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A Critical Analysis of How Early Help is Signposted on Local Authority Websites: Leicestershire County Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire Council.

1.Introduction
Early intervention is a central principle within the UK safeguarding, aimed at supporting families before difficulties escalate into crises requiring statutory social care involvement. The Early Help system plays a crucial role within this framework, acting as a coordinated, multi-agency approach to identifying emerging needs and offering timely, proportionate support. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), all safeguarding partners including local authorities, police and health must collaborate to ensure children and families receive effective Early Help. A key aspect of this statutory duty is ensuring that accurate and accessible information is available to families, often through local authority websites.
Websites run by local authorities serve as “digital front doors” for families looking for assistance. The quality of the information they offer can have a big impact on whether families are aware that they qualify for Early Help, know what resources are available and feel comfortable using the services. To maximise involvement, Early Help must be transparent, family-centred and presented effectively, according to the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2022).
This report critically analyses how three local authorities – Leicestershire County Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council present their Early Help services on their websites. Drawing on the Early Help System Guide (DfE,2022) and the Statutory guidance in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), the report will evaluate how each LA communicates the propose of Early Help, how families can refer, and how multi-agency working is reflected online. The report concludes with comparative analysis and recommendations on how these websites could improve access, clarity and effectiveness in signposting Early Help.

2.Explanation of the Early Help System
A preventive, early-intervention approach called Early Help was established to assist children, adolescents and their families at the first indication of problems, before issues get worse and become a crisis. According to the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2022), it is not a single service, but a system of services, which comprises general assistance (e.g., schools, health visitors), focused interventions (e.g., parenting courses), and professional services when needed. Building family strengths, lowering risk, and organising local resources to deliver prompt, appropriate care are among Early Help’s main objectives.

A multi-agency approach, including contributions from children´s services, education, health, the police and volunteer organisations is essential to the Early Help system. In accordance with the recommendations in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, Early Help evaluations and plans are frequently co-produced with families to guarantee that treatments address their unique requirements. According to the statutory advice, safety partners must facilitate families’ access to Early Help by offering “clear, simple and accessible routes” for making assistance requests.

When effectively managed, Early Help can lower costs, improve children’s long-term outcomes, and avoid escalation into statutory social care interventions (like child protection). Success, however, depends on how successfully local government’s structure and communicate their Early Help initiative, especially on public platforms like their websites.

3.Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is fundamental to the Early Help approach. According to the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2022), effective Early Help require collaboration across education, health, police, social care and voluntary sector organisations. This ensure that families do not receive fragmented or duplicated services.

Working Together Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) outline statutory responsibilities for safeguarding partners to coordinate Early Help, share information appropriately and contribute to assessment. Schools, GPs, health visitors, midwives, children centres and voluntary organisations often act as early identifiers of need.

Multi-agency Early Help typically involves:
· shared assessments (e.g., Early Help Assessments)
· family meetings
· agreed action plans
· coordinated support delivery
· designated lead professionals

A well-signposted Early Help service on a council website should there reflect multi-agency working explaining not just what help is available, but which partners deliver it, how referrals are made, and how families engage in assessment and planning processes.

4.Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website
4.1 Leicestershire County Council

Accessibility and Navigation
Leicestershire Early Help section can be founded under it´s “Children and Families” menu. The site includes a definition of Early Help; details of what support looks like and direct links to its Early Help Assessment and referral process. Navigation is logical and key documents are easy to find which evolved from a merger of several services including the children’s centre programme, youth justice and supporting families. He site uses relatively family-friendly language, though some professional terminology remains (Leicestershire County Council, 2024)

Clarity of Information
The council offers detailed information about Early Help including behavioural support, emotional support, parenting programmes and financial advice. A strengths-based, family-centred approach is highlighted aligning with the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2022).

Referral Processes
· There is a “Request for service” online form that families can use
· Professional can make referrals via a Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF) 
· Leicestershire clearly requires consent from families before referrals

The referral process is clearly laid out with the options for self-referral or professional referral. However, the Early Help Assessment Form is long and requires 60 minutes to complete and may feel intimidating for families without professional support.

Multi-Agency Visibility
Leicestershire strongly emphasis partnership working referencing its Supporting Families Programme and integrated teams. This aligns closely with the multi-agency expectations in Working Together (HM Government, 2023).

Strengths
· Clear structured referral routes
· Strong multi-agency messaging
· Accessible definitions 
Weaknesses
· Lengthy assessment process
· Technical language




4.2 Southwark Council

Accessibility and Navigation
Southwark offers one of the most visually accessible and family-friendly websites. Early Help is prominently linked through the Education and Specialist Support Services hub and is called Family Early Help (FEH). Language is clear, simple, and jargon-free which makes it highly approachable for families (Southwark Council, 2024).

Clarity of Information
Southwark explains Early Help, focusing on prevention, family strengths and community support. There are relatable examples of how Early Help can support families (e.g., routines, housing issues, mental health). This aligns closely with the family-centred principles in the DfE Guide.

Referral Pathways
Southwark provides one most of the easiest referral systems offering:
· An online referral form
· Clear self-referral guidance
· Contact details for the Family Early Help Duty Line
The site is transparent about what families can expect after referral, improving trust and accessibility.

Multi-Agency Visibility
Partnership working is clearly illustrated through references to school, health, youth services and voluntary organisations. However strategic documents are less prominent than in Leicestershire.

Strengths
· Most family-friendly language of the three
· Clear examples and explanations 
· Strong accessibility and navigation

Weaknesses
· Fewer detailed strategy documents linked 
· Less explicit information about professional pathways
4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council

Accessibility and Navigation
Nottinghamshire´s Early Help information is available under Safeguarding children – multi-Agency safeguarding Hub (MASH) then its listed as Early Help Unit. The site is functional but less visually engaging than Southwark´s. Information is presented in long paragraphs, which may feel overwhelming. (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024)

Clarity of Information
The site explains Early Help very clear but uses more professional language (e.g., “pathway to specialist support”). It provides detailed guidance about family networks, youth support and family assistance.

Referral Pathways
Referral information is clear but not as user-friendly. Forms are accessible but lengthy, and there is less emphasis on self-referral compared to Southwark.

Multi-Agency Visibility
Nottinghamshire highlights joint working with health visitors, school, police and voluntary organisation. It also references it´s Early help Unit demonstrating strong internal coordination.

Strengths
· Clear breakdown of support types
· Strong internal structure and specialist pathways

Weaknesses
· Less family-friendly layout
· Overreliance on downloadable documents
· Less clear self-referral guidance




5. Comparative Analysis of Strength and Weakness
Using the Early Help System Guide and Working Together 2023 as reference points, a comparison of the three website reveals:

Accessibility for Families
· Southwark is very accessible with user-friendly language and design describing both universal and targeted support. Universal services are clearly listed and the eligibility for extra help is well-explained.
· Leicestershire offers clear navigation, but the long “Request a Service” form may act as a barrier.
· Nottinghamshire is least accessible due to dense text and fewer visual guides. However, their “Family Hubs” model is well described, and contact routes are obvious.

Multi-Agency Working and Strategy
· Leicestershire integrated strategic overview, showing serval child-and-family services under one Early Help umbrella.
· Southwark´s strategy is clear in their FEH page, showing collaboration across children’s centres, CAMHS, schools, and social care.
· Nottinghamshire Hub model shows multi-agency working, though their strategy is less formally presented in narrative form but more via their Early Help Offer documentation.

Referral Pathways and Transparency
· Southwark referral processes are explicit, including consent requirements, forms, and duty manager contact being provided.
· Nottinghamshire provides self-referral and professional referral routes including email, phone and forms making contact straightforward.
· Leicestershire has good referral options but the time to complete the family request form may be too long for some.

Service Offer Detail
· Leicestershire is very detailed on youth, parenting and enhanced support.
· Southwark is very precise into service area such as parenting, wellbeing and school inclusion.
· Nottinghamshire highlights “Early Help Offer” with diversified services including domestic abuse, adaptations and short breaks.

Barriers/Weaknesses
· Southwark referral relies on Word document which could be more accessible with a web form.
· Leicestershire the signposting is somewhat professional oriented, but some families might struggle with form complexity.
· Nottinghamshire´s high use of PDF documents may limit accessibility for some which will lead to less intuitive referral for families.


6.Conclusion and Recommendation

Conclusion
Southwark Council provides the most understandable and family-friendly Early Help communication of the three authorities reviewed. Their website offers contact information, clear referral paths, and well-organised information on both universal and targeted services. By offering explicit community-based access and multi-agency coordination, Nottinghamshire Family Hub network is another powerful model. Although Leicestershire offers a wide range of help and great structural integration, families face certain challenges related to the complexity and use of their referral forms.

Recommendations
Based on the analysis and national guidance (Early Help System Guide – DfE, 2022; Working Together 2023), the following improvements are recommended:

Simplify Referral Processes
· Leicestershire should streamline its “Referral for Service” form, reducing length or breaking into shorter stages.
· Southwark could offer a web-based form as an alternative to the Word document.

Increasing Family-Friendly Transparency
· Each council should provide a short, plain-language summary of their Early Help strategy for families.
· Use infographics or flowcharts to explain how Early Help works, who does what and how to get support.



Enhance Accessibility
· Make downloadable content (form. Brochures) available in multiple formats (PDF, Word) and ensure they are mobile-friendly.
· Provide translations for non-English-speaking families and easy-read versions for those with lower literacy.


Strengthen Multi-Agency Signposting
· Emphasise on public web pages which partner agencies are involved in Early Help (health, education, police voluntary sector).
· Highlight examples of joint working (e.g., case studies, “team around the family” descriptions) to illustrate multi-agency practice.

Monitor and Promote Usage 
· Use website analytics to monitor which Early Help pages are most visited, where families drop off and improve navigation accordingly.
· Regularly refresh content and provide updates or success stories to demonstrate impact and encourage families to engage.
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