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The landscape of UK children’s services has shifted significantly toward preventative measures, moving away from reactive "crisis management" to a model of "early intervention." Central to this shift is the 'Early Help' system—a collaborative, multi-agency approach designed to support families as soon as problems emerge. The effectiveness of Early Help is inherently tied to its accessibility; if families cannot find or understand the support available, the system fails its primary objective.
This report provides a critical examination and analysis of how Early Help is signposted to families via three local authority websites: Leicester City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Tower Hamlets Council. By utilizing the Early Help System Guide and the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 statutory guidance as benchmarks, this report evaluates the digital communication strategies of these authorities. It explores whether the information provided facilitates early intervention or creates barriers through "bureaucratic" language and poor user interface design.

The 'Early Help' system is defined not as a specific service, but as a philosophy of practice. According to the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC, 2022), it is the total support offered to any child or family who requires additional help beyond that which is universally provided.

In the context of the "Hardiker" model often used in UK safeguarding, Early Help occupies a specific space within the continuum of support. Level 1 consists of universal services like schools and GPs. Level 2 is where "Early Help" begins, providing targeted support for emerging needs like behavioral issues or mild mental health concerns. Level 3 involves "Targeted Early Help" for more complex, multi-faceted needs that do not yet meet the Section 47 threshold for significant harm. Finally, Level 4 is the statutory intervention of social care.

The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance reinforces that "providing Early Help is more effective in promoting the welfare of children than reacting later" (HM Government, 2023). It mandates that local authorities, under Section 10 of the Children Act 2004, must have arrangements in place to identify and support children who would benefit from Early Help.
The system focuses on a "Whole Family" approach. This means that if a child is struggling with school attendance, the system looks at the root causes—perhaps parental mental health, housing instability, or domestic abuse—rather than treating the attendance as an isolated issue. The Early Help System Guide explicitly states that an effective system must be "family-centric," meaning the digital signposting must be understandable to a parent in distress, not just a trained social worker.

Multi-agency working is the operational engine of the Early Help system. It is predicated on the fact that no single professional has a complete view of a child’s life. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasizes that effective safeguarding requires "robust multi-agency coordination" (HM Government, 2023).

At the heart of multi-agency working is the Team Around the Family. When a need is identified, a practitioner (often a teacher or health visitor) initiates an Early Help Assessment (EHA). This leads to the formation of a TAF, where various agencies meet to create a single plan.
A critical element is the "Lead Professional." This individual acts as the primary point of contact for the family to prevent them from having to repeat their story to multiple agencies. This reduces "referral fatigue" and ensures that the plan is cohesive. The Early Help System Guide (2022) notes that failures in safeguarding often stem from a lack of information sharing between health, education, and social care; thus, the website's role is to explain this collaborative process clearly to the family.

Multi-agency working also occurs at a strategic level through Safeguarding Partners (the local authority, the integrated care board, and the chief officer of police). These partners are responsible for overseeing the Early Help offer, ensuring that the services described on the websites actually exist and are effective. The digital signposting must reflect this unity, showing that the council is just one part of a wider support network.

Leicester’s digital presence for Early Help is characterized by a "service-led" design.
· Content and Clarity: The website provides a comprehensive technical breakdown of what an Early Help Assessment (EHA) entails. It uses the "MyFamily" branding, which attempts to de-stigmatize the service.
· The Family Information Service (FIS): Leicester’s FIS directory is a significant asset. It allows parents to search for local childminders, youth clubs, and SEND support.
· Evaluation: While the information is technically accurate and aligns with the Early Help System Guide, it feels "heavy" on text. For a parent in crisis, navigating through several pages of "Threshold Documents" can be a barrier. It prioritizes the "how" of the process over the "why" or "where to get help right now."

Norfolk presents a more modern, "customer-centric" approach that aligns with modern UX (User Experience) principles.
· Accessibility: The use of "Family Hubs" is prominently featured. The website clearly explains that Early Help is a "conversation," not a "referral to social services"—a crucial distinction to build trust with families who may fear statutory intervention.
· Navigation: Norfolk utilizes clear, icon-based navigation. Instead of searching for the technical term "Early Help," parents can click on intuitive categories like "Money & Food," "Parenting Support," or "Mental Health."
· Evaluation: Norfolk’s website is the most aligned with the Working Together 2023 requirement for "accessible" information. It prioritizes the user's emotional state over departmental jargon.

Tower Hamlets faces unique challenges as a densely populated, diverse London borough, and its website reflects this.
· Multilingual Support: The website’s most impressive feature is its immediate translation capabilities and its "Easy Read" versions of safeguarding documents. This is vital for inclusivity, as highlighted in the Early Help System Guide.
· Community Integration: It signposts families to "Early Help Hubs" which are co-located in children’s centres. This emphasizes the "Multi-agency" nature of the work by showing physical locations where different professionals work together.
· Evaluation: The website acts as a bridge to physical services. However, some of the links to "Early Help Practitioner Guidance" are mixed in with "Information for Parents," which can be confusing for a layperson.

The primary strength of the Norfolk model is its "Needs-Based" navigation. By focusing on the problem (e.g., "I am struggling with my teenager") rather than the legal process ("The EHA Journey"), they reduce the cognitive load on families.
Tower Hamlets excels in its recognition of the local demographic. By providing information in multiple languages and focusing on physical "Hubs," they acknowledge that digital-only signposting is not sufficient for all families. This aligns with the Working Together 2023 principle that support must be "culturally competent."

A common weakness across Leicester and Tower Hamlets is the use of "Referral Language." Using terms like "Referral" or "Threshold" can trigger fear in families that their children may be removed by social services. The Early Help System Guide (2022) suggests that "Help" should be the focus, not "Process."
Furthermore, Leicester’s website requires the user to already know the term "Early Help" to find the relevant section. This creates a "knowledge barrier"—if a parent doesn't know the official name for the support they need, they may conclude that no support exists.

In conclusion, Norfolk County Council provides the most effective and accessible information. Its website successfully translates the complex requirements of Working Together 2023 into a user-friendly digital experience that prioritizes the family’s perspective. While Leicester and Tower Hamlets offer robust information, they often fall into the trap of communicating like a government department rather than a support service.
Recommendations for Improvement:
· De-jargonize: All authorities should move away from acronyms like EHA or TAF on public-facing pages, replacing them with phrases like "Family Support Plan."
· Unified Digital Front Door: Local authorities should implement "Interactive Triage" tools—short, anonymous questionnaires that direct families to specific services based on their current needs.
· Visual and Audio Content: Increased use of video content and "Listen to this page" features should be standard to support users with low literacy levels or visual impairments.
· Separation of Content: Information for "Professionals" (like social workers) should be kept in a separate portal from information for "Families" to prevent confusion and anxiety.

To evaluate the practical effectiveness of these websites, this section simulates the journey of a parent whose child is exhibiting "School Refusal" (often referred to in professional terms as Emotionally Based School Avoidance or EBSA). This scenario is a common entry point into the Early Help system as defined by the Early Help System Guide (2022).
· User Profile: A parent with no prior knowledge of social care terminology.
· Trigger: A 13-year-old child experiencing high anxiety and refusing to attend secondary school for three weeks.
· Goal: To find immediate support or advice on how to initiate a multi-agency response.
Journey 1: Leicester City Council
Search Experience: Entering "school refusal" into the Leicester search bar primarily returns links to "School Attendance Enforcement" and "Penalty Notices." Findings: To find Early Help, the user must navigate away from the "Attendance" page and specifically search for "Early Help." Once there, the "MyFamily" directory offers a list of mental health services. Critique: The initial focus on enforcement rather than support can be alienating. This contradicts the Working Together 2023 principle that families should feel supported, not blamed. The "support-first" message is present but buried under several layers of statutory information about fines.
 Journey 2: Norfolk County Council
Search Experience: Searching "school refusal" immediately signposts the user to an "Emotionally Based School Avoidance" (EBSA) landing page. Findings: This page includes a pre-recorded parent workshop video and a "self-help" guide for the child. It explicitly mentions that the school can initiate an Early Help Assessment (EHA) to coordinate a Team Around the Family. Critique: Norfolk’s journey is the most successful. It provides "Immediate Value" (the video/guide) while explaining the "Long-term Process" (EHA/TAF). This matches the Early Help System Guide’s recommendation that systems should build a family’s capacity to help themselves while professional support is being organized.
 Journey 3: Tower Hamlets Council
Search Experience: The user is directed toward "Family Hubs." Findings: The website encourages the user to visit a local Hub to speak with an Early Help Practitioner. It offers a "request for support" form that can be filled out directly by the parent. Critique: While the "Hub" model is excellent for face-to-face support, the digital journey lacks the immediate educational resources found on Norfolk’s site. However, for a user with language barriers (common in this borough), the "Visit Us" instruction is a clear, low-barrier call to action.

An ongoing tension exists between a website’s need to be a statutory archive and its role as a public service portal.
The "Digital Front Door"
The Early Help System Guide (2022) introduces the concept of a "Digital Front Door." This is a single point of entry where a family’s needs are triaged.
· Norfolk has effectively created a "Digital Front Door" by organizing its content around family "worries."
· Leicester acts more as a "Statutory Repository," where the documents are present but require the user to have the "key" (professional terminology) to unlock them.

Working Together 2023 mandates that practitioners must work in a way that is "transparent" and "shared with families."
· Strength: All three websites successfully provide the "Threshold Document" (the criteria for getting help).
· Weakness: These documents are often 40-page PDFs written in academic and legal language. None of the three councils have successfully converted their "Threshold of Need" into an interactive, simplified tool for parents to use at home.

The examination of these three local authorities reveals that while the system of Early Help is robustly defined in UK policy (Working Together 2023), its communication to the public is inconsistent.
Norfolk stands as a benchmark for how local authorities can use digital platforms not just to inform, but to actively intervene by providing immediate psychological resources. Tower Hamlets provides a model for cultural inclusion, while Leicester demonstrates the risks of allowing professional jargon to dominate a family-facing platform.
To truly meet the goals of the Early Help System Guide, local authorities must view their websites not as a list of services, but as the first step in a therapeutic relationship with the family.






References 

Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC) (2022) Early Help System Guide. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-help-system-guide (Accessed: 8 February 2026).
HM Government (2023) Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023: A guide to multi-agency working to help, protect and promote the welfare of children. London: Department for Education.
Leicester City Council (2026) Early Help Offer. Available at: https://families.leicester.gov.uk/i-need-help-right-now/early-help-offer/ (Accessed: 8 February 2026).
Norfolk County Council (2026) Early help for children and families. Available at: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/article/40407/Early-help-for-children-and-families (Accessed: 8 February 2026).
Tower Hamlets Council (2026) About Early Help. Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/health__social_care/children_and_family_care/Early_Help/About_Early_Help.aspx (Accessed: 8 February 2026).
YoungMinds (2025) Guide to early help and early intervention services. Available at: https://www.youngminds.org.uk (Accessed: 8 February 2026).



2

