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An Examination and Analysis of How the
‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK
Families by Local Authority Websites

1. Introduction

The Early Help system is a cornerstone of child safeguarding in the United Kingdom,
designed to offer proactive, voluntary support to families as soon as emerging challenges
are identified (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for
Education, 2022). By intervening before issues escalate to a threshold requiring statutory
involvement under the Children Act 1989, the system aims to build family resilience, foster
well-being, and prevent the long-term impact of childhood trauma (Department for
Education, 2023). However, the effectiveness of this system is fundamentally tied to the
quality of its digital interface. A local authority website serves as the primary "front door" for
families and practitioners alike, yet the quality of these portals varies wildly across the
country. This report offers a critical evaluation of how Leeds, Leicestershire, and Norfolk
local authorities signpost Early Help services to the public. By assessing navigation,
accessibility, and alignment with national guidance, this report critically examines whether
these digital gateways empower families or unintentionally create barriers to care.

2. Theoretical Foundations: The Early Help Paradigm

Early Help is not a single service but a multi-agency network that operates on a tiered model
(Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education,
2022). As identified in the Early Help System Guide, this model ranges from universal
services (Tier 1) such as schools, GPs, and community libraries, to targeted community
support (Tier 2), and finally to acute, specialized services (Tier 3) (Department for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).

The Early Help Assessment (EHA) is the key instrument for this process, acting as a holistic
planning tool that allows professionals to work alongside families in a collaborative,
non-stigmatizing environment (NSPCC Learning, 2023). When digital pathways clearly
outline how to initiate an EHA, they facilitate the "right conversations, right people, right time"
philosophy championed by practitioners in areas like Leeds (Leeds City Council, 2026).
Conversely, when these pathways are hidden, families are often left with no recourse but to
wait for a crisis to occur, ultimately forcing them into the reactive, statutory social work
system (Department for Education, 2023).

3. The Role of Digital Accessibility in Safeguarding

Digital accessibility is an essential component of modern safeguarding. In an era where
many families turn to search engines as their first point of contact, a local authority’s website
is an extension of their duty of care. The Early Help System Guide suggests that a "mature”



local area will possess a quality-assured, user-friendly website that enables flexible
self-service (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for
Education, 2022).

However, recent reviews by Ofsted, the CQC, and HMICFRS indicate that local agencies are
struggling to prioritize Early Help, partly due to the fragmentation of their digital infrastructure
(Ofsted et al., 2023). When digital content is poorly structured, or when vital contact
information such as Duty and Advice phone lines are buried, the result is a significant "digital
divide." This creates an inequity where only those with the time and persistence to navigate
bureaucratic websites successfully access support, while the most vulnerable families are
left behind (Newcastle City Council, 2022).

4. Multi-Agency Working: The Digital Integration
Challenge

The success of Early Help depends on seamless multi-agency integration. Under Section 10
of the Children Act 2004, authorities are required to foster cooperation between partners
(SSS Learning, 2024). This requires digital platforms that are not only family-centric but also
practitioner-friendly.

Digital systems must clearly delineate how schools, police, and voluntary organizations
interact. Effective websites provide dedicated portals for professionals, ensuring they know
exactly how to trigger a "Team Around the Family" (TAF) response (Wigan Safeguarding
Children Partnership, 2025). When these pathways are not clear, communication silos occur.
Information, which should be shared to protect a child, becomes trapped in inaccessible
systems, illustrating why web design must be a core consideration in the development of
safeguarding strategies (Ofsted et al., 2023).

5. Critical Evaluation of Local Authority Websites

5.1 Leeds City Council: The "Thrive"” Model in Practice

Leeds City Council’s approach to Early Help is conceptually rich, centered on the "Thrive"
model, which uses a graduated response to address family need (Leeds City Council, 2026).
Its strategy, "Right conversations, right people, right time," is highly regarded for its focus on
restorative practice (Leeds City Council, 2026). However, the digital realization of this
strategy is hindered by poor SEO and information architecture. A family searching for help
will not find the "One Minute Guide" on the homepage; it requires a deep-dive search, which
acts as an unintentional deterrent for those in immediate need (Leeds City Council, 2026).

Once located, the content is arguably the most helpful in the UK. The guide clearly outlines
the difference between universal and targeted services, defines the role of the Family Hubs,
and provides clear escalation pathways for concerns of significant harm (Section 47) (Leeds
City Council, 2026). By providing the Duty and Advice telephone number (0113 376 0336),
Leeds ensures that there is no ambiguity for a professional concerned about a child’s safety
(Leeds City Council, 2026).



5.2 Leicestershire County Council: Administrative
Efficiency

Leicestershire’s "Family Help" portal represents an administrative-heavy but highly functional
approach to digital signposting. Accessible within four clicks, the site uses clear, distinct
headers for different needs, such as domestic abuse, mental health, and SEND
(Leicestershire County Council, 2026).

Its request form, allowing both families and professionals to trigger support, is the most
user-friendly aspect of the site. It forces the referrer to think about previous attempts to
support the family, which inherently aligns with the "Assess, Plan, Do, Review" cycle
(Leicestershire County Council, 2026). While it lacks the compassionate, conversational tone
found in Leeds, it is superior in its utility for the busy practitioner or the family who knows
exactly what they need and simply wants to get the process started.

5.3 Norfolk County Council: The Navigation Gap

Norfolk’s "Family Focus" website illustrates the dangers of overly complex navigational
structures. While the concept of a "Family Hubs" approach is theoretically strong, the digital
user journey is fragmented (Norfolk County Council, 2026). The site forces users through a
series of dropdown menus and redirects to external documents, which often creates an
"accessibility cliff."

For a parent experiencing a mental health crisis or financial hardship, the requirement to
click five times to find a contact number is a significant barrier to engagement (Norfolk
County Council, 2026). Unlike Leeds, which provides an clear explanation of the process of
getting help, Norfolk’s site often leaves the user with the responsibility of determining which
specific, localized service they need, which is a significant flaw in a system that is supposed
to provide "Early Help" (Norfolk County Council, 2026).

6. Comparative Analysis: Digital Maturity and
Safeguarding Outcomes

The analysis of these three sites confirms that digital maturity is a prerequisite for effective
Early Help outcomes. Leeds offers the most robust conceptual framework, Leicestershire
offers the most streamlined administrative workflow, and Norfolk highlights the pitfalls of
complex navigation.

Criterion Leeds Leicestershire Norfolk
Visibility Poor (Requires Moderate (4 Clicks) | Poor (Disjointed)
Search)
Content Clarity Exceptional High (Professional) | Low (Fragmented)
(Restorative)




Referral Ease

Excellent (Clear
Duty & Advice)

High (Multi-agency
form)

Low (Vague)

Inclusivity

High (Thrive Model)

Moderate

Low (Navigational

(Administrative) Barriers)

The disparities here are not merely aesthetic; they are indicators of how the authority
perceives its role in the "front door" system. Authorities that prioritize accessibility by placing
contact numbers on the landing page, using simple language, and reducing the number of
required clicks, are actively engaging in proactive safeguarding.

7. Strategic Recommendations

Based on this evaluation, the following recommendations are essential for local authorities
looking to improve their digital safeguarding footprint:

1. Adopt a Homepage-Centric Model: Every local authority should treat "Early Help"
with the same digital priority as "Council Tax" or "Rubbish Collection." A single,
prominent link to a unified support hub should be mandatory (Department for
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).

2. Prioritize Plain-English Communication: Safeguarding is a complex field, but
communication shouldn't be. Authorities must adopt "Plain English" standards,
avoiding professional acronyms that alienate families at their most vulnerable
(NSPCC Learning, 2023).

3. Use Behavioral Nudge Design: Techniques such as "Boxing out" key contact
details and using clear, action-oriented buttons (e.g., "Request Help Now") have
been proven to increase engagement rates (Newcastle City Council, 2022).

4. Implement Multimodal Support: Websites must go beyond text-heavy pages by
incorporating short videos, audio summaries, and interactive self-assessment tools to
support those with varying levels of literacy and digital confidence (Leeds City
Council, 2026).

8. Conclusion

The digital signposting of the Early Help system is a critical test of a local authority's
commitment to safeguarding. As this analysis demonstrates, the gap between policy (the
Early Help System Guide) and practice (the reality of council websites) remains wide. While
Leeds provides an aspirational model of theoretical clarity, and Leicestershire offers a
functional administrative workflow, the systemic failure to make this information instantly
accessible remains a significant barrier for thousands of families across the UK. By shifting
towards a design philosophy that prioritizes ease, transparency, and family empowerment,
local authorities can transform their digital portals from mere repositories of information into
active, life-saving gateways that fulfill the true spirit of the Early Help promise.
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