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An Examination and Analysis of How the Early Help System is Signposted to UK Families Through Local Authority Websites
Introduction
Early Help is a key element of safeguarding practice in England, aiming to identify and address emerging difficulties before escalating into more serious concerns requiring statutory intervention. By providing coordinated support through health, education, social care and voluntary organisations, Early Help seeks to improve outcomes for children and strengthen family resilience (Department for Education (DfE), 2023).
As many families now access information online, local authority websites play an important role in signposting Early Help and other family support services. To be effective, these websites should provide information that is clear, accessible, and easy to navigate so that families can quickly identify and access appropriate support.
This report evaluates how Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council communicate information about Early Help through their websites. It explains the principles of the Early Help system and multi-agency working before evaluating each website. A comparative analysis identifies the strengths and weaknesses of each authority's approach, followed by recommendations for improvement and a conclusion identifying which local authority provides the most effective and accessible online information.
The Early Help System
Early Help provides support for children, young people, and families as soon as difficulties emerge, aiming to prevent problems from escalating into statutory child protection concerns. It addresses issues including education, health, emotional wellbeing, behavior, housing, finance, and family relationships through timely, coordinated intervention (DfE, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a whole-system approach requiring collaboration between agencies to provide coordinated, family-centred support (DfE, 2023). Key principles include early intervention, partnership with families, child-centred decision-making, prevention, and effective information sharing. This reflects Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, which recognises that children's development is influenced by interconnected systems such as family, school, community, and society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Accordingly, Early Help seeks to strengthen protective factors across a child's environment.
The guidance also emphasises working alongside families, recognising strengths while identifying additional needs through holistic assessment rather than focusing on individual problems alone (DfE, 2023). Research supports this preventative approach. Allen (2011) argues that early intervention improves outcomes and reduces long-term social and economic costs, while Munro (2011) advocates earlier professional support rather than reliance on reactive child protection systems.
Early Help services may include parenting programmes, mental health support, youth services, school-based interventions, housing and financial advice, domestic abuse support, substance misuse services, and Family Hubs. Although services vary between local authorities, the shared aim is to improve outcomes through coordinated support (DfE, 2023).
Despite strong policy support, funding reductions have limited preventative services in many areas (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2018). As a result, local authority websites have become increasingly important in helping families access information and support.
Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is central to effective Early Help, bringing together professionals from different organisations to identify needs, share information, and coordinate support for children and families.
Working Together to Safeguard Children identifies safeguarding as a shared responsibility involving local authorities, schools, police, health services, early years providers, youth justice services, and voluntary organisations (DfE, 2023). The guidance states that no single agency can safeguard children effectively alone and identifies three statutory safeguarding partners: the local authority, Integrated Care Board, and police, which are responsible for coordinating local safeguarding arrangements (DfE, 2023).
Within Early Help, a Lead Practitioner coordinates assessments, organises Team Around the Family meetings, and acts as the main contact for families and professionals. Effective information sharing is also essential, enabling timely and coordinated support while reducing missed safeguarding opportunities (DfE, 2023).
Research supports collaborative practice. Frost (2017) argues that integrated working improves assessments and service delivery, while Atkinson et al. (2007) found that multi-agency partnerships strengthen communication and reduce fragmented services. However, barriers such as organisational differences, confidentiality requirements, and limited resources can hinder collaboration (Sloper, 2004).
Despite these challenges, integrated Early Help services are more effective at identifying emerging risks before they escalate into child protection concerns (Daniel, Vincent and Ogilvie-Whyte, 2017). Therefore, local authority websites should clearly explain partnership working and referral pathways to improve access to support.
Evaluation of Local Authority
Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive and well-structured online presentation of Early Help among the three authorities. The website explains that Early Help supports children, young people, and families before difficulties escalate and emphasises shared responsibility between education, health, children's social care, police, and voluntary organisations (Leeds City Council, 2024).
A key strength is its clear organisation, with information grouped into accessible sections covering Early Help, Family Hubs, parenting support, financial advice, SEND services, mental health, and safeguarding. The website also explains the Early Help Assessment and the role of the Lead Practitioner, supporting transparency and family participation in line with the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2023).
Leeds effectively promotes Family Hubs as central access points for services from pregnancy through adolescence, reflecting government policy on integrated family support (DfE, 2023). Information is written in accessible language with practical examples, making services less intimidating for families.
However, the volume of information may initially overwhelm some users, and some content requires several clicks to access. A small amount of professional guidance also appears aimed more at practitioners than parents. Overall, Leeds provides a highly accessible and preventative approach to Early Help.
Southwark Council
Southwark Council presents a clear and family-centred Early Help offer. The website explains that Early Help aims to identify difficulties early and provide coordinated support before statutory intervention is required. Information is written in accessible language and focuses on what families can expect, reflecting the partnership principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023).
A notable strength is the clear distinction between universal services and targeted Early Help, helping families identify appropriate support. The website includes information on Family Early Help services, parenting programmes, domestic abuse support, youth services, emotional wellbeing, education, and housing assistance, with clear contact details.
Southwark also highlights collaboration between schools, health professionals, social workers, and community organisations, supporting evidence that integrated working improves outcomes for vulnerable children (Frost, 2017).
Although easy to navigate, the website provides less detail about the Early Help Assessment and referral process than Leeds. Some information is spread across linked pages, requiring users to navigate multiple webpages. Overall, Southwark provides an accessible and supportive overview of Early Help while promoting effective multi-agency work.
Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council provides a comprehensive overview of Early Help through its Family Service webpages. The website explains that Early Help supports families when problems first emerge and promotes coordinated intervention to improve children's wellbeing.
The website outlines a wide range of services, including parenting support, Family Service workers, children's centres, SEND provision, emotional wellbeing services, school attendance support, and safeguarding. It also explains referral procedures, eligibility criteria, Early Help Units, and Family Service Teams, reflecting the holistic approach promoted in the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2023). Practical guidance on self-referral further encourages families to seek support independently.
However, compared with Leeds and Southwark, Nottinghamshire is less intuitive to navigate. Information is spread across several webpages, and some headings use professional terminology that may be unfamiliar to parents. In addition, while individual services are described in detail, there is less explanation of the overall Early Help journey from referral to coordinated support.
Despite these limitations, Nottinghamshire demonstrates a strong commitment to preventative family support and provides extensive information for both families and professionals.
Comparative Analysis
All three local authorities communicate the key principles of Early Help in line with national guidance, emphasising prevention and multi-agency partnership working. However, differences exist in accessibility and communication.
Leeds City Council provides the strongest overall approach, using clear language, logical navigation, and integrated Family Hub information. Its explanation of the Early Help process reflects recommendations that services should be accessible and family-centred (Department for Education, 2023).
Southwark Council adopts a welcoming, family-focused tone that may encourage earlier engagement, although it provides less detail on assessment and referral processes than Leeds.
Nottinghamshire County Council offers comprehensive information but relies more on professional terminology and complex navigation, which may reduce accessibility for families.
Research suggests that accessible communication encourages earlier engagement with preventative services (Featherstone, White, and Morris, 2018). Overall, while all three authorities reflect national safeguarding guidance, Leeds provides the most effective balance of comprehensive information, accessibility, and family-friendly communication.

Conclusion
Early Help plays a vital role in safeguarding children by providing support before concerns escalate to statutory intervention. National guidance, including the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), emphasises that effective Early Help relies on accessible services, multi-agency collaboration, and partnership with families. As many families first seek support online, local authority websites are an important gateway to Early Help services.
The evaluation of Leeds City Council, Southwark Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council found that all three communicate their Early Help offer effectively and reflect the principles of prevention and early intervention. However, differences exist in the accessibility and clarity of their online information.
Leeds City Council provides the strongest example, presenting information in a clear, well-organised, and family-friendly format. Its integration of Family Hubs, parenting support, mental health, financial advice, and safeguarding services, alongside a clear explanation of the Early Help process, makes it particularly accessible.
Southwark Council also provides a welcoming and accessible website but could improve by offering more detail on referral pathways and the assessment process. Nottinghamshire County Council offers comprehensive information but would benefit from simpler navigation and less professional terminology to improve accessibility for families.
Overall, Leeds City Council provides the most effective online communication of Early Help services. These findings highlight the importance of clear and accessible digital communication in safeguarding, as well-designed websites can encourage earlier engagement with support services and help prevent family difficulties from escalating.
Recommendations
Based on this evaluation, several recommendations could improve how local authority websites communicate Early Help services.
Local authorities should use clear, non-technical language that is easy for parents and carers to understand, reducing barriers to engagement. Websites should also include simple visual guides, such as flowcharts, explaining the Early Help process, including referral, assessment, Lead Practitioner involvement, and reviews.
Navigation should be streamlined so families can quickly access information on parenting support, Family Hubs, SEND services, emotional wellbeing, financial advice, and safeguarding. Providing multilingual resources and accessible formats, including Easy Read documents, translated guidance, and videos, would further improve inclusivity for families with different language or communication needs.
Finally, websites should be reviewed regularly using feedback from parents, carers, and young people. Involving service users in website design helps ensure information remains relevant, accessible, and responsive while supporting the child-centred principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023).
In conclusion, while all three authorities demonstrate good practice in promoting Early Help, Leeds City Council currently provides the clearest, most comprehensive and most accessible online information. Other authorities could strengthen their websites by simplifying navigation, improving explanations of the Early Help journey, and increasing accessibility for diverse groups of families.
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