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An Examination and Analysis of How the 'Early Help' System is Signposted to UK Families by Their Local Authority Website
1. Introduction
The introduction of Early Help is part of the safeguarding framework that supports children and families' services across England and is defined as early help that is offered to children and families in a timely and non-stigmatising way before problems become critical (HM Government, 2018). Local authorities must make Early Help available and accessible to families clearly, and their websites are often the first place parents, carers, and professionals turn when looking for support (Department for Education, 2022). Digital signposting thus has real consequences - a family who is unable to find and understand the Early Help that is available online will disengage before receiving any Early Help, despite the design of the underlying service (Statham, 2011).
This report examines and evaluates how three local authorities – Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council – signpost their Early Help offer and wider family support services through their websites. The three were chosen because of the different ways of delivering local services and running local government, with one being a large metropolitan city council with locality-based hubs, one being an inner London borough with a large, diverse population, and the other being a large county council with a broad geographical spread and a relatively low population density. This difference makes it possible to make a more meaningful comparison than would be impossible with three demographically similar authorities. The report begins by explaining the Early Help system and the principle of multi-agency working that underpins it, before evaluating each website in turn against the criteria of clarity, accessibility, and completeness, comparing their relative strengths and weaknesses, and concluding with recommendations for improved practice.
2. The Early Help System
Early Help is help provided to a child, young person, or family as soon as an issue arises, throughout a child's life from the foundation years to teenage years (Department for Education, 2026). It is different from statutory child protection work because it is usually voluntary, preventative, and undertaken via universal or targeted services instead of statutory child protection processes, as it is too intrusive in other cases (Munro, 2011). The Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2018) describes Early Help as a whole-system approach involving effective identification of need, a lead professional to coordinate the support, and a shared Early Help Assessment (often in the form of the Early Help Assessment or ‘EHA’) that is based on the child and family's voice.
The rationale for Early Help is strongly evidenced. Allen (2011) carried out an independent review, Early Intervention: The Next Steps, which found that early intervention would help minimise the future social and financial consequences of late intervention (such as the cost of care proceedings, youth offending, and education outcomes). Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) echoes this by stating that local Safeguarding Partnerships – comprised of local authorities, integrated care boards, and the police – should ensure that Early Help is positioned within the broader Safeguarding Partnership frameworks and is not seen as a separate service (Department for Education, 2026). Effective Early Help, therefore, relies on the availability of appropriate services, and crucially, on families and professionals being able to identify, understand, and access them, and this is where local authority websites can make a difference.
3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working involves professionals from different services and disciplines (e.g., education, health, social care, police, and voluntary services) working together around the needs of a child or family, rather than in separate, single-agency silos (Frost and Robinson, 2007). Multi-agency working is a statutory requirement of local Safeguarding Partnerships, and is clearly intended to ensure that no family is 'falling through the gaps' between services (Department for Education, 2026).
The evidence base for multi-agency working identifies its strengths and the ongoing difficulties. Atkinson, Jones, and Lamont (2007) in their review found that effective multi-agency working leads to better identification of need, better reduction of duplication of assessment, and better support for families as a whole. However, the review also reported on barriers to good multi-agency working that included issues with professional culture, concerns about sharing information, and confusion about the boundaries of responsibility between partner agencies. Sloper (2004) also identified that better results were obtained from multi-agency, well-resourced teams co-located with a shared understanding of thresholds than from loosely coordinated teams. The study also found that poorly integrated teams tended to create fragmented and duplicated assessments that families find burdensome. Warmington et al. (2004) also noted the importance of developing a common conceptual language between professions, as this is essential for effective interagency collaboration. In the absence of such aspects, referral processes and assessments become disjointed, and families are not aware of who is working on their case.
The professional complexity for families is evident, and they must communicate publicly, which is not an option. If a family cannot easily understand what Early Help is, who provides it, or how multiple agencies will be involved in supporting them, engagement is likely to be undermined before any multi-agency process even begins (Statham, 2011). This means that the local authority website is an important gateway between the internal multi-agency system and the family's journey to getting help. It is also important to note that the system itself can be well designed but still fall short when translated into the professional or strategic language used on the website for which the families are not naturally fluent (Frost and Robinson, 2007). The following section assesses the communication around the Early Help offer to parents and children online across three local authorities, which is compared against this background.
4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
4.1 Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council has a distinct 'Early Help Leeds' offer consistent with its cluster-based approach, with Early Help provided through locality-based hubs linked to school clusters. The website has signposted the Early Help following a section on 'Children and Families', and has included a description of the tiered continuum of need from universal services to targeted early help services. Information on how families and professionals can request support, including reference to a lead professional model, is provided, along with links to locality-based family hubs. The Early Help System Guide defines locality-based delivery of this type as good practice, as it places support in a local context, near the families who require it, and enables professionals to establish ongoing local connections. The Leeds site's weakness is the depth of self-referral information which is available directly to parents: in some instances, there seems to be a limited signposting from the site towards families rather than to professionals.
4.2 Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets Council's Early Help offer is presented in an inner London borough where there is a high level of ethnic and linguistic diversity. This is reflected in the accessible format versions of the website and multi-agency referral information that is available to both practitioners and families. This site explains the single point of access approach to referral and entry to early help and wider family support as advocated in the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2018). Descriptions of the range of services available are included, including parenting support, family support workers, and targeted youth provision. Nonetheless, the path required to navigate to Early Help-specific content from the council's general children's services landing page may be a little tricky for a parent not used to local authority website structures. 
4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire's Early Help offer is delivered in line with a published Early Help Strategy, and the website has links to strategic information as well as more practical information for families. Content includes an explanation of the levels of need, the directory of Family Support Services in a family, and information about what professionals need to do to submit an Early Help Assessment. This dual approach to strategic transparency and practical signposting is a strength, though there is a risk of parents being overwhelmed by the volume of policy-based content presented alongside family-facing content and the need for clearer separation between the professional and public-facing content (Atkinson, Jones, and Lamont 2007).
5. Comparative Analysis
When comparing these three websites with the criteria of clarity, accessibility, and completeness of information, there are several patterns that emerge. All three local authorities have an integrated approach to Early Help, with a children, families, and children services section of the site that includes a section on Early Help.  This is consistent with the approach to Early Help as part of a broader children and family’s section of the site set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023). But there are key differences between the three in how easily a family member can find and comprehend relevant information, versus a professional. The locality-based hub model is present and strong in Leeds, but it is slightly professional in its intention. On the other hand, Tower Hamlets' single point of access is definitely for a whole family, but multiple layers of navigation make it hard to fully grasp what is being offered. Interestingly, Nottinghamshire's model is the clearest in terms of both strategy and thresholds, but the most opaque in terms of being easily understandable in plain English to a family in crisis.
These variations are similar to those reported generally in the literature on multi-agency communication. Frost and Robinson (2007) argued that the success of any multi-agency system requires more than just good interprofessional working; it also needs to be ‘legible to the family the system is intended to assist’. Where the offer in the multi-agency is good, websites with a professional or strategic language can still risk missing out on the families they are trying to reach with the help they offer (Statham, 2011). Of the three, Tower Hamlets' single-point-of-access approach is the closest to the family-first philosophy suggested in the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2018), although this is less well placed in terms of navigational skills evidenced. The website maintains a clear pathway to referral over an accretion of strategic documents. Leeds website does well on clarity of the local delivery model, but could do better to make it more specific how parents are supported through self-referral and avoid sending inquiries mainly through professionals. Nottinghamshire's key strength is that it is strategically transparent, and this is being mirrored across the rest of the policy; however, this is a challenge for parents in crisis to read a full published strategy document before deciding whether or not, or how, to seek help.
Therefore, the three authorities show a broader tension which Atkinson, Jones, and Lamont (2007) identify: on the one hand, local authorities are often designing multi-agency systems with the mindset of coordinating professionals, while on the other, the website is expressing an internal logic, not the perspective of a family making its first contact with the system. None of the three websites manages to reconcile this tension completely, but each is trying to tackle a different aspect: Leeds is trying to establish a geographical clarity, Tower Hamlets a simplified access route, and Nottinghamshire a transparency of process. This means that none of these is the best practice on its own, but a mixture of all three would result in a more effective model overall.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has explored how Early Help is promoted online by Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council in the light of the statutory framework set out by the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2018) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) and the broader academic research on multi-agency working. On balance, Tower Hamlets Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible communication of Early Help and family support services, owing to its clear single-point-of-access model and family-facing language, notwithstanding its less intuitive navigation route.
To improve accessibility across all three local authorities, it is recommended that: (1) Early Help information be made accessible within a maximum of two clicks from the main children's services landing page; (2) local authorities separate strategic and policy documentation from plain-English, family-facing guidance, rather than presenting them together; (3) all sites include a clearly labelled self-referral or 'ask for help' option specifically addressed to parents and carers, rather than assuming a professional intermediary; and (4) local authorities routinely user-test their Early Help web pages with families who have previously accessed support, in order to ensure that language and navigation reflect the needs of the intended audience rather than internal organisational structures.
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