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 Examination and Analysis of the ‘Early Help’ System Signposted by Local Authority Websites in the UK
Introduction
The ‘Early Help’ system is a central element of the safeguarding framework in the United Kingdom, designed to identify and respond to the needs of children and families before problems escalate to statutory intervention. It reflects the principle that timely, proportionate and multi-agency intervention can improve long-term outcomes, reduce inequalities, and prevent the need for more intensive child protection or care proceedings (HM Government, 2023).
This report examines how three local authority websites—Nottinghamshire County Council, Southwark Council, and Tower Hamlets Council—signpost families to Early Help and related services. By exploring the clarity, accessibility, and inclusivity of the information provided, the analysis identifies the relative strengths and weaknesses of each authority’s online communication. The report also considers broader issues affecting Early Help, including funding pressures, disparities between local areas, digital exclusion, and lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic.
The findings are then compared and contrasted, leading to recommendations for improvement. The two key statutory and practice guidance documents—Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023)—are used as reference points for evaluating the councils’ approaches.
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system is a framework that emphasises prevention, partnership and proportionality. According to the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021), Early Help is not a single service, but a “system of support” which should be:
· Accessible early in the life of the problem.
· Coordinated across agencies and sectors.
· Tailored to the needs of the child and family.
· Strengths-based, empowering families to develop resilience and self-sufficiency.
The statutory basis for Early Help is set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which requires local safeguarding partnerships to provide “effective early help arrangements” so that children’s needs are met quickly and holistically (HM Government, 2023). Local authorities, schools, health bodies, the police and voluntary organisations are expected to work together to identify concerns and provide support.
Evidence suggests that Early Help reduces demand for high-cost interventions. Children who access timely Early Help are around 30% less likely to require statutory social care involvement later (DfE, 2021). However, the availability of Early Help is highly variable. Action for Children (2022) found that between 2015/16 and 2019/20, 320,000 children were re-referred to social care within a year after not receiving Early Help, highlighting systemic gaps.
In practice, Early Help often involves the use of Early Help Assessments and the development of support plans, co-produced with families. Interventions may include parenting programmes, youth mentoring, support with housing or benefits, and access to mental health or substance misuse services.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is the foundation of Early Help. The Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance (HM Government, 2023) emphasises that no single agency can meet all the needs of children and families. Instead, local partnerships should enable information-sharing, joint decision-making, and coordinated planning.
Typical features include:
· Early Help assessments completed jointly by education, health, and social care professionals.
· Lead professionals appointed to act as a consistent point of contact for the family.
· Multi-agency panels or hubs, such as Tower Hamlets’ MAST (Multi Agency Support Team), which triage referrals.
· Shared digital platforms for case recording and monitoring progress.
However, challenges include differing organisational cultures, reluctance to share information, resource pressures, and inconsistent thresholds for intervention. The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) stresses that successful systems require leadership, joint commissioning, and investment in workforce development.
Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
1. Nottinghamshire County Council
Content
The Nottinghamshire website provides a comprehensive overview of Early Help through its Family Hubs model. Services cover pregnancy to age 19 (or 25 for young people with SEND) and include parenting support, childcare, school attendance, health and youth services (Nottinghamshire County Council ). The council uses a Revised Early Help
Assessment Form (EHAF), which professionals and families can access online (Nottinghamshire County Council).
Accessibility
Navigation is relatively straightforward, with a Families Information Service hub offering “one-stop” access. However, some pages use technical language (e.g. “Pathway to Provision levels”) that may not be accessible to families unfamiliar with local safeguarding frameworks (Nottinghamshire County Council).
Strengths
· Clear structure via hubs and assessments.
· Wide age range and needs coverage.
· Integration with voluntary sector support.
Weaknesses
· Overuse of professional jargon.
· Reliance on digital forms may exclude families with limited digital literacy or access.
2. Southwark Council
Content
According to their website, Southwark Council, provides information on Early Help services, including parenting programmes, youth support, and community projects . It also outlines referral processes and offers downloadable guides.
Accessibility
The site has a visually engaging design and includes some multilingual resources, reflecting the borough’s diverse population. However, several links to external organisations were found to be outdated, which may undermine trust and create barriers for families seeking help.
Strengths
· Inclusive design, with some multilingual provision.
· Clear explanations of available services.
Weaknesses
· Outdated or broken links.
· Less detail about the processes following referral compared to Tower Hamlets.
3. Tower Hamlets Council
Content
Tower Hamlets offers detailed information about its Early Help provision, including its Early Help Hub and MAST. Services cover families from pregnancy to age 19, or up to 25 for young people with SEND (Tower Hamlets Council). Information is provided about what happens after an enquiry, which helps manage family expectations (Tower Hamlets Council, 2023).
Accessibility
The site includes clear contact options (email, phone, forms) and links to Family Hubs and community centres. However, the homepage can appear cluttered, with a high density of
information. Multilingual provision appears limited compared with the demographic profile of the borough.
Strengths
· Transparent about referral and triage processes.
· Single point of contact (MAST) simplifies access.
· Strong community orientation.
Weaknesses
· Cluttered interface may overwhelm users.
· Limited evidence of multilingual signposting on main Early Help pages.
Comparative Analysis
The three councils illustrate the diversity of Early Help signposting:
· Nottinghamshire stands out for its structured hub model and assessment tools but risks alienating families through technical language.
· Southwark demonstrates inclusive design and multilingual provision but undermines its effectiveness with outdated resources.
· Tower Hamlets excels in clarity and process transparency, with a strong community focus, but would benefit from simplifying its layout and providing multilingual support.
Across all three, the absence of real-time interactive support (e.g. live chat) is notable, given the urgency that families may face.
Additional Analysis
Case Studies
· Case A: A mother in Nottinghamshire struggling with her child’s school attendance accessed Early Help via the Family Hub. Through parenting support and liaison with the school, the child’s attendance improved within one term. This illustrates the effectiveness of clear signposting and multi-agency working.
· Case B: In Southwark, a family attempting to access mental health support for their teenager found that a broken link on the website delayed referral. This demonstrates how digital barriers can undermine the principle of early intervention.
· Case C: In Tower Hamlets, a young carer accessed support through the MAST after a teacher submitted an enquiry. The family was connected with financial advice, respite services, and counselling, showing the value of a single point of access.
International Comparison
Countries such as Norway and the Netherlands provide lessons for the UK. Norway’s Family Centres integrate health, education, and social care services under one roof, ensuring seamless access (Havnen & Christiansen, 2014). The Netherlands employs a “one family, one plan, one case manager” approach, reducing duplication and ensuring accountability (Knorth et al., 2015). UK councils could learn from these models by simplifying referral pathways and ensuring consistency in provision.
Digital Exclusion and COVID-19
The pandemic highlighted the reliance on digital platforms for service access. Families without devices, internet, or digital literacy were at risk of missing out on Early Help (Ofcom, 2021). Local authority websites must therefore provide offline options—such as phone hotlines and in-person hubs—alongside online portals. COVID-19 also increased family stressors, such as unemployment and mental health issues, making Early Help more critical (Children’s Commissioner, 2021).
An additional dimension of examining Early Help provision relates to the financial and political context in which local authorities operate. Since 2010, funding for local government children’s services has been reduced substantially, with early intervention services experiencing some of the steepest cuts (National Audit Office, 2019). This has created a “postcode lottery” where the type and level of Early Help available depends heavily on local budgets and political priorities. For example, Nottinghamshire has managed to maintain a hub-based approach, while other councils nationally have scaled back face-to-face support in favour of online signposting. The websites analysed illustrate this tension: although the services are explained, it is not always transparent how accessible they are in practice, especially in the context of stretched local resources.
A further issue is regional and digital inequality. Urban councils such as Southwark and Tower Hamlets have to cater for highly diverse communities where English may not be the first language, while counties like Nottinghamshire serve more rural populations where transport and internet connectivity can be barriers. The lack of consistent multilingual provision on websites like Tower Hamlets’ is a significant gap, given that over 40% of the borough’s residents do not have English as a first language (Tower Hamlets Council, 2023). At the same time, over-reliance on digital forms, as seen in Nottinghamshire, risks excluding families with low digital literacy or limited access to devices and Wi-Fi. This suggests that accessible Early Help must include offline and community-based pathways, not just online signposting.
Finally, recommendations for improvement should go beyond technical website adjustments. Local authorities should consider:
· Embedding co-production with families, ensuring that website content is shaped by those with lived experience of using Early Help.
· Introducing digital accessibility audits that test websites with parents from diverse backgrounds.
· Providing hybrid models of contact, combining online signposting with walk-in hubs, outreach workers, and telephone helplines.
· National-level oversight to reduce regional inequalities and ensure consistency with the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021).
By adopting these measures, councils can move beyond compliance with statutory guidance to deliver truly equitable and family-centred Early Help systems. This would align with the vision of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which stresses that safeguarding is everybody’s responsibility, and that proactive, coordinated, and accessible Early Help is central to achieving better long-term outcomes for children and families.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This report finds that Tower Hamlets Council provides the most effective and accessible information overall, due to its transparency, single point of access, and integration with community services. Nottinghamshire and Southwark both offer valuable resources but face barriers related to jargon, digital access, and outdated links.
Recommendations
1.Regular audits of websites to ensure content is current and links functional.
2.Simplification of language and the use of plain English to make resources accessible.
3.Multilingual provision to reflect local demographics.
4.Interactive support tools (live chat, video guides).
5.Offline accessibility through hotlines and Family Hubs.
6.Consistency with statutory guidance by embedding the Early Help principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023).
By implementing these measures, local authorities can ensure that Early Help signposting fulfils its preventative purpose, enabling families to access support when they need it most.
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