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AN EXAMINATION AND ANALYSIS OF HOW THE ‘EARLY HELP’ SYSTEM IS SIGNPOSTED TO UK FAMILIES BY LOCAL AUTHORITY WEBSITES

INTRODUCTION
Early intervention has become a central principle in safeguarding children and supporting families within the United Kingdom. The Early Help system is designed to provide timely, preventative support to families, reducing the likelihood that emerging issues escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns requiring statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023). In this context, local authorities play a critical role in delivering and coordinating Early Help services, with their websites increasingly functioning as the primary gateway through which families access information and support.
The effectiveness of these websites is therefore not merely a matter of communication, but a key component of safeguarding practice. If information is poorly structured, difficult to understand, or inaccessible, families may be unable to engage with services at an early stage, undermining the preventative aims of Early Help.
This report critically examines how effectively Early Help services are signposted through the websites of three UK local authorities: Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council. The analysis is guided by three key evaluative criteria: accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness. Drawing on statutory guidance and relevant academic literature, the report evaluates each website, compares their strengths and limitations, and determines which authority provides the most effective communication of Early Help services.












UNDERSTANDING THE EARLY HELP SYSTEM
The Early Help system is a preventative approach that aims to identify and address the needs of children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity, preventing problems from escalating into circumstances requiring statutory intervention (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as coordinated support delivered as soon as difficulties emerge, enabling families to receive timely assistance before issues become more serious. This reflects a shift from reactive child protection towards proactive prevention, recognising that early intervention improves long-term outcomes and is more cost-effective than crisis intervention (Allen, 2011).
Early Help is delivered through coordinated multi-agency support involving professionals from education, health, social care and the voluntary sector (Axford et al., 2015). This collaborative approach addresses a wide range of family needs, including parenting difficulties, mental health concerns, domestic abuse and financial hardship, while promoting children's wellbeing and family resilience.
The Early Help approach forms part of the wider safeguarding framework outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), which emphasises that support should be accessible, family-centred and responsive. However, the National Audit Office (2016) reports considerable variation in Early Help provision across local authorities, creating inequalities in access to services. Consequently, clear and accessible local authority websites play a vital role in ensuring that families can understand and access appropriate support when it is needed.












THE MULTI-AGENCY WORKING
Multi-agency working is central to the delivery of Early Help, bringing together professionals from health, education, social care and the voluntary sector to identify needs, share information and provide coordinated support for families (Department for Education, 2023). A key component of this approach is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), which enables practitioners to assess needs and develop joint support plans (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
Professionals such as social workers, teachers, health visitors, general practitioners, police officers and voluntary organisations each contribute their expertise to support children's wellbeing and safeguard families. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), effective collaboration and information sharing enable earlier identification of risks and more coordinated interventions.
However, Munro (2011) argues that multi-agency systems can be difficult for families to understand when professional roles and referral processes are unclear. Consequently, local authority websites play an important role in explaining how agencies work together and how families can access support. If information is poorly presented or difficult to navigate, families may delay seeking help, reducing the effectiveness of Early Help services (Parton, 2014). Therefore, the clarity and accessibility of information provided on local authority websites are essential to ensuring that families understand the support available and engage with services at an early stage.














EVALUATION OF LOCAL AUTHORITY WEBSITES
1. Staffordshire County Council
The Staffordshire County Council website provides a comprehensive and structured overview of Early Help services. It includes detailed explanations of service aims, referral pathways, and multi-agency collaboration, demonstrating strong alignment with statutory guidance (Department for Education, 2023). This reflects a policy-driven approach, ensuring that the information presented is accurate and professionally robust.
However, this strength is accompanied by notable limitations. The language used is often formal and technical, which may reduce accessibility for non-specialist users. For families unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology, this could create a barrier to understanding. Furthermore, the absence of visual aids such as diagrams or flowcharts limits the site’s ability to communicate complex processes effectively.
From a critical perspective, the website prioritises procedural accuracy over user engagement. While it may serve professionals effectively, it is less accessible to the public, thereby limiting its effectiveness as a tool for early intervention.

2. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council offers a more balanced presentation of Early Help services, combining clarity with a reasonable level of detail. The language is generally accessible, aligning with principles of digital inclusion and user-centred design (NHS Digital, 2019). The website clearly outlines what Early Help is, who it is for, and how support can be accessed.
Despite these strengths, the website is hindered by structural issues. Information is dispersed across multiple pages, requiring users to navigate several links to gain a full understanding of services. This fragmented structure introduces friction into the user journey, which may be particularly challenging for individuals with limited digital literacy (Good Things Foundation, 2022).
In the context of Early Help, where timely access to support is essential, such navigation barriers are problematic. While Leeds demonstrates a strong conceptual understanding of Early Help, its effectiveness is reduced by the way information is organised and presented.

3. Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets Council provides a highly accessible and user-friendly website, characterised by clear layout and the use of plain English. This approach reflects best practice in digital communication and ensures that information is accessible to a diverse population (NHS Digital, 2019). Given the borough’s cultural and linguistic diversity, this emphasis on inclusivity is particularly appropriate.
However, the website’s simplicity comes at the expense of depth. Key aspects of Early Help, such as multi-agency collaboration and assessment processes, are not fully explained. While the site is effective as an introductory resource, it may not provide sufficient detail for users seeking a more comprehensive understanding of available support.
This highlights a key limitation: accessibility alone is not sufficient. Without adequate depth, users may lack the information needed to fully engage with services.

















THE ROLE OF DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY AND USER-CENTRED DESIGN IN EARLY HELP COMMUNICATION
Digital accessibility and user-centred design are increasingly recognised as essential components of effective public service delivery. In the context of Early Help, local authority websites are not simply informational platforms but key tools through which families engage with support services. As such, their design has direct implications for safeguarding outcomes.
User-centred design refers to the process of developing digital services based on the needs, behaviours, and experiences of users rather than organisational structures (Cabinet Office, 2018). This approach emphasises simplicity, clarity, and intuitive navigation, ensuring that users can quickly locate and understand relevant information. In contrast, poorly designed systems often reflect internal bureaucratic processes, making them difficult for non-professionals to navigate.
In the case of Early Help, this distinction is particularly significant. Families accessing support may be experiencing stress, crisis, or uncertainty, which can reduce their capacity to engage with complex or unclear information. As a result, websites must be designed to minimise cognitive load and provide clear, actionable guidance. The absence of step-by-step instructions or clear user pathways, as identified across all three local authority websites, represents a significant limitation.
Digital accessibility also encompasses issues of inclusion, particularly for users with limited literacy, disabilities, or language barriers. The NHS Digital (2019) guidelines emphasise the importance of plain English, accessible formats, and inclusive design features. Tower Hamlets Council demonstrates strong alignment with these principles through its use of simple language and clear layout. However, accessibility must extend beyond readability to include depth and functionality. Without sufficient detail, users may lack the information needed to make informed decisions or fully engage with services.
Furthermore, digital exclusion remains a significant concern. The Good Things Foundation (2022) highlights that many individuals lack the skills, access, or confidence to navigate online services effectively. This suggests that even well-designed websites may not reach all users, reinforcing the need for multiple access points to Early Help services, including offline support.
Critically, the findings of this report suggest that local authorities have not fully embedded user-centred design principles into their digital communication strategies. While elements of good practice are evident, particularly in the case of Tower Hamlets, there remains a tendency to prioritise organisational requirements over user needs. This limits the effectiveness of websites as tools for early intervention.
To address these challenges, local authorities must adopt a more holistic approach to digital service design. This includes engaging with service users in the development process, testing usability, and continuously refining content based on feedback. By doing so, they can ensure that Early Help services are not only available but genuinely accessible to those who need them most.



COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The comparative analysis reveals a fundamental tension between accessibility, comprehensiveness, and usability. Staffordshire County Council provides detailed, policy-aligned information but lacks accessibility. Leeds City Council offers a more balanced approach but is weakened by navigation challenges. Tower Hamlets Council excels in accessibility but lacks depth.
This tension reflects a broader challenge in digital public services. As identified by the National Audit Office (2016), organisations often struggle to reconcile the complexity of professional systems with the need for user-friendly communication. None of the three local authorities fully achieves this balance.
A notable limitation across all three websites is the lack of visual and interactive content. Research suggests that such tools can significantly enhance user understanding and engagement (Cabinet Office, 2018). Additionally, none of the websites provide clear, step-by-step user journeys, which are essential for guiding families through the process of accessing support.
Overall, the findings suggest that effective communication of Early Help requires a more integrated approach, combining clear language, intuitive navigation, and layered information that caters to different levels of user need.




CONCLUSION
This analysis demonstrates that the effectiveness of Early Help communication depends on achieving a balance between accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness. While Tower Hamlets Council provides the most accessible and user-friendly website, its lack of depth limits its overall effectiveness. In contrast, Staffordshire County Council and Leeds City Council offer more detailed information but are less accessible to users.
Critically, accessibility should be considered the most fundamental criterion. Information that cannot be easily understood or located is unlikely to be used, regardless of its quality or comprehensiveness. This reinforces the argument that digital communication is not merely a supplementary aspect of service delivery, but a central component of safeguarding practice.
Ultimately, local authorities must adopt a more user-centred approach, integrating principles of digital design with statutory requirements. Without such integration, the potential of Early Help to provide timely and effective support may not be fully realised.





















RECOMMENDATIONS
Adopt plain English across all websites to improve accessibility (NHS Digital, 2019) 
Introduce a clearly visible "Get Early Help Now" button on every Early Help webpage to simplify navigation.
Improve navigation by providing clear step-by-step user journeys (Cabinet Office, 2018) 
Develop visual resources such as infographics, flowcharts and short videos explaining the Early Help process and referral pathway.
Enhance explanations of multi-agency working (Department for Education, 2023) 
Improve accessibility through translation services, audio resources, screen-reader compatibility and compliance with Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG).
Balance detailed information with user-friendly presentation 
Increase digital inclusivity through translation tools and accessibility features (Good Things Foundation, 2022)
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