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An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites

Introduction

Early Help is a central element of safeguarding and early intervention policy in England. It is designed to provide timely, preventative support to children, young people and families before difficulties escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns. The Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) emphasises that effective early intervention improves outcomes and reduces the likelihood of statutory intervention. Similarly, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 reinforces that safeguarding is a shared responsibility across agencies and requires early identification of need (HM Government, 2023).

Local authorities play a key role in ensuring families are aware of available support. Increasingly, council websites act as the primary gateway through which families access information about Early Help and wider family services. Statutory guidance requires local authorities to publish clear information about the services available to support children and families (HM Government, 2023). Therefore, the clarity, accessibility and structure of online information directly influence whether families can access timely help.

This report critically examines how the Early Help system is signposted and communicated to families via the websites of Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Southwark Council. The report first outlines the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working, drawing upon the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023). It then evaluates each website and concludes with a comparative analysis and recommendations.

Explanation of the Early Help System

Early Help refers to support provided to children, young people and families when additional needs emerge, with the aim of preventing escalation into more complex safeguarding issues (HM Government, 2020). It is not a single service but a coordinated system of support delivered through universal, targeted and specialist services.

The Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) explains that Early Help should:
    •    Identify needs at the earliest opportunity
    •    Provide proportionate intervention
    •    Be based on partnership and consent
    •    Involve coordinated multi-agency assessment
    •    Operate within a clear local threshold framework

Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 further highlights that local authorities must ensure families understand how to access Early Help and what support is available (HM Government, 2023). The guidance emphasises a graduated response model, where universal services such as schools and health providers play a key role in identifying emerging concerns.

Early Help may include parenting programmes, school attendance support, youth services, mental health advice, housing support and family hubs. Importantly, Early Help is voluntary and focuses on building family resilience rather than responding to crisis (HM Government, 2020).

Effective Early Help systems therefore require not only coordinated service delivery but also transparent communication so families understand how and when to seek help.

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working is fundamental to the Early Help framework. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 outlines that safeguarding partners—local authorities, police and integrated care boards—must collaborate to safeguard and promote the welfare of children (HM Government, 2023). This partnership approach ensures early identification of need and coordinated intervention.

The Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) reinforces that effective early intervention relies on professionals from education, health, social care and voluntary sectors working together. This approach may involve:
    •    Joint assessments (such as Early Help Assessments)
    •    Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings
    •    Shared information in line with data protection guidance
    •    Coordinated planning and review

Multi-agency working reduces duplication of services and ensures families receive consistent, holistic support (HM Government, 2023). For families accessing council websites, evidence of multi-agency collaboration should be visible through clear explanations of how services connect and how referrals are managed.

Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website

Leeds City Council provides Early Help information within its children and families section and through professional guidance documents such as its “One Minute Guides” (Leeds City Council, 2024).

Clarity of Information

The Leeds website explains that Early Help aims to provide “the right help at the right time,” reflecting the preventative principles described in national guidance (HM Government, 2020). It outlines a graduated approach and highlights the role of family hubs and universal services.

The information aligns closely with the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) in its emphasis on partnership and proportionate response. However, much of the language appears professional in tone. Terminology such as “thresholds,” “practice frameworks” and “assessment pathways” may not be easily understood by families without prior knowledge of safeguarding systems.

Navigation and Structure

Early Help information is dispersed across multiple pages, including safeguarding sections and family service directories (Leeds City Council, 2024). While comprehensive, this structure may require families to navigate several pages before identifying relevant support.

Although contact details are provided, referral pathways are not always immediately prominent. The lack of a single consolidated Early Help landing page may reduce accessibility.

Accessibility for Families

The website includes useful information about family hubs and contact points. However, it appears more aligned with professional audiences than with families seeking immediate, practical guidance. While policy alignment is strong, accessibility could be improved through simplified language and clearer signposting.

Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website

Tower Hamlets Council presents Early Help information within a clearly labelled children and families section (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024).

Clarity of Information

Tower Hamlets provides a clear explanation of what Early Help is and who it is for. The language is generally accessible and emphasises that support is available when families need extra help. The website distinguishes between universal services and targeted Early Help support, reflecting the graduated model outlined in national guidance (HM Government, 2020).

The explanation reinforces voluntary engagement and preventative support, consistent with the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020).

Navigation and Structure

A key strength is the structured layout. Early Help has a clearly identifiable section, and users can easily access information about assessments and referrals (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024). The Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) is prominently described, demonstrating practical implementation of multi-agency working as required by Working Together 2023 (HM Government, 2023).

Contact information and referral guidance are clearly signposted, improving accessibility.

Accessibility for Families

Tower Hamlets appears strongly family-focused. The website provides clear instructions on how to request support and outlines practical examples of assistance available. Compared to Leeds, the pathway from understanding Early Help to accessing services is more straightforward.

Evaluation of Southwark Council Website

Southwark Council provides Early Help information through its children’s social care pages and Local Offer platform (Southwark Council, 2024).

Clarity of Information

Southwark defines Early Help clearly and explains that it is intended to provide early support to families before concerns escalate. The description aligns with national guidance (HM Government, 2020; HM Government, 2023). The website outlines support services including parenting programmes, education support and emotional wellbeing services.

Navigation and Structure

A limitation is fragmentation. Information is located across multiple sections, including the Local Offer website (Southwark Council, 2024). Families may need to move between pages to understand the full range of services.

Referral forms are sometimes downloadable rather than integrated into the webpage, which may create additional steps for families.

Accessibility for Families

Southwark provides detailed service descriptions and clear contact details. The Local Offer is particularly helpful for families of children with special educational needs. However, the user journey from information to referral could be more streamlined.

Comparative Analysis

All three councils demonstrate alignment with the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023). However, differences emerge in communication style and accessibility.

Tower Hamlets provides the clearest and most accessible presentation. Its structured layout and visible referral pathways enhance usability (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024). Leeds demonstrates strong conceptual alignment with policy but appears more professionally oriented (Leeds City Council, 2024). Southwark provides comprehensive service information but across fragmented sections (Southwark Council, 2024).

In terms of visible multi-agency working, Tower Hamlets most explicitly demonstrates integrated working through its MAST model, reflecting statutory expectations (HM Government, 2023). Leeds and Southwark reference partnership approaches but less prominently.

From a family perspective, accessibility is strongest in Tower Hamlets, moderate in Southwark, and comparatively weaker in Leeds due to dispersed information and professional terminology.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This report has examined how Early Help is signposted on the websites of Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Southwark Council. All three councils demonstrate compliance with national guidance, particularly the preventative and multi-agency principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023).

However, Tower Hamlets Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible online information. Its structured layout, clear explanations and visible referral pathways make it easier for families to identify and access support.

Southwark Council provides detailed information but would benefit from consolidating content into a single, clearly labelled Early Help page. Leeds City Council demonstrates strong policy alignment but could significantly improve family accessibility by simplifying language and centralising navigation.

Recommendations
    1.    Develop centralised Early Help landing pages.
    2.    Use plain English and reduce professional terminology.
    3.    Provide visual guides outlining referral pathways.
    4.    Ensure referral forms and contact details are immediately visible.
    5.    Clearly explain how multi-agency working supports families.

Effective digital signposting is essential to safeguarding practice. As families increasingly rely on online resources, accessible and transparent communication is critical to ensuring Early Help fulfils its preventative purpose (HM Government, 2023).
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