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Introduction
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Early Help is a key component of England’s safeguarding framework, providing timely support to children, young people and families before difficulties escalate to the point where statutory intervention becomes necessary. Rather than responding solely to crises, the Early Help approach promotes prevention by identifying emerging needs and coordinating support through a range of universal, targeted and specialist services (DFE 2024). This preventative model aims to improve outcomes for children, strengthen family resilience and reduce the need for more intensive interventions later.

As local authorities have statutory responsibilities to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, their websites play an increasingly important role in ensuring that families can access relevant information and support. For many parents and carers, council websites are the first point of contact when seeking advice or services. Consequently, the accessibility, clarity and organisation of online information are essential to effective Early Help provision, enabling families to understand the support available and how to access it.

This report examines and analyses how three local authorities: Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Tower Hamlets Council; signpost Early Help and wider family support services through their websites. Drawing upon the Early Help System Guide (DFE 2024), Working Together to Safeguard Children (DFE 2023) and relevant academic literature, the report evaluates each website’s accessibility, clarity, comprehensiveness and ease of navigation. It concludes by comparing the strengths and weaknesses of each approach before making recommendations to improve the online communication of Early Help services to families.


Explanation of the Early Help System
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The Early Help system is a preventative approach that aims to identify and respond to the needs of children and families before problems become more serious. The Early Help System Guide explains that Early Help is not a single service but a coordinated system involving universal, targeted and specialist support working together to improve outcomes (DFE 2024). Rather than waiting until statutory intervention is required, Early Help focuses on providing timely support to strengthen family resilience and reduce future risks.

Support is based on the individual needs of each family and may include parenting programmes, Family Hubs, education, mental health services, housing advice and financial support. The guidance emphasises a whole-family approach, recognising that children’s wellbeing is closely linked to the circumstances of parents and carers (DFE 2024).

Early Help forms an important part of the wider safeguarding framework. Working Together to Safeguard Children (DFE 2023) highlights the importance of identifying concerns early and providing coordinated support across agencies. Munro (Munro 2011) also argues that child protection should focus on early intervention rather than responding only after problems have escalated. As a result, families need clear and accessible information about the support available. Local authority websites therefore play an important role in signposting services and encouraging families to seek help at an early stage.

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
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Multi-agency working refers to the collaborative approach taken by professionals from different organisations to safeguard children and support families. Within the Early Help system, it enables agencies to share information, coordinate interventions and provide joined-up support that addresses the wider needs of children and their families. The Working Together to Safeguard Children statutory guidance identifies effective multi-agency working as a fundamental principle of safeguarding, emphasising that protecting children is a shared responsibility that extends beyond children’s social care to include education, health services, police, housing providers and voluntary organisations (DFE 2023).

The complexity of family circumstances means that no single professional or agency is likely to possess all the knowledge or resources required to respond effectively. Children experiencing difficulties may also be affected by parental mental ill-health, domestic abuse, financial hardship, substance misuse or poor school attendance. Consequently, the Early Help system promotes a whole-family approach, whereby professionals work together to identify needs, share relevant information and develop coordinated support plans that improve outcomes for both children and parents (DFE 2024). In many cases, a lead practitioner is appointed to coordinate assessments, monitor progress and act as the main point of contact for the family, reducing duplication between services and ensuring support remains consistent.

Research says that effective multi-agency collaboration improves communication between professionals, facilitates earlier identification of need and reduces the risk of families having to repeatedly explain their circumstances to different services (Atkinson, Jones and Lamont 2007). However, successful partnership working can be hindered by differences in organisational priorities, information-sharing practices and resource limitations (Munro 2011). These challenges highlight the importance of clear referral pathways and accessible information that enables both professionals and families to understand how support can be accessed. Consequently, local authority websites play an important role in promoting Early Help by clearly signposting services, explaining referral processes and encouraging families to seek support before concerns escalate into statutory safeguarding interventions.

Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
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Norfolk County Council provides a dedicated Early Help webpage that is clearly aimed at supporting children, young people and families before concerns escalate into statutory intervention. The council explains Early Help using accessible language and outlines the range of support available, including parenting advice, Family Support, education, health services and community-based interventions. Additional information is available through the Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership website, which provides guidance for professionals, reinforcing the collaborative nature of Early Help and multi-agency working (NCC 2026) (NSCP 2026).

A key strength of the website is its clarity and logical structure. Information is organised into clear sections, enabling families to understand the purpose of Early Help without relying on professional terminology. The inclusion of links to related services encourages users to explore wider support options, reflecting the whole-family approach promoted within the Early Help System Guide (DFE 2024). Contact information and referral guidance are also available, allowing families to seek support independently where appropriate.

Despite these strengths, the website’s information is divided between the council website and the safeguarding partnership website. Although this separation may be beneficial for professionals, families unfamiliar with the safeguarding system may not immediately recognise that additional information is located elsewhere. Integrating these resources more effectively through clearer cross-linking or a single Early Help landing page would improve the user experience and reduce unnecessary navigation.

Overall, Norfolk County Council provides a comprehensive and accessible presentation of Early Help that aligns closely with national guidance. While improvements could be made to streamline navigation across websites, the information is clear, family-focused and effectively promotes the preventative principles underpinning Early Help.



Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
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Leeds City Council presents Early Help as a collaborative and preventative approach that supports children and families before problems escalate. Information is primarily accessed through the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership website, where early help is described as “everybody’s business”, reinforcing the principle that safeguarding and family support are shared responsibilities across agencies (LSCP 2026). The website provides information on the Early Help approach, assessment processes, family hubs and the thrive model, demonstrating a clear commitment to partnership working and early intervention.

A key strength of the website is the depth of information provided. Users are given detailed explanations of the principles underpinning Early Help, the role of practitioners and the collaborative processes involved in supporting families. This closely reflects the expectations outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DFE 2023), which emphasises coordinated multi-agency practice and early identification of need. The website also provides links to supporting resources and guidance, helping users understand the wider network of services available.

However, it is largely written from a professional perspective. Families seeking support may find some of the terminology, such as the Thrive Model and assessment frameworks, difficult to understand without prior knowledge. But, as much of the early help information is located on the safeguarding partnership website rather than the council’s main website, users may need to navigate across different webpages before locating practical information about accessing support.

Overall, Leeds provides a thorough explanation of the Early Help system and demonstrates strong alignment with national safeguarding guidance. However, simplifying the language, improving navigation and providing more family-focused explanations would make the website more accessible to parents and carers seeking support independently.



Evaluation of Tower Hamlets council website
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Tower Hamlets council provides a dedicated early help webpage that is clearly designed for children, young people and families seeking support. The website explains that early help aims to identify and address concerns before they escalate, enabling families to access support at the earliest opportunity. Information is presented in plain English and includes details about the services available, referral pathways, family hubs, the multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH), parenting support and contact information, making it straightforward for users to understand how assistance can be accessed (THC 2026).

A significant strength of the website is its family-centred approach. Unlike websites that focus primarily on professional guidance, Tower Hamlets explains what families can expect from the Early Help process and provides practical information that supports self-referral. The inclusion of direct contact details, downloadable resources and links to related family support services improves accessibility and reflects the principles of the early help system guide (DFE 2024), which emphasises that support should be easy to access and responsive to individual family needs.

Despite these strengths, the website contains a substantial amount of information spread across many pages, meaning users may need to navigate multiple sections to gain a complete understanding of the available support. Although this demonstrates the breadth of services available, greater use of visual signposting, such as flowcharts or interactive guidance, could simplify the user journey and improve accessibility for individuals with lower levels of digital literacy.

Overall, Tower Hamlets council provides a comprehensive and accessible presentation of early help that successfully combines clear explanations with practical guidance. Its strong focus on families, straightforward language and transparent referral information make it an effective example of digital signposting for early help services.
Comparative analysis
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The evaluation of Norfolk County council, Leeds city council and Tower Hamlets council demonstrates that all three local authorities are committed to promoting early help and family support through their websites. Each authority reflects the principles outlined in the early help system guide (DFE 2024) by encouraging early intervention and providing access to a range of support services. However, differences are evident in the accessibility, presentation and effectiveness of the information available to families.

Norfolk county council provides the clearest website structure and is particularly effective in presenting early help using accessible language and logical navigation. Families can readily identify the purpose of early help and locate relevant support services. However, information is divided between the council website and the Norfolk safeguarding children partnership website, which may require users to move between platforms before accessing all relevant information. Leeds city coffers the most detailed explanation of the early help approach, particularly through its emphasis on partnership working and the principle that early help is “everybody’s business”. While this provides valuable information for professionals, some of the terminology and guidance may be less accessible to parents and carers without previous knowledge of safeguarding processes.

Tower Hamlets council adopts the most family centred approach by presenting practical guidance, referral information and contact details in clear, straightforward language. The website explains what families can expect from the Early Help process and signposts a broad range of support services, making it easier for users to seek assistance independently. Although navigation could be simplified further, its emphasis on accessibility and practical support aligns closely with the preventative aims of Early Help and the expectations of Working Together to Safeguard Children (DFE 2023).

Overall,while each local authority demonstrates strengths, Tower Hamlets provides the most effective digital signposting because it combines accessible language, comprehensive information and clear referral pathways. These features make it more likely that families will understand the support available and engage with services at an early stage, supporting the wider objectives of prevention and safeguarding.

Conclusion
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This report has examined how Norfolk County council, Leeds city council and Tower Hamlets council signpost early help and wider family support services through their websites. The findings demonstrate that all three local authorities are committed to the principles of early intervention and provide access to a broad range of services that reflect national safeguarding guidance. However, differences were identified in the accessibility, organisation and presentation of information, which may influence how easily families can understand and access support.

Of the three websites evaluated, Tower Hamlets council provides the most effective communication of early help services. Its use of accessible language, clear referral information, practical guidance and family focused presentation reflects the preventative principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (DFE 2024) and the collaborative approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DFE 2023). While Norfolk offers excellent navigation and Leeds provides a detailed explanation of the early help approach, both could further improve the user experience by simplifying navigation and presenting more information specifically for families.

To strengthen digital signposting, local authorities should consider creating a single, dedicated early help page that clearly explains the support available, referral pathways and what families can expect from the process. The use of visual resources, such as flowcharts, videos and infographics, alongside plain English and multilingual content, would further improve accessibility. As more families rely on online information to access support, ensuring that websites are clear, inclusive and easy to navigate is essential to enabling timely intervention, strengthening family resilience and promoting positive outcomes for children. 
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