionals and the public.
The visibility of contact details, the option of self-referral (and referral by other professionals), links to the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, and the mention of community and VCSE work are all aspects of good practice present on the website. However, it does have some limitations. The data-rich website may not meet the needs of low literacy users or users who may benefit if someone presents information through alternative media types, such as video or simplified infographics. Additionally, failing to automatically translate could challenge access for non-English-speaking families. However, the Leeds approach stands out in presenting Early Help as a positive offer rather than a punishment, growing trust with families in accordance with DfE (2023).

[bookmark: _Toc214067209]Southwark Council
Southwark Council's Early Help and Family Support pages appear on its main website in "Children and Families" (Southwark Council, 2024). These pages include short paragraphs with headings, for example, What Early Help Means, How to Get Support and Contact the Early Help Team. The multilingual drop-down menu, translating the page's content into languages including Arabic, Somali and Spanish, addresses Southwark's diverse ethnic population (ONS, 2023) and meets the requirements of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.2 (GDS, 2023). It also addresses the existing language barrier within the local population. Early Help pages refer to statutory safeguarding arrangements. The service seeks to "prevent small problems from becoming big ones". It provides details and links to self-referral forms in PDF format. The Southwark Family Information Directory lists parenting, financial-advice groups and charities for domestic-abuse victims and has links with the voluntary sector.
Some usability problems were observed, such as users having to dig through several layers of content to find the desired page, which may deter stressed users from continuing. Though professionals provide straightforward and detailed information for users, the technical language that they use may challenge users unfamiliar with this jargon. "TAF" and "MARF" are unexplained acronyms. According to Day and Davis (2020), technical language may disengage families. The pathway for referring a concern is not optimised for mobile devices, contrary to the Government Digital Service (2023) guidance on informative web design.

[bookmark: _Toc214067210]Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council has produced most of its Early Help information on a website called Staffordshire Connects, which is an online directory of statutory, community and voluntary services (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). Staffordshire's main site for information on Early Help is a service directory, unlike Leeds or Southwark. They can filter services according to, for example, parenting, housing, or mental health needs, or search, for example, by postcode. The model shows breadth and responsiveness to rural access and equity across remote communities (LGA, 2022).
Positive points include mapping of resources, joined-up working with the Family Support Service, detailed entries for provider agencies, and good inter-agency working between the council, NHS Trusts and voluntary organisations such as Barnardo's and Home-Start Staffordshire. However, this design does not consider the user experience because the landing page does not explain what "Early Help" is. Instead, the design assumes that users already understand the concept. Accordingly, Hood (2018) and Whittaker and Havard (2022) point out that unclear language causes some vulnerable families to drop out of services.
Other concerns include insufficient visual hierarchy (such as heading sizes and the use of icons), a lack of video explainers and translated material for people who don't speak English or battle to read, and a lack of hyperlinks to the Staffordshire Local Safeguarding Partnership, which is only mentioned topically rather than explicitly, making it less clear to families. In short, it is thorough and transparent but not easy to read and not sympathetic in tone.

[bookmark: _Toc214067211]Summary of Evaluation
As shown by the analysis, the reviewed websites from the three councils show that they have varying design approaches. Leeds adopts an approach that uses clear and child-friendly language. Southwark on the other presents an approach that is more culturally inclusive and features strong links with other local organisations. The last, Staffordshire, shows a broad provision for early help but is seen as less clear and welcoming. This illustrates the absence of a national digital-communication standard for Early Help. 
All three regions publish information to meet statutory requirements, but only Leeds does so in the context of Early Help being a positive, voluntary offer. The professional language of Southwark's offer and Staffordshire's directory approach may have reinforced these services as bureaucracies to which families only turn when they have problems. Brandon et al. (2020) retort that effective intervention is based on inter-agency collaboration as well as having a welcoming and friendly reception for people seeking help. Thus, the communication style itself is a protective factor.

[bookmark: _Toc214067212]Comparative Analysis
For accessibility, clarity, inclusivity and content, Leeds City Council's service outperforms the best practice examples recommended by the DfE (2023) with its clear, simple language, logical structure and integration into the Family Hubs system of services. It shows how reframing as "help when you need it" reduces stigma and encourages early engagement, according to NSPCC (2024). The limited translation and audio access greatly restrict its audience. This is especially true for non-English speakers or people with visual impairments.
The Southwark council leads with inclusive design using web pages in multiple languages and images representative of the borough. The reference to domestic-abuse advocacy services and partnerships with communities reflects intersectionality in familial vulnerability (Odeyemi, 2022). However, navigation and terminology can be challenging, and the user's adventure throughout the site can be simplified, perhaps by including an "Early Help Portal" button (GDS, 2023).
Staffordshire County Council provides health, education, and social care services. Staffordshire Connects multiple agencies. However, navigation is difficult within it and cohesion is lacking in it; for example, it may lack labels for individual services such as Early Help, which may be unrecognisable to users. For example, embedding an explanatory resource such as "What is Early Help?" would help to contextualise the directory within the public's understanding.

[bookmark: _Toc214067213]Conclusion and Recommendations
This report critically analysed the online dissemination of Early Help information in three English local authorities, concluding that whilst they all understood and used it as a preventative safeguarding, the practice varies. Leeds City Council gives a clear, human narrative with a single Family Help brand for family access to practical resources. Southwark Council has a strong, inclusive and culturally aware human narrative, but the site can be difficult to navigate. Staffordshire County Council provides a full record of multi-agency mapping, but no clear narrative or human tone to encourage early self-referral.
The report's recommendations include that the DfE and Local Government Association develop a common Early Help web template with consistent terminology, layout, and accessibility standards to be rolled out across England. - Simplify language and layout. For families, replace bureaucratic language and jargon, such as "TAF meeting", with plain English and standardise the language used in all resources to make it easier. Access improvements include automatic translation, audio description, and dyslexia-friendly font. 
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