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An Examination and Analysis of How the Early Help System Is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites

Introduction

Early Help forms the foundation of keeping children safe and supporting families across the United Kingdom. At its core, it means understanding a family’s needs thoroughly, so that effective, timely support can be put in place before small difficulties turn into serious, long-term problems for children, young people and parents. By stepping in early, the whole system aims to reduce the need for formal, statutory intervention, stop issues from growing worse, and help families build stability, wellbeing and confidence in their own lives.

Clear, easy-to-find information on council websites is not just helpful—it is a legal duty. Under the Children Act 2004, local authorities must make sure families can find the support they need without unnecessary difficulty. How that information is written and arranged—how clear the language is, how simple the navigation is, and whether everyone can understand it—makes a real difference. If parents can find what they need quickly, they are more likely to reach out for help before things reach crisis point. But if information is buried under complicated words, long paragraphs or confusing menus, families may delay asking for support, or miss it entirely when they need it most.

This report looks at what three councils—Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Southwark Council—publish online about Early Help and family support. It explains what Early Help is, the laws and policies that guide it, and how different services work together in practice. Then it compares each website, looking at how easy the information is to find, read and understand. Finally, it says which council provides the most helpful, accessible information for families, and suggests ways all three could improve.

What Is the Early Help System?

Early Help is best understood as an approach rather than one single service. Its purpose is to spot needs early, long before they become serious enough to require formal safeguarding involvement. As guidance from the Department for Education makes clear, it brings together teams from different backgrounds to create support that fits each family’s unique situation, rather than applying the same solution to everyone.

Families may be offered or seek Early Help for many different reasons. These include: parents feeling unsure or under pressure; children or young people struggling with school attendance, emotional distress or difficult behaviour; experiences of domestic abuse; money worries or unstable housing; and needing extra help for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). The whole approach is built on prevention: there is strong evidence showing that the right support early on leads to better outcomes in education, health and family life, while also reducing pressure on children’s social care services that are already very stretched.

This work is rooted in law. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 places a clear duty on local authorities to protect and promote the welfare of children who need extra support, and to help families stay together wherever possible. Section 10 of the Children Act 2004 strengthens this further: councils must work closely with partners in health, education and community services to improve children’s wellbeing. National guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children reminds everyone that keeping children safe is a shared responsibility—and that professionals should always work alongside families, respecting their choices, strengths and priorities.

Early Help marks a real shift in how we support families. Instead of waiting until things go wrong, we step in early to prevent harm. This does not just benefit children and parents—it uses public money more effectively too. Research shows clearly that investing in early support pays off: better results at school, improved health, stronger relationships and less need for costly, crisis-driven help later. Equally importantly, this approach respects families’ independence: it builds on what they already do well, rather than only pointing out what is difficult. This way, families grow stronger and more able to help themselves in the long run.

Working Together: Multi-Agency Partnerships

Because families rarely face just one difficulty, Early Help depends on different services working together. No single organisation—whether council, school, health service or police—can meet every need alone. Instead, Early Help brings together teachers, health visitors, social workers, housing officers, mental health professionals, police officers and community groups to provide joined-up, consistent support.

Two key tools make this work in practice. The first is the Early Help Assessment: an open conversation with the family to understand what is going well and what is hard, so that everyone agrees on a clear plan. The second is the Lead Professional: one trusted person who acts as the family’s main point of contact, so they do not have to repeat their story to ten different people. This person could be a health visitor, youth worker or any professional who already knows the family well—decided together with the family themselves.

When this works well, families get consistent help across education, health and social care, with no gaps or unnecessary repetition. But bringing different organisations together is not always easy. Differences in priorities, computer systems and even the words people use can slow things down. That is why clear information sharing and shared goals are so important—without them, good intentions can become confusion and delay.

Review of Leeds City Council Website

On the Leeds City Council website, Early Help information sits within the children and families section and can also be found using the search bar. The website explains clearly that support is preventive—designed to help before problems grow. It covers a wide range of support: parenting advice, children’s mental health and wellbeing, help for SEND, domestic abuse support and financial guidance. It also tells families exactly who to contact if they have concerns about a child’s safety. The page explains how national guidance is put into practice locally, how schools, health services and community groups work together, and provides useful links to self-help resources as well as formal ways to ask for support. The overall structure is logical, with clear headings and contact details easy to find.

However, the website has some real drawbacks for busy parents. The pages are very text-heavy, with long paragraphs that can feel overwhelming—especially for someone reading quickly after a long day. There are almost no visuals to show how the process works: what happens after you ask for help, who you will meet, or what support looks like in daily life. This matters especially for parents with lower literacy levels or whose first language is not English. Even practical details—such as how to find a local service—take several clicks to reach. Leeds provides thorough, accurate information that meets all official requirements, but it could be written and presented much more simply.


Review of Norfolk County Council Website

Norfolk County Council’s Early Help section stands out because it is written in plain, straightforward language. It explains clearly what Early Help is, who it is for, and exactly how to access it—without getting lost in complicated terms. It walks families through the whole process: from making that first contact, to what happens next, and the longer-term support available. It also links directly to local services: parenting courses, support for young carers, help for children with SEND, financial advice and specialist support for anyone affected by domestic abuse. Referral pathways are clearly set out, and links to other services mean families do not need to search elsewhere. This reflects exactly the kind of joined-up working described in national guidance.

That said, the information is spread across many separate pages, which can feel like moving from one room to another without seeing the whole house. There are no flowcharts, simple diagrams or short summaries to break up the text—meaning people learn best by reading, rather than seeing or hearing. If Norfolk added visuals, it would help far more people understand the information quickly and easily.


Review of Southwark Council Website

Southwark Council’s website presents Early Help information in a clean, welcoming way. You can find it easily from the children’s services homepage or by searching. The message is clear: ask for support early, and we will help you before small worries become serious problems. Instead of quoting long legal documents, the website tells families what they actually want to know: what support is available, how to get it, and who to call. Content includes maternity support, children’s centres, health services, SEND help and safeguarding advice—with telephone numbers and email addresses clearly displayed. It also explains simply how education, health and social care professionals work together, and encourages families to reach out early rather than waiting until things feel impossible.

The main downside is that related information can feel scattered details that belong together are sometimes found in different parts of the site. There are also few easy-read guides or picture summaries to help people who learn better that way. Even so, Southwark’s website is warm, welcoming and easy to use. It speaks directly to families, using simple language that makes it clear what to do next.


Comparing the Three Councils

All three councils meet their legal duty to publish information about Early Help, and all three reflect national policy: prevention, partnership, and supporting families before crisis. But they do it in very different ways:

• Leeds offers the widest range of information and links to services. It covers policy and practice thoroughly. But the dense, long paragraphs make it hard to scan quickly meaning parents in a hurry may struggle to find what they need.

• Norfolk strikes the best balance: it explains clearly what Early Help is and how to get support, without unnecessary words. But it relies entirely on written text, with no visuals to make things clearer.

• Southwark is the easiest to navigate and uses the simplest language. Families can find what they need quickly and understand it easily. Its only weakness is that it does not cover every service or policy in as much depth as Leeds.

To put it simply: Leeds gives you the most information; Norfolk explains it most clearly; and Southwark is easiest to use when you are in a hurry. If you are a parent under stress who needs help now, Southwark feels most welcoming. If you want to read every detail, Leeds is best. If you want to understand the process step-by-step, Norfolk works well.


Conclusion

Every council reviewed meets its legal requirement to provide information about Early Help. But how effectively that information reaches families varies a great deal. Leeds provides the most complete picture but presents it in a way that can feel heavy and hard to read. Norfolk explains things clearly and simply but lacks diagrams or pictures that would help more people understand. Southwark, while slightly less detailed overall, writes in the most welcoming language and is easiest to navigate—making it the best place for a worried parent to find help quickly.

Early Help works best when families feel confident enough to ask for support early. That means information must be easy to find, easy to understand, and written for parents—not just for professionals. Of the three, Southwark Council comes closest to getting this right. Its website best supports the whole purpose of Early Help: encouraging families to reach out sooner, rather than later.


Recommendations

Based on this review, all three councils could improve their Early Help pages by making these changes:

1. Add visuals — Use flowcharts, simple diagrams and short summaries to show how the process works, rather than relying only on long paragraphs of text.

2. Use plain English — Remove unnecessary jargon. Any technical words that must stay should be explained simply.

3. Make contact easy — Put referral forms, phone numbers and email addresses right on the Early Help homepage, so families do not have to hunt for them.

4. Offer easy-read and translated versions — Provide information in simple picture-based formats, and in the main languages spoken locally.

5. Ask families for feedback — Test new pages with parents, carers and young people before publishing, to spot what is still hard to understand.
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