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[bookmark: _Toc241949235]Introduction  
The Early Help system is a fundamental component of the strategic safeguarding partnership in the United Kingdom. It marks a transition from reactive, crisis-led intervention to proactive, preventative support for children, young people and families. As defined in statutory guidance, Early Help is not a single service but a network of services, processes, and interactions that aim to help families at the earliest opportunity to prevent problems from escalating into more serious issues (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education [DLUHC and DfE], 2022). Effective communication of these services is critical; families must be able to find and understand what support is available easily. This report will evaluate how three local authorities present their Early Help offer on their websites: Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Southwark Council. It will analyse the accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness of the information provided, comparing their strengths and weaknesses to determine which authority appears to have the most effective digital signposting. Recommendations for improvement will be included in the report, based on the principles of the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC and DfE, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023). 


[bookmark: _Toc241949236]The Early Help System Explained
Early Help is an integral part of the safeguarding system and is used to provide support as early as possible when a problem arises. Its primary goal is to improve a family’s resilience and outcomes while reducing the likelihood of a problem worsening (DfE, 2023). The system is a continuum of need and can provide universal services, such as schools and GPs, through to more targeted multi-agency services. The Early Help System Guide (DLUHC and DfE, 2022) highlights that an established Early Help system must have a clear purpose, shared accountability between partners, and promote the voice of families. Figure 1 illustrates some of the different family needs that may lead to Early Help support.  
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Figure 1: Necessity of Early Help 
Source: Bolton St Catherine’s Academy (n.d.)
This is underpinned by legislation and statutory guidance. The Children Act 1989 is significant because it places a general duty on local authorities to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need and to provide services appropriate to their needs (Children Act 1989, s.17). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 sets a clear expectation that local authorities and their partners must have effective arrangements in place for the assessment of need for children who may benefit from Early Help (DfE, 2023). Early help is widely used by local authorities as a preventative approach, although evidence on cost-effectiveness varies between approaches (Corliss et al., 2022). Government initiatives such as the Supporting Families programme and the Family Hubs and Start for Life programme provide strategic and financial frameworks to help local areas build preventative infrastructure. A mature system is transparent, allowing families and professionals to navigate a clear pathway to support.
[bookmark: _Toc241949237]The Importance of Multi-Agency Working
Effective working between agencies is the backbone of effective Early Help. This principle involves professionals from sectors such as health, education, social care, housing, and the voluntary sector working together to provide a coordinated package of support for a family. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 reinforces this, emphasising multi-agency partnership working as a shared responsibility for all practitioners (DfE, 2023). Figure 2 visually reinforces this whole-family principle of services working together around the family.
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Figure 2: Early Help 
Source: Haresfield C of E Primary School (n.d.)  
The reason for this is that there will probably be several issues that are interrelated and cannot be dealt with by one agency only. For instance, a family experiencing housing insecurity may also have a parent with mental health problems and a child who is having difficulties at school. Multi-agency response through the lead practitioner can assist in ensuring a family-centred, holistic response. This is a 'whole family' approach as defined by the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). Family Hubs, like the one described in the model, can help to create responsive and co-ordinated support, helping to break down barriers that can exist in siloed services, as described by Hood et al. (2024). A recent evaluation in the UK also identified the need for effective communication and complementary roles as being important aspects of multi-agency support for families with complex needs (Baxter et al., 2023). Ultimately, the success of a multi-agency approach depends on the results for children and families, and websites should make these interrelated pathways obvious to the public. 


[bookmark: _Toc241949238]Evaluation of Local Authority Websites 
This section compares the accessibility and effectiveness of the websites of the three selected local authorities.
Norfolk County Council 
Norfolk County Council has a strong and holistic Family Hubs model on its website. The main landing page – labelled 'Early help for children and families' – is easily understood and reassuringly indicates that 'Early help is about giving information, advice and guidance to families' and a commitment to 'helping as soon as difficulties start' (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-a). The page clearly tells families that there are ways in which they can access help, for example via their child's school or nursery, their GP, or via Family Hubs. The landing page features a clear statement with simple language to describe the offer, as demonstrated in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Norfolk County Council Early Help landing page 
Source: Norfolk County Council (n.d.-a)
The professional pathway is a great strength. There is a four-stage process for partners, from initial notification to the completion of an Early Help Assessment and Plan (EHAP) on a separate page (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-c). Norfolk's website further provides examples of the offer by providing links to programmes like Start for Life and the Holiday Activities and Food Programme, showing how Early Help is linked to a broader network of support (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-b). The website also contains good signposting for advice and referral, so that families and professionals know where to turn next (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-a).
Leeds City Council
There is a clear strategic and structured approach to communicating the Early Help offer of Leeds City Council. The concept of the "Thrive model" (Leeds City Council, 2025a) is clearly explained on the "One Minute Guide: Early help" page. The progression is included in the guide from "Getting help" to "Getting more help" to "Getting risk support". The One Minute Guide has a clear strategic overview and visually represents the Thrive model as seen in Figures 4 and 5. 
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Figure 4: Leeds City Council One Minute Guide: Early help 
Source: Leeds City Council (2025a)
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Figure 5: Leeds Thrive model 
Source: Leeds City Council (2025a)
The website clearly states that the "Family Hubs are the point of access for early help support," and there is a central telephone number and email address, meaning that service contacts do not need to be searched for (Leeds City Council, 2025b). Leeds also aligns its Early Help strategy with national statutory guidance, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Leeds City Council, 2025a). The website is well organized, but much of the detail is being conveyed in the form of the ‘One Minute Guide ’, which is primarily geared towards professionals. It could be useful to have a summary for families in more accessible language. The model has good strategic clarity, however, with a clear point of access.
Southwark Council
Southwark Council now maintains a separate page on 'About early help' which provides a straightforward contents menu on what Early Help is, universal support, children and family centres, and links to additional support (Southwark Council, 2024). This provides a more central starting point for families and also provides relatively simple language to explain the offer, as shown in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6: Southwark Council About Early Help page. 
Source: Southwark Council (2024)
Southwark is also excellent in communicating the idea that Early Help can be universal and provide more targeted support. The council also mentions its “Early Help Localities” and a “Team Around the Family (TAF) approach,” which reflects a multi-agency working approach (Southwark Council, n.d.).
But a few pieces of detail remain on separate pages on the council website and on the safeguarding partnership website. This could be improved to make for a smoother user journey; however, it could still leave families needing to navigate the different sections to grasp the full extent of the Early Help offer. 


[bookmark: _Toc241949239]Comparative Analysis: Strengths and Weaknesses 
A comparative analysis of the three websites reveals distinct approaches to digital signposting.
	Feature
	Norfolk County Council
	Leeds City Council
	Southwark Council

	Primary Landing Page
	Clear, user-friendly page for families ("Early help for children and families").
	Primarily professional-facing "One Minute Guide" with a strong strategic overview.
	Dedicated "About early help" page with a contents menu linking to universal and targeted support.

	Accessibility for Families
	High. Uses simple language and immediately lists common access points (GP, school).
	Moderate. The strategic model is clear but professional jargon may be a barrier.
	Moderate to good. The central contents page helps, but detailed information remains spread across linked sections.

	Multi-Agency Framework
	Strong. Explicitly links to "Family Hubs," "Start for Life," and other partner initiatives.
	Strong. The "Thrive model" clearly outlines a multi-agency, graduated approach.
	Moderate. Mentions "Early Help Localities" and "TAF" but lacks a single, clear explanatory diagram or overview.

	Pathway for Professionals
	Very clear. Dedicated page with a step-by-step EHAP process. 
	Clear. Provides a central Family Hub contact and a professional guide.
	Clear. Provides contact details for the Family Early Help duty manager.

	Alignment with Guidance
	High. Reflects the language of the Early Help System Guide and Working Together.
	High. Directly references Working Together 2023 in its strategy.
	High. References multi-agency working and its Early Help Strategy.


The main strength across all three authorities is their alignment with national statutory guidance and their commitment to a multi-agency, whole-family approach, as evidenced by their adoption of the Family Hubs model.  
The primary weakness, common to all, is the challenge of presenting complex, multi-faceted systems in a user-friendly way. However, the degree of this challenge varies.
· Norfolk County Council appears to have the most effective and accessible information for families. Its dedicated, clearly written landing page for families is the most user-friendly entry point. It successfully balances the need to provide information for families with the need to guide professionals, using separate but linked pages.
· Leeds City Council has a high level of strategic clarity. The "One Minute Guide" and the "Thrive model" effectively explain the logic of the Early Help system. The main limitation is that the information is mainly written for a professional audience. Parents may not immediately recognise the "One Minute Guide" as the place to look for support, so the same information could be communicated more directly to a non-specialist audience. 
· Southwark Council provides a good level of detail and now has a central "About early help" page, which improves the starting point for families. However, detailed service information is still distributed across several linked pages and the separate safeguarding partnership website. This creates some fragmentation even though the main landing page is clearer than before.


[bookmark: _Toc241949240]Conclusion and Recommendations
The digital front door is often the first point of contact for families seeking support. This report has analysed how three local authorities communicate their Early Help offer. While all three demonstrate a sound understanding of the Early Help system and are working to implement multi-agency support as required by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023), their effectiveness in communicating this to families varies.  
Based on the criteria of accessibility, clarity, and user-friendliness, Norfolk County Council appears to have the most effective website. It has a page for families which is dedicated, empathetic, and well-structured, and is a good example of how the Early Help offer should be presented.  
To improve their digital signposting, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Leeds City Council: Make the model more accessible for families by creating an accessible summary of the Thrive model which explains the model in simple terms and has at the top of the page the main routes to access support.
2. Southwark Council: Enhance the current ‘About early help’ hub by adding key contacts and service routes on the main page and minimising the need for people to jump around between council and safeguarding partnership pages.
3. All authorities: Further develop digital communication by following the principles of the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). This should involve user-testing website navigation with a variety of parents/carers. Clear signposting and language can facilitate greater ease of locating support for families.     
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If you have difficulties in your family, or if you are worried about your children, there are people who can
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Early help is about giving information, advice and guidance to families. We want to help as soon as

difficulties start. This is to prevent family worries growing into bigger issues.
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One minute guide: Early help

Early Help should start early in the life of the problem so that statutory interventions
(such as the involvement of social work services) can be avoided where appropriate.
Intervening as early as possible, regardless of the age of the child or young person, can
positively improve their outcomes. Early help is voluntary and consent from children,
young people and their families to work with them should always be sought.

In Leeds, we believe Early Help should always be an approach to provide children,
young people and families with the right support at the right time to thrive and reach
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