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1. Introduction
Safeguarding children and supporting families are central responsibilities within the United Kingdom’s health and social care system. Early intervention has become a key strategy for preventing family difficulties from escalating into serious safeguarding concerns that may require statutory intervention. The Early Help system plays an important role within this preventative framework by providing support to children, young people and families when problems first begin to emerge (HM Government, 2020).
Early Help services address issues such as parenting difficulties, financial hardship, domestic abuse, behavioural challenges and parental mental health concerns before they develop into more complex safeguarding situations. By identifying needs early and providing targeted support, Early Help aims to strengthen family resilience and improve long-term outcomes for children (Department for Education, 2022).
Local authorities are responsible for coordinating Early Help services and ensuring that families can access appropriate support. In the contemporary digital environment, local authority websites have become a primary gateway through which families seek information about available services. Many parents and carers rely on online platforms to understand what support is available and how to access it. Consequently, the clarity, accessibility and usability of these websites play a crucial role in determining whether families are able to obtain help at an early stage.
National safeguarding frameworks emphasise the importance of early intervention and partnership working. The Early Help System Guide highlights that early identification of problems and coordinated support can significantly improve outcomes for children and families (HM Government, 2020). Similarly, Working Together to Safeguard Children emphasises that safeguarding is a shared responsibility involving collaboration between local authorities, health services, schools and voluntary organisations (HM Government, 2023).
However, research suggests that families may struggle to access support if information about services is difficult to locate or presented in complex professional language (Frost, Abbott and Race, 2015). Digital accessibility therefore becomes an important factor in ensuring that preventative services reach those who need them most.
This report examines how Early Help services are signposted through the websites of three UK local authorities: Leicester City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. The report evaluates the clarity, accessibility and effectiveness of the information provided for families seeking support and compares the strengths and limitations of each website.

2. Methodology
This report adopts a qualitative website analysis approach to examine how Early Help services are communicated through local authority websites. Qualitative website analysis is commonly used in social policy research to assess how information is presented and how accessible digital services are for the public (Frost, Abbott and Race, 2015).
The evaluation also draws upon principles of user-centred design and digital accessibility frameworks, which emphasise that public services should be designed to ensure that information is clear, accessible and understandable to a wide range of users (Norman, 2013). These principles are widely applied in public sector digital services to ensure that individuals with varying levels of literacy and digital skills can access support.
Three local authorities were selected for analysis:
· Leicester City Council
· Staffordshire County Council
· Tower Hamlets Council
These authorities were chosen to explore how different councils present Early Help services through their online platforms.
The evaluation focused on several key criteria relevant to digital accessibility and service communication:
• clarity of information about Early Help services
• accessibility and ease of website navigation
• visibility of referral pathways
• use of language appropriate for parents and carers
• explanation of safeguarding and multi-agency support
• accessibility for users with limited digital literacy
These criteria reflect principles of user-centred service design, which emphasise that public services should prioritise usability and accessibility for service users (Norman, 2013).
The findings from each website were then compared using a comparative analytical framework to identify similarities and differences in how Early Help services are communicated to families.

3. The Early Help System
Early Help refers to the provision of support to children, young people and families when problems first begin to emerge. The aim of Early Help is to identify needs early and provide support before difficulties escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns requiring statutory intervention (HM Government, 2020).
The Early Help System Guide highlights that early intervention can improve outcomes for children by addressing issues before they become more complex (HM Government, 2020). Early support may include parenting advice, family support services, school-based interventions, mental health support and community services.
Families may require Early Help for a variety of reasons, including parenting challenges, financial hardship, domestic abuse, parental mental health difficulties or behavioural concerns involving children. Early Help services are designed to provide coordinated and preventative support to families experiencing these challenges.
By addressing issues early, services aim to strengthen family resilience and reduce the likelihood that children will require more intensive interventions such as child protection plans or care proceedings (Department for Education, 2022).
However, research indicates that families may not always access Early Help services easily. Featherstone, White and Morris (2018) argue that barriers such as stigma, lack of awareness and difficulties navigating support systems can prevent families from seeking help.
In the digital era, access to information plays a crucial role in determining whether families obtain support. If local authority websites are difficult to navigate or written primarily for professionals, families may struggle to understand how to access services. Clear communication and effective signposting through local authority websites are therefore essential components of the Early Help system.

4. Multi-Agency Working in Early Help
Multi-agency working refers to collaboration between different professionals and organisations to support children and families effectively. Safeguarding often involves complex issues that require expertise from multiple sectors including education, healthcare, social services and law enforcement.
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children emphasises that safeguarding responsibilities must be shared between agencies (HM Government, 2023). Local authorities, schools, healthcare providers, police and voluntary organisations all play important roles in identifying risks and providing support.
Within the Early Help system, multi-agency working ensures that families receive coordinated support rather than fragmented services. For example, a family experiencing financial difficulties may require assistance from housing services, schools and community organisations.
A common approach within Early Help services is the Team Around the Family (TAF) model. This model brings together professionals from different agencies to develop a coordinated support plan tailored to the needs of the family.
Research suggests that effective partnership working can improve outcomes for children by ensuring that services are coordinated and responsive to family needs (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2018). However, successful collaboration also requires clear communication and accessible information systems.
Local authority websites therefore play an important role in explaining how services work together and how families can access coordinated support.

5. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
5.1 Leicester City Council
The Leicester City Council website provides information about Early Help services through its children and family support pages. The website explains that Early Help aims to support families when difficulties first arise in order to prevent problems from escalating.
A key strength of the Leicester website is the clear explanation of what Early Help is and examples of situations where families may require support. This helps parents recognise when they may benefit from Early Help services and reduces stigma associated with seeking assistance.
However, the organisation of information across multiple webpages may create navigation challenges for some users. Families unfamiliar with local authority websites may find it difficult to locate specific guidance on how to access services or make referrals.
The website also relies primarily on text-based information with limited visual guidance. For users with lower digital literacy, this may make it harder to identify relevant services quickly.
Overall, while the Leicester website provides clear explanations, improvements in navigation and clearer signposting of referral pathways could enhance accessibility.

5.2 Staffordshire County Council
The Staffordshire County Council website provides detailed information about Early Help services and outlines the role of Family Practitioners who support families experiencing difficulties.
A strength of the website is the transparency it provides regarding how Early Help services operate. The website explains the process of accessing support and the roles of professionals involved.
However, some sections appear to be written primarily for professionals rather than parents. The use of technical language and detailed policy explanations may make the information difficult for some families to understand.
Research suggests that complex language can create barriers to accessing public services, particularly for individuals with lower literacy levels or limited experience interacting with social care systems (Frost, Abbott and Race, 2015).
Additionally, the structure of the website appears information-heavy, which may overwhelm users seeking quick guidance during stressful situations.
Simplifying language and providing clearer step-by-step guidance could improve accessibility for families seeking support.

5.3 Tower Hamlets Council
The Tower Hamlets Council website presents Early Help services through Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres, which provide integrated community-based support.
A key strength of this approach is that Family Hubs offer a single access point where families can obtain a range of services including parenting support, health services and community advice.
This structure simplifies the process of accessing support by reducing the need for families to navigate multiple services independently.
The Tower Hamlets website also uses clearer and more accessible language compared with some other local authority websites. Information is presented in a way that is easier for parents and carers to understand.
The emphasis on community-based services may also reduce stigma associated with seeking help from statutory social services.
Overall, the Tower Hamlets website appears to provide the most accessible explanation of Early Help services among the three local authorities examined.

6. Comparative Analysis
	Evaluation Criteria
	Leicester
	Staffordshire
	Tower Hamlets

	Clarity of explanation
	Clear
	Detailed but technical
	Clear and accessible

	Navigation
	Information across pages
	Information-heavy
	Simplified through Family Hubs

	Language accessibility
	Understandable
	Professional terminology
	Parent-friendly language

	Referral visibility
	Moderate
	Less prominent
	Clear entry point



Leicester City Council provides clear explanations but navigation across multiple pages may make it difficult for users to locate relevant information quickly.
Staffordshire County Council provides the most detailed description of Early Help services, but the use of professional language may reduce accessibility for parents seeking immediate support.
Tower Hamlets Council provides the most user-friendly approach through its Family Hub model and simpler explanations.
Digital accessibility is an important factor when evaluating these websites. Individuals experiencing social disadvantage may also face challenges related to digital literacy or internet access (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2018). Websites that rely on complex navigation or lengthy policy explanations may unintentionally exclude some users.
From this perspective, the Tower Hamlets website appears to adopt a more user-centred design by focusing on practical guidance and clear pathways to support.

7. Conclusion and Recommendations
This report examined how Early Help services are signposted through the websites of Leicester City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower Hamlets Council.
While all three local authorities provide useful information about Early Help services, the accessibility and usability of the websites vary.
Leicester City Council provides clear explanations but could improve navigation and referral visibility. Staffordshire County Council offers detailed information but may rely too heavily on professional terminology. Tower Hamlets Council provides the most accessible presentation through its Family Hub model and clearer language.
To improve accessibility, local authority websites could:
• simplify language and reduce technical terminology
• provide clearer step-by-step guidance for accessing support
• improve navigation and visibility of referral pathways
• incorporate visual aids and interactive guidance tools
Ensuring that Early Help services are clearly communicated online is essential for enabling families to access preventative support. Improving digital accessibility and user-centred website design may therefore strengthen the effectiveness of Early Help systems across the United Kingdom.
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