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[bookmark: _Toc216346701]Introduction
Early intervention is widely recognised as an essential feature of children’s services in England. Instead of waiting for difficulties to escalate into safeguarding crises, Early Help (EH) aims to identify emerging concerns and provide timely support to children and families (HM Government, 2023). As local authorities are responsible for coordinating EH services, the way they communicate this offer online plays a crucial role in whether families understand and access support effectively (DLUHC, 2022).
This report explores how three English local authority websites—Leicestershire County Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Southwark Council—describe and signpost their Early Help provision. Each council was selected to highlight contrasting approaches in website design, clarity, and structure. The analysis evaluates accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness against national expectations outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023) and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Scholarly literature on early intervention, multi-agency practice, and partnership working is incorporated to frame the analysis.
The report concludes with recommendations for improving online Early Help information so that families can navigate support confidently and efficiently (EIF, 2019; Walker, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc216346702]Understanding the Early Help System
The current national framework describes Early Help as support delivered “as soon as a problem emerges” at any stage of a child’s development (HM Government, 2023, p. 13). Early Help is a coordinated system of agencies—including health, education, housing, and voluntary organisations—working together to prevent issues from escalating (DLUHC, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc216346703]Purpose and Principles of Early Help
Statutory guidance and research identify several features defining high-quality Early Help:
	•	Acting early and preventing escalation: Timely responses reduce the likelihood of future statutory intervention (HM Government, 2023).
	•	A whole-family approach: Effective EH considers the wider family context, including parental mental health, financial stress, and housing stability (DLUHC, 2022; Walker, 2018).
	•	Strengths-based practice: Building on family strengths and encouraging families to contribute to decisions about support improves engagement (DLUHC, 2022).
	•	Proportionate responses: EH offers graduated support, from universal services (health visitors, children’s centres) to targeted interventions with a key worker (EIF, 2019).
	•	Clear and accessible pathways: Families must understand how to access Early Help and what to expect (HM Government, 2023; DLUHC, 2022).
The Early Intervention Foundation notes that when families cannot find information or navigate services easily, timely support is often delayed, undermining Early Help’s preventive purpose (EIF, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc216346704]The Role of Multi-Agency Working in Early Help
Multi-agency collaboration is essential to Early Help. No single service can meet the complex needs that many families experience. Working Together 2023 places a legal expectation on safeguarding partners—including local authorities, health services, and police—to coordinate their work and share information to keep children safe (HM Government, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc216346705]Benefits of Multi-Agency Working
Research highlights key advantages of multi-agency cooperation:
	•	Holistic support: Families often face multiple, overlapping challenges. Collaboration ensures needs are addressed collectively rather than in isolation (Walker, 2018; Bifulco et al., 2007).
	•	Consistency and reduced duplication: Shared assessments and joint planning reduce repetitive demands on families (Walker, 2018).
	•	Timely identification of risk: Agencies communicating effectively are more likely to notice early warning signs (Journal of Applied Youth Studies, 2024).

These factors demonstrate that clear communication about multi-agency arrangements on local authority websites is vital for families to understand how support operates.
[bookmark: _Toc216346706]Challenges in Multi-Agency Working
Despite benefits, research identifies persistent challenges:
	•	Differing agency cultures and priorities (Bifulco et al., 2007)
	•	Conflicting thresholds for intervention (Research in Practice, 2022)
	•	Variability in information-sharing practices (Journal of Applied Youth Studies, 2024)
	•	Resource pressures affecting service delivery (EIF, 2019)
Clear explanation of multi-agency practice online can mitigate confusion and help families engage more effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc216346707]Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
Each website was examined for accessibility, clarity, structure, multi-agency information, and alignment with statutory guidance. This review also considered how easily families and practitioners could navigate the pages and locate essential information without specialist knowledge. Attention was given to the tone, organisation and depth of content to assess whether the sites genuinely support early engagement rather than creating additional barriers.
[bookmark: _Toc216346708]Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire presents EH information through the “Help for children and families” section. While comprehensive, the content is primarily practitioner-focused.
Accessibility and Structure: The EH content is scattered across multiple sub-pages, requiring several clicks to locate information (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-a).
Clarity and Language: Technical terms such as “threshold” and “assessment criteria” may confuse families without professional knowledge (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-b).

Referral Pathways: An online “request for support” form is available, but estimated completion time of up to one hour may discourage users (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-b). Phone contact is also provided.
Multi-Agency Information: Limited explanation of how partner agencies coordinate support; no diagrams or step-by-step guidance are included.
Summary:
	•	Strengths: Comprehensive, multiple contact options
	•	Weaknesses: Specialist language, fragmented navigation, limited multi-agency clarity
[bookmark: _Toc216346709]Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets provides accessible EH information with a family-oriented approach.
Accessibility and Structure: Early Help is easily found via simple menus, with logical links to Family Hubs and the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-a).
Clarity and Presentation: Plain language is used, with clear examples such as parenting support, mental health advice, and budgeting help (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-b). A downloadable EH leaflet enhances accessibility.
Referral Pathways: Families can complete a MAST request-for-support form or call a central number. Consent requirements are clearly stated (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-b).
Multi-Agency Information: The website explains the composition of MAST and the range of agencies involved, reflecting statutory multi-disciplinary expectations (DLUHC, 2022).
Summary:
	•	Strengths: Accessible, clear, family-friendly, downloadable resources, strong multi-agency explanation
	•	Weaknesses: Information spread across multiple pages
[bookmark: _Toc216346710]Southwark Council
Southwark structures EH information in a tiered model reflecting universal to targeted services.
Accessibility and Structure: Pages such as “Early Help for Everyone” and “If You Need Extra Early Help” guide families stepwise (Southwark Council, n.d.-a).
Clarity and Language: Professional yet accessible tone. Clear explanation of consent and when safeguarding overrides consent builds trust (Southwark Council, n.d.-b).
Referral Pathways: Families and professionals can complete a referral form; urgent concerns can be directed to a duty contact. Clear examples of needs illustrate the EH thresholds (Southwark Council, n.d.-c).
Multi-Agency Information: The site lists partner agencies including schools, health services, and early years providers, though deeper explanation of roles could improve clarity.
Summary:
	•	Strengths: Structured, transparent, clear examples
	•	Weaknesses: Text-heavy, limited visual resources
[bookmark: _Toc216346711]Comparative Analysis
Accessibility and Structure
	•	Tower Hamlets is the most accessible, with simple navigation and clear landing pages (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-a).
	•	Southwark is structured but text-heavy (Southwark Council, n.d.-a).
	•	Leicestershire is more fragmented and professional-focused (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-a).
Clarity of EH Descriptions
	•	Tower Hamlets uses relatable examples and plain language (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-b).
	•	Southwark is professional but understandable (Southwark Council, n.d.-b).
	•	Leicestershire is technical and less family-oriented (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-b).
Referral Pathways
	•	Tower Hamlets and Southwark are clear and accessible (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-b; Southwark Council, n.d.-c).
	•	Leicestershire’s long form may discourage families (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-b).
Multi-Agency Presentation
	•	Tower Hamlets provides explicit team descriptions (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-a).
	•	Southwark lists partners but could explain roles more (Southwark Council, n.d.-b).
	•	Leicestershire has limited multi-agency information (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.-b).
Alignment with National Guidance
	•	All councils meet baseline EH guidance (HM Government, 2023; DLUHC, 2022).
	•	Tower Hamlets is most aligned with family-focused, accessible principles.
[bookmark: _Toc216346712]Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc216346713]Conclusion
Overall, the comparison shows clear differences in how each area presents its Early Help offer. Tower Hamlets provides the most intuitive and welcoming online information, using straightforward explanations and family-centred design that make the service easy to understand and navigate. Southwark demonstrates strong practice in outlining how consent works and in mapping out the steps involved in the Early Help journey, which can be particularly reassuring for practitioners and families alike. Leicestershire offers a wide range of detail, but the volume and complexity of the content may make it harder for some users to quickly grasp key messages, indicating that simplification could enhance accessibility.
The findings reinforce the importance of clear, concise and user-friendly digital communication for encouraging families to seek support at the earliest opportunity. When online guidance is simple, transparent and easy to locate, families are more likely to engage sooner and professionals can make better-informed referrals (EIF, 2019; Walker, 2018). Ensuring that Early Help webpages are well structured and inclusive can also reduce inequalities by giving all families—regardless of background, language or digital confidence—a fair chance to understand the support available to them (LGA, 2020; Munro, 2011). Strengthening these aspects ultimately contributes to earlier intervention and improved outcomes for children and young people.
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Improving Early Help (EH) information online can make it easier for families, professionals and community partners to understand what support is available and how to access it. One key step is to use simple, everyday language across all EH webpages so that families can quickly understand what services do, who they are for, and how to reach them. Research shows that accessible wording can significantly reduce barriers for parents seeking support (Munro, 2011).
It is also helpful to offer downloadable leaflets, diagrams and step-by-step flowcharts. These tools allow families and practitioners to revisit information in their own time and share it with others involved in the child’s life. Visual summaries are known to increase comprehension, especially for families navigating complex systems (DfE, 2018).
Webpages should explain what happens after someone is referred to Early Help, including typical timescales, the role of the lead professional and how families will be kept updated. Clear expectations support transparency and reduce anxiety during the waiting period (Turney et al., 2012).
Because Early Help often involves several agencies working together, it is useful to include visual explanations of how different services link up—for example, diagrams showing schools, health teams, youth services and community groups working in partnership. This helps families understand who might be involved and why (Working Together to Safeguard Children, 2023).
Providing multilingual materials—including translated guidance, short videos or easy-read versions—helps ensure inclusivity for families who may not speak English as a first language. Evidence suggests that culturally sensitive resources improve engagement and trust in services (Bernard & Gupta, 2008).
Adding short, anonymised case studies can help reduce stigma by showing that Early Help is a normal, supportive process used by many families. Examples make it easier for people to see how the service might fit their own situation and give reassurance about what to expect (Featherstone et al., 2014).
Finally, Early Help should be highly visible from the organisation’s homepage, using clear navigation and simple signposting. When support is easy to find, families are more likely to self-refer early, improving outcomes for children and preventing issues from escalating (Local Government Association, 2020).
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