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Evaluation of How the Early Help System Is Communicated Through Local Authority Websites

Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_hJQIPjho][bookmark: _Int_Lw80bmB6][bookmark: _Int_NWuq9iMW]Early Help is a fundamental element of safeguarding practice in England, aiming to identify and address the needs of children, young people and families before difficulties escalate into more complex problems requiring statutory intervention (DfE, 2023). Rather than responding only when harm has occurred, Early Help promotes timely support through collaborative working between education, health, social care and voluntary organisations to improve outcomes for children and strengthen family resilience (DfE, 2023). Effective Early Help depends not only on the availability of services but also on families being able to access clear, accurate and accessible information about the support available within their local community (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018).
Local authority websites play an increasingly significant role in signposting families to Early Help services by providing information on available support, referral pathways and contact details.
[bookmark: _Int_auaW7CQ2]This report critically evaluates how the Early Help system is communicated through the websites of Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Staffordshire County Council. It will explain the principles of Early Help and multi-agency working before evaluating each website’s effectiveness in communicating information to families. The report will conclude by comparing the strengths and limitations of the three websites and providing evidence-based recommendations for improving digital accessibility and the signposting of Early Help services.

The Early Help System 
[bookmark: _Int_ps7Dq3ug][bookmark: _Int_5jDfWWAR][bookmark: _Int_yD5DqInp][bookmark: _Int_7pE6qiYW][bookmark: _Int_Lfh2C6no]Early Help is a preventative approach designed to identify and respond to the emerging needs of children, young people and families before problems escalate and require statutory intervention. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children, Early Help should be provided as soon as additional needs are identified, with the aim of improving outcomes through timely, coordinated support (DfE, 2023). Early Help is not a single service, but a system of support delivered by a range of agencies, including schools, health services, local authorities and voluntary organisations, working together to address a family’s individual needs (DfE, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide explains that effective Early Help relies on services working collaboratively to identify needs early, assess the level of support required and coordinate interventions around the child and family (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This may involve completing an Early Help Assessment, which enables practitioners to identify strengths, concerns and appropriate support while ensuring families are actively involved in decision-making. A Lead Practitioner is often appointed to coordinate services, monitor progress and act as the main point of contact for the family (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).


A key principle of the Early Help system is that support should be tailored to the family’s circumstances rather than following a one-size-fits-all approach. Many local authorities now deliver Early Help through Family Hubs, which bring together professionals from health, education, children’s social care and community organisations to provide integrated services in one accessible location (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This coordinated approach aims to reduce duplication, improve communication between professionals and provide families with timely access to appropriate support. Effective Early Help has been shown to improve children’s wellbeing, strengthen family resilience and reduce the need for more intensive interventions later in life (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018).

Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working is a fundamental principle of the Early Help system and involves professionals from different organisations working collaboratively to meet the needs of children, young people and their families. Effective partnership working enables services such as education, health, children’s social care, police and voluntary organisations to share information, identify concerns at an early stage and coordinate interventions to improve outcomes for children (DfE, 2023). Working Together to Safeguard Children emphasises that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility and requires agencies to communicate effectively, share relevant information and take joint responsibility for supporting children and families (DfE, 2023). Multi-agency working is also supported by the Children Act 2004, which places a duty on local authorities and relevant partner agencies to cooperate in improving the wellbeing of children and young people (Children Act 2004).

Within the Early Help system, multi-agency working often involves an Early Help Assessment and the appointment of a Lead Practitioner. The Lead Practitioner coordinates support, ensures that services work towards shared goals and acts as the main point of contact for the family, reducing duplication and improving communication between professionals (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This collaborative approach places children and families at the centre of decision-making and promotes coordinated, person-centred support.
Many local authorities now deliver Early Help through Family Hubs, where professionals from different services work together to provide integrated support in a specific location (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This approach improves access to services and encourages earlier intervention by making support easier for families to navigate. As local authority websites are often the first point of contact for families, they should clearly explain how agencies work together, identify available services and provide straightforward referral pathways. Therefore, the effectiveness of a website can influence how easily families understand and access the coordinated support available within their local area.

Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website 
Leeds City Council provides a well-structured and informative website that effectively communicates the purpose of Early Help and the support available to children, young people and families. The website clearly explains that Early Help should be accessed as soon as difficulties emerge and reinforces the principle that “Early Help is Everybody’s Business,” emphasising that supporting families is a shared responsibility between education, health, children’s social care and voluntary organisations (Leeds City Council, 2025). This approach aligns with the preventative principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023).
A key strength of the website is its clear navigation and effective signposting. Information is organised into dedicated sections, enabling families to quickly locate advice on Family Hubs, parenting programmes, mental health services, SEND support and financial guidance. The website also explains referral pathways and provides contact details, making it easier for families to understand how to access support before problems escalate (Leeds City Council, 2025). 
The website also communicates the importance of multi-agency working through its explanation of Family Hubs, highlighting how professionals from different services work collaboratively to provide coordinated support. This reflects national guidance promoting integrated working to improve outcomes for children and families (DfE, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_h6czvLqW]However, some areas could be improved. Professional terminology, including phrases such as “graduated response” and “Lead Practitioner,” may be difficult for families without prior knowledge of children’s services to understand. The addition of more plain-English explanations translated resources and visual content, such as infographics or short videos, would further improve accessibility for a wider range of users.
[bookmark: _Int_e2GUZUGq]Based on this evaluation, Leeds City Council provides the strongest overall example of effectively communicating and signposting Early Help services through its website.

Evaluation of Southwark Council Website 
[bookmark: _Int_xnUllIHE]Southwark Council provides a clear and accessible website that effectively communicates the purpose of Early Help and signposts families to appropriate support services. The website explains that Early Help aims to provide support at the earliest opportunity to prevent difficulties from escalating and highlights the importance of partnership working between families and professionals. This reflects the preventative approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023; Southwark Council, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_pHURIMKd][bookmark: _Int_Ww6S3hXF][bookmark: _Int_H2jmGFv9]A key strength of the website is its user-friendly design and straightforward navigation. Information is organised into clearly labelled sections, making it easy for families to locate advice on parenting support, Family Hubs, emotional wellbeing, youth services and support for children with additional needs. Contact details and referral information are also clearly displayed, enabling families to understand how to access support without unnecessary barriers (Southwark Council, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_Vc5ZaHy2][bookmark: _Int_ig0BjgVy]However, although the website clearly outlines the services available, it provides less detail about what families can expect after an Early Help referral has been made and how professionals coordinate support throughout the process. Including more information about the Early Help Assessment, the role of the Lead Practitioner and the stages of support, alongside visual resources such as flowcharts or frequently asked questions, would improve transparency and help families better understand the Early Help process (DfE, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_X8sgPr21][bookmark: _Int_D9gPIrAk]Overall, Southwark Council provides an effective and family-friendly website that communicates Early Help through clear language, logical organisation, and accessible signposting. Further explanation of the assessment process and multi-agency coordination would strengthen the website and improve users’ understanding of how support is delivered.


Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website 
[bookmark: _Int_txEwAZM8][bookmark: _Int_GDuT2aMy][bookmark: _Int_GxPyaMjv]Staffordshire County Council provides a comprehensive website that communicates Early Help services for children, young people and families. The website explains that Early Help is intended to provide support as soon as additional needs are identified, helping to prevent concerns from escalating into more complex difficulties. It also outlines the role of Early Help Assessments and emphasises collaborative working between education, health, children’s social care and other partner agencies, reflecting the principles set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023; Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
One of the website’s key strengths is the level of detailed information provided for both families and professionals. It explains referral pathways, the purpose of the Early Help Assessment and the role of the Lead Practitioner in coordinating support. This provides a clear understanding of how services work together to meet the needs of children and families (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_iGMKEBP8][bookmark: _Int_CQEt3k6s]However, compared with Leeds and Southwark, the website is more text-heavy and uses a greater amount of professional terminology. Crucial information is spread across several webpages, meaning families may need to spend more time locating relevant guidance. The addition of more plain-English explanations, visual resources such as flowcharts and infographics, and simplified navigation would improve accessibility, particularly for families unfamiliar with children’s services.
[bookmark: _Int_FsntSpAH]Although the website is particularly useful for professionals, improving accessibility and simplifying navigation would make it more effective for families seeking Early Help support.

 Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authority Websites 
[bookmark: _Int_iJbypyjH]The three local authority websites demonstrate a shared commitment to promoting Early Help; however, they differ in how effectively they communicate information and signpost services to families. All three align with the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children by emphasising early intervention, partnership working and the importance of preventing problems from escalating (DfE, 2023). Despite these similarities, differences exist in accessibility, navigation and the clarity of information presented.
[bookmark: _Int_tw0tMpmE]Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive balance between detailed information and clear signposting. The website effectively explains the purpose of Early Help, promotes Family Hubs as a central point of access and provides clear referral pathways for both professionals and families (Leeds City Council, 2025). Southwark Council adopts a more family-centred approach by using straightforward language, logical navigation and concise explanations, making it particularly accessible for parents and carers who may be unfamiliar with Early Help services (Southwark Council, 2024). In contrast, Staffordshire County Council offers detailed guidance on the Early Help Assessment and multi-agency processes, but its website is more text-heavy and relies on professional terminology, which may reduce accessibility for some users (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_jruzua8Q][bookmark: _Int_2p0cjp9v]Accessibility is a significant factor influencing how effectively families engage with online services. While Leeds and Southwark present information in a way that is relatively easy to locate and understand, Staffordshire requires users to navigate multiple pages to access key information. This may create unnecessary barriers for families seeking support during periods of stress or crisis. Research suggests that clear communication, simple navigation and accessible digital resources increase engagement with public services and encourage earlier intervention (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_phGZLuf5][bookmark: _Int_uLdhcwHU][bookmark: _Int_1iDPHMF2]Overall, Leeds provides the strongest combination of comprehensive information and effective digital signposting, while Southwark performs particularly well in terms of accessibility and user-friendly language. Staffordshire offers valuable professional guidance but would benefit from simplifying content and improving website navigation. These findings demonstrate that effective Early Help depends not only on the quality of services available but also on how clearly those services are communicated to families through local authority websites.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Int_z159aXk0]This report has examined how the Early Help system is signposted through the websites of Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Staffordshire County Council. The findings demonstrate that all three local authorities reflect the principles of Early Help and multi-agency working outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023). Each website provides information about available support services, referral pathways and the importance of early intervention to improve outcomes for children and families.
[bookmark: _Int_2MQwFaAX][bookmark: _Int_CxoYrbs7]However, the evaluation identified differences in how effectively this information is communicated. Leeds City Council provided the strongest overall website, combining comprehensive information with clear navigation, effective signposting and detailed explanations of Family Hubs and multi-agency working (Leeds City Council, 2025). Southwark Council excelled in accessibility by using straightforward language and a user-friendly layout, making it particularly suitable for families seeking support (Southwark Council, 2024). In comparison, Staffordshire County Council offered detailed professional guidance but relied more heavily on technical language and text-heavy webpages, which may reduce accessibility for some users (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_ikbFQCHg][bookmark: _Int_E4Au4LHp]To improve digital accessibility, local authorities should continue to simplify professional terminology, increase the use of plain English, provide translated resources and incorporate visual aids such as infographics and short videos. These improvements would make Early Help information easier to understand and navigate, encouraging families to access support at the earliest opportunity. Effective online communication is an essential component of Early Help, helping to ensure that children and families receive timely, coordinated support before problems escalate (DfE, 2023).
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