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The purpose of this report is to explore the UK’s Early Help System by evaluating and engaging in a comparative analysis of three local authorities, and, mainly, how support services are communicated to families via these specific platforms. To achieve this aim successfully, the report will begin by exploring the Early Help System and its properties, including what it is and how it works. Then, the report will ensure that it establishes and evaluates multi-agency work as a whole, in order to set the tone for the next two parts: an evaluation and a comparative analysis.

To ensure the solidity of the argument, the report will evaluate three local authority websites: Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Southwark Council. In choosing these three Councils, the report allows a wider engagement with two types of Councils, a London-based one and an independent one, thereby ensuring that funding, size and location are taken into account when concluding which local authority appears to have the most effective and accessible information relating to Early Help. Following this, the report will engage in a comparative analysis of the main strengths and weaknesses of how the local authority websites communicate vital information related to the System, and conclude with a decisive argument as to which of the three presented cases provides the most effective and accessible information relating to Early Help and other support services for families.
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The UK’s Early Help System, sometimes referred to as a preventative service (NSPCC, 2023), is a system which takes into account “the total support that improves a family’s resilience and outcomes or reduces the chance of a problem getting worse” (DLUHC, 2022). As such, this vast support network comprises structures that can be divided into three distinct services: Acute & Targeted, Universal, and Community-based. The ‘Acute & Targeted’ services in this case include infrastructure such as A&E, Job Centre, Fire Rescue, Police, CAFCASS and more, whereas the ‘Universal’ services include structures such as Maternity Services, GPs, Family Hubs, schools and more (DLUHC, 2022). The last, community-based division, although smaller and not always identical in all locations, includes, but is not limited to, services such as local businesses, online support, and community engagement (DLUHC, 2022).

To ensure that all services under this extensive network utilise the same efforts across different platforms and locations, the Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities in the UK has created a guide with the purpose of providing a “framework for local workshops, partnership conversations and strategic planning and to support prioritisation” (GOV, 2022), which includes a self-assessment tool which can be used to support discussion, reflection and action planning in line with strategic areas which have previously shown influence over effectiveness of early help (GOV, 2022).
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The Government recognises that strong multi-agency and multi-disciplinary working is vital to identifying and responding to the needs of children and families, which is why, to help, protect and promote the welfare of children, the UK government has placed a child-centred, shared responsibility approach at the centre of all Early Help System services (HM Government, 2023). This means that certain expectations must be adhered to by practitioners and agencies on all levels, from strategic leaders and managers to direct practitioners such as frontline social workers, health visitors, teachers, volunteers in the community sector and more. Overall, expectations target behaviours such as collaboration, learning, inclusion, use of resources and mutual challenges (HM Government, 2023), which must be upheld at all levels of the System, and by all individuals involved.

Whilst multi-agency working has often been viewed as an essential framework, as it can make information-sharing more effective, there are also other reasons as to why multi-agency working is essential, especially when it comes to childcare services. For example, multi-agency working has shown “increased efficiency in the face of declining resources and minimisation of client frustration when using the service” (Whetten, 1982 as cited by Atkinson et al, 2002). Given the UK’s growing problems, including GP shortages (RCGP, 2022) and the rise in younger suspects for violent crimes (Jessup, 2025), multi-agency work, such as the one found in the Early Help System, can alleviate some of the pressure from traditional institutions and speed up the timeframe during which childcare services are provided.
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Southwark’s Early Help landing page includes a definition of ‘Early Help’ and the services which are considered universal, a clear identification of who these services are aimed at, such as families or youths up to age 18, or 25 if they have special educational needs or disabilities (Southwark Council, 2025) and a list of specific issues that the Early Help system can provide aid with, including parenting, emotional needs, finances, crisis or even domestic abuse (Southwark Council, 2025). When navigating to the following page, Southwark Council has chosen to make a list of the different types of help an individual could be looking for, and has used hyperlinks which redirect the user to the relevant services website.

The following page related to Early Help is structured similarly; a direct link that leads to children and family centers, supported by a brief explanation structured in a short, bullet-point structure. All of the available pages lead to Southwark Council’s Referral Page, where a phone number for urgent cases is highlighted in red, and the reader can find the document for referrals and the email through which they can be contacted, next to each other.

In contrast to Southwark’s many pages, Norfolk Council’s website and, more specifically, their Early Help factor, takes up a single website page. The page itself is, as in the case of Southwark, plain and contains minimal text, which includes a basic definition of Early Help and what the services could do for the user, including giving information, advice and guidance to families (Norfolk Council, 2025). The web page also includes a clear indicator of the maximum age of the Early Help youth users (up to 18 or 25 for youths with special educational needs and/or disabilities). Then, Norfolk Council offers two outcomes: being redirected to their Family Hub website, which comes as a result of their ‘Family Hub’ approach to Early Help or a direct request for Early Help through the click of a single, highlighted in green, button.

Unlike Southwark Council’s approach to making a referral, Norfolk has an easier approach as their referral process takes place on the Council’s website, where the user fills out the form and submits it directly (Norfolk Council, 2025). Furthermore, there are two referral forms: one for general users, such as family and friends, and one for professionals. On the other hand, if the user chooses to be redirected to the Family Hub page, they will be encouraged to seek support either online or from a local Family Hub location.

In contrast to the other two Council websites, Leeds’ website uses more text and darker tones on its Early Help pages. Although it also includes standard text, such as a definition of Early Help, Leeds has chosen to use more descriptive and longer texts, in addition to the use of imagery to explain their approach, such as their ‘Thrive Model’ diagram (Leeds Council, 2025). In line with their descriptive approach, the Council has also chosen to display all important Early Help information in a collective text, highlighted by a colored box, where information such as telephone numbers, emails and instructions for users’ next steps can be found. The information on this page has a printable version ready for download and use; however, it lacks any interactive referral forms or site navigation, which could point users towards other useful information.
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When taking into account the three Council websites that were previously evaluated, mainly those of Southwark, Norfolk and Leeds, there is a clear difference in the way information is presented and communicated across the three platforms. Differences such as structure and information accessibility reflect different communication strategies employed by each council, with strengths and limitations being present across all three.

It can be argued that Southwark’s website is the most structured out of the three; by offering multiple interconnected pages that break down Early Help into universal and targeted elements, Southwark Council establishes clarity in its approach, which is why there is a clear, understandable definition of Early Help, identified eligible groups, and explicitly outlined types of problems that the service can address. By using clean, white backgrounds and fewer texts and structuring what text there is in the form of short bullet points, Southwark Council reduces cognitive load and allows the user to navigate quickly and efficiently between the available pages, thereby making the communication between the Council and the user more effective (Chen, 2019). At the same time, by using many links to redirect users to appropriate third-party sites, the Council expands access to external and community-based resources without overwhelming users.

At the same time, whilst the referral page is easy to find and navigate, and contains all the relevant information such as the Form and the website it needs to be sent, the task of having to download the form, and have a device which opens a specific format, then having to upload that to an email, could potentially make the user experience too long and daunting, which is a big weakness of the website.

At the same time, the Norfolk Council’s website is also simplistic; however is structured differently. Unlike Southwark, Norfolk contains all of the Early Help Services information on a single page, which creates an immediate strength in terms of ease of access. This also means that, through the use of minimal text, a basic definition of Early Help, and clear eligibility criteria, the website’s users can quickly understand what support is available to them. Another strength of the website, as opposed to Southwark, is the referral form, which is available as an online form. First of all, the form is clearly indicated and highlighted in green, which draws the user’s attention. Second, the form is embedded in the website, so almost anyone with access to the internet can fill it out, making it much more accessible, whilst also speeding up the process. Overall, this is a useful feature because it can help reduce user errors, increase form submission and also reduce the workload for Council Staff (Seckler et al, 2014).

However, this website is also not without its weaknesses. On one hand, the information about the breadth of Early Help services is more limited than the one on Southwark’s website, meaning that the user receives only a surface-level overview. On the other hand, the idea of having to use the local Family Hub could also remove the safety of anonymity that some users might look for, whilst the lack of links to external services could limit the context regarding the types of support available for users, making them feel as if the website is of no help.

Lastly, as the platform that adopts the most text-heavy version of Early Help access, Leeds Council’s website contains longer explanations and the only use of visuals from the three. This approach is useful because it gives the Service depth: whilst the detailed descriptions help users understand not only what Early Help is but how it functions within the wider multi-agency system in Leeds, the inclusion of diagrams is useful in supporting visual learners. In addition to this, the availability of a print-out version of the information can be useful for professionals or users who don’t always have internet access.

Even so, Leed’s page on Early Help has by far the most weaknesses: the volume of text and darker theme/design can hinder accessibility for users who are looking for quick, digestible information and can push them away. At the same time, the page also does not have any referral forms, leaving all communication to happen via phone or email, which can also push people off, since this does not leave a lot of options for anonymity, and can also leave families uncertain about their next steps.

Because of this, it can be argued that the Norfolk Council’s website is the most accessible and user-friendly website, and the one which best guides their users through the Early Help Services.
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In conclusion, whilst all three websites have their strengths, Southwark and Leeds need to update their platforms and make them more accessible and user-friendly, like Norfolk Council’s website. This can be achieved through minimal changes: for Southwark, the Council needs to integrate the referral form on the website itself and create an easily accessible platform, so as not to create any cognitive load for the families, especially given the nature of help they’re looking for in the first place. For Leeds, there are further recommendations: in addition to creating and integrating a referral form, Leeds Council also needs to sieve through the available information on their Early Help page, and reduce the amount of text to make the task of reading less daunting. In doing so, all Councils will ensure the Early Help Services users see the act of asking for help as an easy and approachable one.


[bookmark: _Toc215642893]References

Atkinson, Mary & Wilkin, Anne & Stott, Alison & Doherty, Paul & Kinder, Kay. (2002). Multi-Agency Working: A Detailed Study. 
Chen, Min. (2019). Reducing Web Page Complexity to Facilitate Effective User Navigation. IEEE Transactions on Knowledge and Data Engineering. 
DLUHC (2022). Early Help System Guide. [online] DLUHC. Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/628de13be90e071f5f7e1bd2/Early_Help_System_Guide.pdf [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
GOV (2022). Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-families-early-help-system-guide [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
HM Government (2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. [online] HM Government. UK: HM Government. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6849a7b67cba25f610c7db3f/Working_together_to_safeguard_children_2023_-_statutory_guidance.pdf [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
Jessup, S. (2025). Serious Crime Involving Children Increases in London, Report Finds. BBC. [online] 18 Jun. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c5y6l36q6pqo [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
Leeds Council (2025). One Minute guide: Early Help. [online] Leeds.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/one-minute-guides/early-help [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
Norfolk Council (2025). Early Help for Children and Families. [online] Norfolk County Council. Available at: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/helpforfamilies [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
NSPCC (2023). Early Help and Early Intervention. [online] NSPCC Learning. Available at: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/safeguarding-child-protection/early-help-and-early-intervention [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
RCGP (2021). Brief: GP Shortages in England. [online] RCGP. Royal College of General Practitioners. Available at: https://www.rcgp.org.uk/getmedia/3613990d-2da8-458a-b812-ed2cf6d600a6/RCGP-Brief-GP-Shortages-in-England.pdf [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
Seckler, Mirjam & Heinz, Silvia & Bargas-Avila, Javier & Opwis, Klaus & Tuch, Alexandre. (2014). Designing Usable Web Forms – Empirical Evaluation of Web Form Improvement Guidelines Web. Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings.
Southwark Council (2025). Extra Early Help. [online] Southwark.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.southwark.gov.uk/children-and-families/childrens-social-care/early-help/extra-early-help [Accessed 2 Dec. 2025].
image1.jpeg
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





