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Introduction
Early Help is an important part of the support available to children, young people and families in England. Its purpose is to identify difficulties at an early stage and provide support before problems escalate and require more intensive statutory intervention. 
Early Help involves a wide range of services, including education, health, family support, mental health services, housing, parenting support and voluntary and community organisations. Ofsted describes effective Early Help as providing children and families with the right help at the right time, while recognising that support may be provided by a range of agencies rather than children's social care alone (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023).
Local authority websites are an important mechanism for communicating Early Help to families. For parents worried about their child's behaviour, emotional wellbeing, education, finances or family circumstances, a website may be one of the first places they look for information. Effective signposting should therefore be clear, accessible and understandable, while explaining how different services work together.
This report examines and compares Early Help information provided by Southwark Council, Leicestershire County Council and Norfolk County Council. 
Southwark has been selected partly because of its personal relevance, as I grew up there, but also because it provides an interesting example of Early Help provision. Leicestershire and Norfolk provide useful comparisons because both have developed broader approaches to family support and partnership working.
Understanding the Early Help System
Early Help provides support when difficulties are emerging rather than waiting until they become more serious. It can therefore be understood as preventative intervention. It can involve universal services such as schools, GPs and health visitors alongside more targeted family support.
Ofsted's research identifies considerable variation in Early Help provision across England. Its 2023 review found that local resources, eligibility and approaches varied significantly, while some families did not receive appropriate help because pathways and responsibilities were unclear. It also highlighted the importance of effective communication, information sharing and collaboration between agencies (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide (EHSG) provides a framework against which local systems can be considered. Published by the Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, it established a national vision and descriptors for a mature Early Help system and provides a self-assessment tool for local partnerships (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The Guide emphasises family voice, workforce, communities, leadership and data.
A particularly relevant principle is that Early Help should be understood as everyone's responsibility rather than that of one council department. The Guide emphasises community-based provision, family engagement and effective data sharing. These principles are reflected in the development of whole-family working and the Families First Partnership programme (Department for Education, 2025).
The 2026 revision of Working Together to Safeguard Children strengthens this approach. It reinforces multi-agency working and the importance of providing coordinated help, support and protection to children and families (Department for Education, 2026).
An effective council website should not simply provide a telephone number for social care. It should help families understand what support exists, who it is for, how it can be accessed and how different services connect with one another.
Southwark Council
Southwark Council provides a relatively clear and structured Early Help section within its children's and families webpages. The council explains that Early Help supports children and families to remain healthy, safe and achieve their full potential. It distinguishes between universal Early Help, available to families generally, and more targeted Family Early Help for families requiring additional assistance (Southwark Council, 2024).
One strength is the range of support identified which includes schools, health visitors, GPs, youth services, mental health provision, housing support, domestic abuse services and Family Hubs. This makes clear that Early Help extends beyond children's social care (Southwark Council, 2024).
The council also provides a dedicated Family Early Help service for families who require more targeted assistance. The service covers areas including parenting, education inclusion, mental and physical wellbeing and links with social care. The website explains who can make referrals and provides a direct referral process (Southwark Council, 2026a).
This is important from an accessibility perspective. Families should not have to understand the structure of children's services before asking for assistance. Southwark gives practical examples of circumstances in which families might need additional support, including parenting or behavioural difficulties, health or emotional needs, financial difficulties, bereavement and domestic abuse (Southwark Council, 2024).
The referral page is also relatively explicit. It provides a Family Early Help referral form and email route, explains consent requirements and distinguishes urgent safeguarding concerns from non-urgent Early Help referrals (Southwark Council, 2025).
There are, however, potential weaknesses. Information is spread across several pages, meaning families may need to navigate different sections before understanding the full system. The distinction between universal Early Help, Family Early Help and children's social care, although professionally logical, could also be confusing to a parent who simply knows that their family is struggling.
Southwark nevertheless demonstrates strong evidence of multi-agency working. Its mental and physical wellbeing service describes social workers, clinical psychologists and healthcare professionals working closely with Family Early Help teams to provide a joined-up service (Southwark Council, 2024).
This partnership approach is also reflected in national development work. The Supporting Families annual report identifies Southwark as one of five local authorities involved in a mental health good-practice project, with an Adult Mental Health Clinical Practitioner embedded within Early Help to improve integrated service delivery (Department for Education, 2025).
Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire presents Early Help somewhat differently, using Family Help as the main identity of its service. The council explains that Family Help replaced the former Children and Family Wellbeing Service and provides targeted Early Help to families experiencing difficulties that cannot be addressed through universal services such as schools or GPs alone (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a).
A major strength is the breadth of information presented on the main Family Help page. Families can find links to domestic abuse, mental health and wellbeing, SEND, parenting, targeted support for young people, youth justice, Family Hubs and the Family Information and Support Directory (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a).
The website is particularly strong in explaining how families can access support. It provides professional referral and self-referral routes. Families can request a service themselves, or someone can make a request on their behalf with consent. The website also explains what information may be required and how long the online form may take (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a).
Another strength is that Leicestershire explicitly acknowledges the relationship between Early Help and social care. Its professional information explains that referrals are initially considered by social workers to ensure children are safe and do not require statutory social care (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b).
This demonstrates an important safeguarding principle: Early Help should not become a substitute for statutory intervention. Ofsted has identified cases where unclear pathways between Early Help and social care resulted in delays in children receiving appropriate intervention (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023).
Leicestershire also provides evidence of partnership working across health, education, social care, youth justice and other organisations. The breadth of its offer reflects the whole-family approach promoted nationally through Supporting Families and the emerging Family Help model (Department for Education, 2025).
The main weakness is potentially the volume of information. The comprehensive nature of the website is valuable, but a parent in distress could find numerous categories difficult to navigate. The terminology of "Family Help", "Early Help", "First Response" and "social care" may also require explanation for families unfamiliar with children's services.
Nevertheless, Leicestershire provides a strong example of making Early Help practically accessible through self-referral rather than making families dependent upon professional gatekeepers.
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk provides an interesting comparison because its approach places considerable emphasis on Early Help being a partnership responsibility rather than simply a council service.
Norfolk's Family Hubs approach is intended to provide joined-up, family-focused support through community locations, online services and outreach. Its approach aims to make it easier for families to obtain help and to bring services together around their needs (Norfolk County Council, 2024).
This approach is consistent with the principles of the Early Help System Guide. Norfolk has developed its system around prevention, community access, partnership working and family voice. The Supporting Families annual report describes Norfolk as having moved from a fragmented and reactive approach towards a more proactive, integrated and holistic model (Department for Education, 2025).
Importantly, Norfolk recognised that calling its service "Early Help" could create the impression that the local authority itself was responsible for delivering all Early Help. It therefore developed an Early Help Partnership Board and strategy based on the principle that Early Help should be "everyone's business" (Department for Education, 2025).
This is a significant strength when considered against the 2026 Working Together guidance. The emphasis on multidisciplinary and partnership working is central to the national direction of children's services (Department for Education, 2026).
Norfolk's digital signposting also extends beyond the council website. Its Family Hubs, Local Offer, Family Information Service and NHS-linked Just One Norfolk platform contribute to the wider information network. This can be advantageous because families may not naturally search for "Early Help". They may instead search for help with behaviour, money, housing, mental health or school attendance.
However, this approach can also create a disadvantage. Because information is distributed across the council, Family Hubs, NHS and other partnership websites, the overall system may be less immediately straightforward than a single dedicated council webpage. A family may need to understand which platform provides which service.
Norfolk therefore demonstrates an important tension within digital signposting: the more integrated the service becomes, the more complex the information architecture can potentially become.
Comparative Analysis
The three councils demonstrate different approaches to the same underlying objective.
Southwark provides a relatively direct council-led pathway. Its strength is the clarity with which it distinguishes universal and targeted support and provides practical referral information. Leicestershire offers perhaps the strongest direct self-referral model, with Family Help presented as a broad range of services rather than a single intervention. Norfolk goes further in conceptualising Early Help as a partnership and community responsibility.
The Early Help System Guide emphasises family voice, communities, workforce, leadership and data, while the 2026 Working Together guidance places increasing emphasis on coordinated and multidisciplinary help (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; Department for Education, 2026).
The comparison also demonstrates why accessibility should be considered alongside service availability. Ofsted found that local resources were not always well understood by professionals or communities, resulting in some families not receiving the help they needed (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023).
Therefore, a council can have a comprehensive Early Help system but still fail to reach families if its website is confusing, overly professional in its language or difficult to navigate.
Recommendations
Based on the comparison, local authorities could improve digital signposting through five key measures.
First, each authority should provide a single, clearly identifiable Family Help/Early Help landing page written primarily for parents and carers rather than professionals.
Second, websites should use plain language and practical examples. Instead of expecting parents to understand thresholds and service structures, websites could ask simple questions such as whether they are worried about their child's behaviour, finances, housing or emotional wellbeing.
Third, councils should make self-referral routes prominent wherever appropriate. Leicestershire provides a useful model in this respect.
Fourth, councils should make the relationship between Early Help and safeguarding clear. Families need reassurance that asking for support does not automatically mean their child will enter statutory social care, while also understanding what happens when safeguarding concerns are identified.
Finally, local authorities should involve children, young people and families in designing and reviewing their websites. This reflects the family voice principle within the Early Help System Guide and the child-centred approach reinforced by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026.
Conclusion
Early Help is most effective when families can access the right support before difficulties escalate. The analysis of Southwark, Leicestershire and Norfolk demonstrates that local authorities have developed different but increasingly integrated approaches to achieving this.
Southwark provides strong, structured information and clear targeted referral pathways. Leicestershire provides a particularly accessible Family Help model with clear self-referral options and a wide range of support. Norfolk provides the strongest example of a partnership-based approach in which Early Help is understood as a responsibility shared across agencies and communities.
The most effective approach would combine the strengths of all three: the clarity of Southwark, accessibility of Leicestershire and partnership philosophy of Norfolk. Ultimately, digital signposting is not simply an administrative function. It is part of effective safeguarding. If families cannot understand where to obtain help, they may not receive support until their difficulties have escalated.
The direction of national policy reinforces this conclusion. The 2026 Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance places coordinated help, multi-agency working, information sharing and early intervention increasingly at the centre of children's services. Local authority websites therefore need to reflect not only what services exist, but also the principle that children and families should be able to access coordinated help at the earliest opportunity.
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