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1. Introduction 

Early Help refers to the provision of support for children, young people and families at the earliest possible stage when difficulties begin to emerge. The aim of Early Help is to prevent problems from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns that may require statutory intervention. Within the United Kingdom, local authorities play a key role in coordinating and communicating Early Help services, often through their official websites which act as an important source of information for families seeking support. Accessible and clear information can empower families to seek assistance early, thereby improving outcomes for children and reducing the likelihood of long-term social or health issues.

Strategic safeguarding partnerships emphasise the importance of early intervention and collaborative working between professionals across health, education and social care sectors. National guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) highlights the need for local authorities to ensure families are able to access appropriate support services quickly and easily. Consequently, the way information about Early Help is presented on local authority websites plays a crucial role in supporting families and promoting preventative services.

This report examines how the Early Help system is signposted through the websites of three local authorities: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. The report evaluates how effectively these websites communicate information about Early Help and other support services, before comparing their strengths and weaknesses and identifying which authority provides the most accessible and effective information for families.


2. Explanation of the Early Help System 

A central element of the Early Help system is the (EHA) which identifies needs and coordinates support across agencies (HM Government, 2020).
The Early Help system is designed to provide timely support to children and ‘families experiencing difficulties’ before problems escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns. Early intervention aims to improve outcomes for children by addressing issues at an early stage, thereby reducing the need for statutory child protection services. According to the Early Help System Guide, Early Help focuses on identifying needs early and coordinating support across agencies to provide appropriate assistance for families.

Early Help services may address a wide range of challenges that families encounter, including parenting difficulties, behavioural issues in children, financial hardship, housing concerns, mental health problems, or school attendance issues. Research suggests that early intervention is more effective and less costly than late statutory intervention because it prevents family difficulties from escalating into safeguarding crises (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2018).
By intervening early, professionals can work collaboratively with families to improve wellbeing and prevent situations from deteriorating further.

A central element of the Early Help system is the Early Help Assessment (EHA). Early Help also adopts a strengths-based approach, focusing not only on the challenges faced by families but also on their existing capabilities and resilience. This approach encourages collaboration between professionals and families, promoting empowerment and active participation in decision-making. By supporting families in building on their strengths, Early Help services aim to create sustainable, long-term improvements in wellbeing rather than short-term interventions.
This assessment allows professionals to identify the needs of a child or family and develop a coordinated support plan. The assessment is typically completed by practitioners such as teachers, health visitors, social workers or youth workers who are in regular contact with families. Once needs are identified, different services can work together to deliver targeted support.

The Early Help system is closely linked to safeguarding frameworks within the UK. National statutory guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) emphasises that early intervention is essential for protecting children and promoting their welfare. The guidance highlights the responsibility of local authorities and safeguarding partnerships to ensure that effective Early Help services are available and clearly communicated to families.

Local authority websites therefore play a significant role in informing families about available support. Clear and accessible online information can help parents and carers understand the types of services available and how they can access support. If websites present information clearly, families may feel more confident seeking assistance at an early stage, which aligns with the preventative aims of the Early Help system.


3. Multi-Agency Working 

Effective Early Help services rely heavily on multi-agency collaboration between different professionals and organisations. Multi-agency working refers to the coordinated efforts of professionals from different sectors who work together to support children and families. These professionals may include social workers, teachers, health visitors, police officers, general practitioners, mental health practitioners and voluntary sector organisations.

The purpose of multi-agency working is to ensure that families receive comprehensive support that addresses multiple aspects of their needs. Many families experience complex challenges that cannot be effectively addressed by a single professional or service. For example, a child experiencing behavioural difficulties at school may also be affected by housing instability or parental mental health concerns. In such cases, collaboration between education, housing, health and social care services is necessary to provide holistic support.

National safeguarding policy strongly emphasises the importance of partnership working. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) outlines how safeguarding partnerships should bring together local authorities, health services and police to ensure that children and families receive coordinated support. These partnerships aim to improve communication between professionals, facilitate information sharing and promote early intervention strategies.

Multi-agency working is particularly important within the Early Help framework because it allows services to intervene before situations escalate. Through collaborative approaches, professionals can share knowledge, identify risks early and implement support plans that address the needs of both children and their families. Effective partnership working therefore enhances the overall effectiveness of Early Help services and contributes to improved safeguarding outcomes.

However, effective multi-agency working can sometimes be hindered by communication barriers, differences in organisational priorities and limitations in information sharing between agencies, which highlights the importance of strong safeguarding leadership and clear protocols (Munro, 2019).

Multi-agency collaboration is particularly valuable in complex family situations where multiple risk factors may affect a child’s wellbeing. For example, families experiencing financial hardship may also face housing instability, mental health difficulties, or educational challenges affecting children’s school attendance. Furthermore, effective multi-agency working requires clear communication systems, shared goals and strong leadership to ensure that services are coordinated efficiently. Without these elements, there is a risk of fragmented support, where families may experience gaps or duplication in services. Therefore, ongoing training, information-sharing protocols and professional accountability are essential to strengthen collaborative practice and improve outcomes for children and families.
 In such cases, coordinated support from education professionals, health services and social care practitioners is essential to ensure that families receive holistic and consistent assistance. Effective information sharing between agencies allows professionals to identify emerging concerns at an earlier stage and respond proactively before risks escalate. Safeguarding guidance emphasises that early intervention should focus on building trust with families and supporting them in accessing appropriate services rather than relying solely on statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023). By working collaboratively, professionals are able to provide more comprehensive and responsive support that promotes the safety, wellbeing and long-term development of children.

Although multi-agency working strengthens safeguarding responses, challenges such as information-sharing barriers and differing professional priorities can limit its effectiveness in practice.



4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites 


Leeds City Council


The Leeds City Council website provides a
comprehensive overview of Early Help services available to families. The website includes dedicated sections explaining the purpose of Early Help and the types of support available for children, young people and parents. Information is organised into clearly labelled sections, which may improve accessibility for users seeking specific forms of assistance.


The Leeds City Council website provides clear and structured information about Early Help services. The Early Help section explains the purpose of early intervention and outlines the support available to families' experiencing difficulties. The website includes clear navigation and direct links to referral pathways, which may make it easier for families and professionals to access appropriate services. In addition, the site provides practical guidance on how to request support and highlights available programmes for parents and children.



Norfolk County Council

Norfolk County Council provides information about Early Help through its Family Information Service and Early Help Hub pages. The website outlines how families can access support and explains the referral process for professionals and parents. In addition, the site includes guidance on the Early Help assessment process and details of available support programmes.

Tower Hamlets Council

Tower Hamlets Council offers information on Early Help and family support services through its children and families' section. The website highlights services designed to support families experiencing challenges such as financial difficulties, housing concerns or parenting issues. It also emphasises community-based services and partnership working across local agencies.

In addition, the accessibility of information is influenced not only by website structure but also by the clarity of language used.
Websites that use simplified, non-technical language are more likely to support families with varying levels of literacy and digital confidence. This highlights the importance of designing online services that are inclusive and user-friendly, ensuring that all families can access Early Help information regardless of their background or circumstances.

5. Comparative Analysis

A comparison of the three local authority websites reveals differences in how Early Help services are communicated to families. Leeds City Council provides structured information with clear explanations of available services, which may enhance accessibility for families seeking support. Norfolk County Council also provides detailed information, although it relies more heavily on professional terminology that may be less accessible to some users. Tower Hamlets Council emphasises community services and local support networks, which may benefit families seeking localised assistance; however, some information requires additional navigation to locate specific Early Help services. Overall, Leeds City Council appears to provide the most accessible and clearly structured information regarding Early Help services, as the website offers detailed explanations and direct links to relevant support programmes. However, this evaluation is limited because website clarity does not necessarily reflect the actual quality, responsiveness or outcomes of Early Help services in practice. This suggests that, although digital accessibility is important, it should not be viewed as the sole indicator of Early Help effectiveness, as service outcomes and user experiences must also be considered.


6. Conclusion 


In conclusion, Early Help services play a critical role in supporting families and preventing problems from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns. Local authority websites are therefore an essential tool for ensuring that families can access information about available support services. The evaluation of the three local authority websites demonstrates varying levels of accessibility, clarity and organisation in the way Early Help services are communicated.

Among the three authorities examined, Leeds City Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible information regarding Early Help services. The website offers clear explanations, structured navigation and detailed descriptions of available support. Nevertheless, all three authorities could further improve accessibility by simplifying language, improving navigation and providing clearer guidance for families seeking support.

Future improvements to local authority websites should prioritise user-friendly design, simplified language and clearer referral pathways to ensure that families can easily access Early Help services and receive support before difficulties escalate into safeguarding concerns.

Overall, this highlights that effective safeguarding is not solely reliant on service provision, but also on accessibility, communication and meaningful engagement with families.

This reinforces the importance of continuous evaluation and improvement of Early Help systems to ensure they remain responsive to the evolving needs of families.

In addition, it is important to recognise that Early Help services operate within wider social, economic and organisational contexts that can influence their effectiveness. Factors such as funding constraints, workforce capacity and local demand for services may impact how effectively support is delivered to families. Therefore, while website accessibility is an important factor, it should be considered alongside broader systemic challenges that affect service delivery. A holistic approach to evaluation is necessary to fully understand the effectiveness of Early Help systems in practice.
This further highlights the need for continuous monitoring and improvement of Early Help provision across local authorities.
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