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An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website
[bookmark: _Toc235547741]1. Introduction
Early Help is an essential element of the UK's safeguarding policy that seeks to ensure that families can get support before issues escalate into a need for statutory help. Therefore, it is necessary to ensure that the communication of the services offered under Early Help is effectively handled, as families need to know how to find, understand, and benefit from the services offered. The websites of local authorities have now become one of the main ways of communicating information about Early Help. This makes it necessary to evaluate the accessibility, relevance, and comprehensibility of these websites in promoting early interventions and ensuring good family outcomes. 
This report will critically assess the ways in which the Tower Hamlets Council, the Southwark Council, and the Nottinghamshire County Council communicate Early Help and other family support services through their websites. Using the Early Help System Guide (2026), Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026), current UK legislation, and academic literature, the report will critically analyse the different websites.
[bookmark: _Toc235547742]2. Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is a preventive strategy whereby the needs of children and their families are identified and dealt with before the situation becomes serious enough to require statutory safeguarding measures. According to the Early Help System Guide, Early Help refers to planned provision made as early as possible based on assessments and a family-centred plan which seeks to improve outcomes using multi-agency working (Gov.uk, 2022).  Resolving issues early can save families from further hardship and protect the child from potential abuse.
Early Help is defined by the statutory guidance document, and it works as a joint effort between different agencies, such as education, health, social care and voluntary organisations (Local.gov.uk, 2026). Gaboardi et al., (2026) have stated that an individual organisation will not be able to provide adequate support for vulnerable families due to their interlinked and complicated problems. It is understood that issues like poverty, domestic violence, mental health problems among parents, substance abuse and unstable housing situations do not occur separately but together, hence the need to provide appropriate Early Help services.
However, despite the recognised effectiveness of Early Help in practice, its delivery in England varies greatly. There is a set of shared principles described in the guidance document.  Local authorities have much flexibility when implementing Early Help services in their areas (Gov.uk, 2024). It has led to great variability in eligibility criteria, referral mechanisms, availability of the services, and digital communications. These are causing inequalities in accessing the resources due to differences in families’ opportunities. As per the viewpoint of NSPCC (2023), the uneven application of Early Help can slow down the process of interventions, increase the level of need and cause the expansion of existing social inequalities, especially among those families which have low digital skills or access to the Internet. In such a way, the effectiveness of Early Help can be determined not only by the quality of professional practices but also by the way local authorities inform families about available services via user-friendly websites. 
[bookmark: _Toc235547743]3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working, in the context of safeguarding vulnerable individuals, is vital. This is because a single agency cannot solve multifaceted issues, as faced by these individuals. According to the information from NSPCC (2023), the Early Help approach requires the involvement of multiple agencies working together, such as education, health & social services, housing, as well as the voluntary sector.
On a critical note, while multi-agency working is managed through statutory guidance like “Working Together to Safeguard Children” Gov.uk (2026), mentioned that practice tends to reveal conflicts when implemented across multiple settings. These may include conflicts from varying professional culture, priorities, as well as limited resources. For instance, health service provision can be more concerned with medical outcomes, whereas social care typically prioritises family resilience, thus resulting in divergent needs assessment. In addition, Olayiwola et al., (2026) informs that the digital divide, as well as different referral pathways in the local authorities, introduce limitations in access equity.
From the above information, it can be stated that effective multi-agency team collaboration not only requires shared information but also that effectiveness builds on trust and accountability. Moreover, role-based clarity is imperative to ensure positive safeguarding outcomes. From the evidence established, misunderstandings in communication may lead to increased risks for both children and families.
[bookmark: _Toc235547744]4. Evaluation of the three local authority websites
In the UK, while Early Help is pivotal to safeguard vulnerable families and provide adequate support services, local authorities are central to mediate this intervention. According to Gov.uk (2024), in England, locally introduced authorities hold legal responsibility to identify, coordinate and deliver Early Help, thus supporting a designed approach to prevent concerns of families, including behavioural and health issues from further escalation. Understandably, these authorities have introduced official websites to communicate Early Help, and provide support services to families. In this regard, three significant local authority websites are evaluated.
[bookmark: _Toc235547745]4.1 Tower Hamlets Council
Positive Aspects
· Support Pages Designed for Families - According to the evidence by Towerhamlets.gov.uk (2020), the website contains pages for children and families for care and protection. This has been imperative to make Early Help recognisable across the general category of services.
· Community-based Engagement - The information provided by Towerhamlets (2026), constant consultations along with newsletters have been proven effective in communicating the intervention with the community.
· Integration of Youth Services - Apart from the above implications, references to youth-oriented justice, followed by health school awards, emphasise preventive measures and safeguarding.
Negative Aspects
· Difficulties in navigating the website - Considering the public interface of the website, different services are available on the homepage (such as parking and council tax), which limits the visibility of the Early Help menu.
· Strong gap in clarity - Families, when navigating the website, experience difficulty in quickly searching for Early Help without necessarily using search functions (Towerhamlets, 2025).
· Fragmented construct of information - This is another dilemma observed with the website, since the information is widely present across different pages. This reduces access, especially to non-specialist users.
[bookmark: _Toc235547746]4.2 Southwark Council 
Positive Aspects
· Clear emphasis on safeguarding - The local authority of the Southwark area has an excellent reputation in giving appreciable importance to child services as well as providing support to families (Southwark.gov.uk, 2020).
· Use of simple language - As stated by Southwark (2024), the language used in communicating the Early Help information is easy to understand.
· Wider integration with other services - According to Taylor et al., (2021) the Early Help scheme shows a direct link with key services like accommodation, educational, as well as healthcare agencies.
Negative Aspects
· Problems related to website feasibility - Considering the website traffic, there can be inconsistencies in accessing information due to inappropriate links and slow services in pages loading.
· Issues related to navigation - According to the information provided by Morton (2024), when visiting health-related government websites, multiple clicks may be required before getting to information about important aspects like Early Help.
· Problems related to comprehensiveness - Another prominent issue is that there may not be clear information regarding referral pathways or eligibility criteria. This is particularly observable when compared with the website of Nottinghamshire.
[bookmark: _Toc235547747]4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council 
Positive Aspects
· Deeply structured navigation - As per the evidence gathered through the website of Nottinghamshire.gov.uk (2026), the homepage provides easy navigation options to Childcare, Safeguarding, Mental Wellbeing, and Family Support.
· Extensive safeguarding coverage - As stated by Baxter et al., (2023) Early Help is part of multidisciplinary services like fostering, funding for child care, and youth-related justice services.
· Availability of support services - There is an availability of a mobile application interface (named MyNotts) for the council website (Nottinghamshire, 2024). This makes the services more accessible for digitally challenged families.
· Transparency of the referral process - Given the information on the website, it is highly feasible for families to refer their children for safeguarding or funded childcare.
Negative Aspects
· Presence of excess information on the website - The range of services offered by the local council overwhelms users to handle the information. This prevents effective signposting in terms of Early Help.
· Possible Digital Divide - The dependence on the use of technology, as informed by Syahril et al., (2024) often puts families that have limited internet access at a disadvantage.
[bookmark: _Toc235547748]5. Comparative analysis of main strengths and weaknesses of the websites in communicating the Early Help and other support services available to families
In this section, a comparative evaluation has been established in terms of identifying strengths and weaknesses of the three websites. This interpretation has provided insights into the communication process applied by the websites regarding the Early Help and other support services available to families.
	Local Authority
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Tower Hamlets Council
	· Offers specific safeguarding & support to families through webpages. This ensures that Early Help services are featured among other services offered.
· Good community involvement in consultations, newsletter publications, as well as inclusion of youth services.
· Makes connections between Early Help and other programs such as health schools as well as youth justice programs.
	· Navigation problem - Overcrowded home page due to the presence of varied services such as parking, tax and leisure, which overshadow Early Help.
· Fragmented construct of information - A lack of centralised information, as the details are scattered across several pages, forcing parents to conduct an exhaustive search.
· Unclear procedures - Unclear referral process & eligibility criteria for the services provided.

	Southwark Council
	· There is a high level of safeguarding, in terms of Early Help, which is embedded in children's services.
· The website uses clear language that makes the information understandable even for those lacking technical understanding.
· This shows collaboration across agencies by integrating Early Help with housing, educational and health services.
	· Website problems in terms of reliability - Slow page loading and broken links are strongly observed.
· Complicated website navigation - Parents have to go through several steps before accessing the Early Help information.
· Poor comprehensiveness - Limited information on the referral process as well as eligibility criteria.

	Nottinghamshire County Council
	· Well-structured navigational system - The website homepage provides direct paths to services related to childcare, family safeguarding, and support for mental health.
· Extensive scope of information - The Early Help program is embedded with other services, for example, fostering, childcare finances, and youth justice.
· Accessibility - Linking of information with the app, MyNotts, ensures access by less digitally literate families.
	· Overloaded Information - The range of services might cause an information overload on the website for people, which may distract users from exploring Early Help in particular.
· Over-reliance on technology - The over-reliance on digital services might put families at a disadvantage if they do not have access to the internet.


Table 1: Comparative analysis between the three local authority websites
(Source: Author)
[bookmark: _Toc235547749]6. Conclusion and recommendations for improvement
The overall information has provided comprehensive insights into Early Help and support services provided by local councils in th UK. As per the evidence gathered, evaluating the strategies that the councils have adopted conveys information regarding Early Help. This shows a significant difference between their approaches. Considering the outcomes, Nottinghamshire has been doing best at this in terms of website navigation, service coverage, and referrals. Conversely, Tower Hamlets highlighted greater community engagement, although it lacks coherent presentation as well as adequate signposting of safeguarding services.  On the other hand, Southwark uses clear language, but the website has poor technical reliability as well as insufficient information.
Upon understanding the shortcomings, key suggestions for improvement are provided.
· For Tower Hamlets to improve, the information about Early Help must be contained within a defined area with clear signs to make the referral process clear and transparent. 
· Southwark should work to improve technology, ease of navigation, and information related to referral. 
· Nottinghamshire needs to reduce complexity while retaining its accessibility features.
Generally, the clarity, service consistency, and usability of the information across the three local councils promote equitable access regarding Early Help. This ensures that the practices align with the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children.
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