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Protecting and Supporting Families in Health and Care
An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website.  
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An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites
Introduction
The Early Help system plays a crucial role in supporting children, young people, and families by identifying needs at an early stage and providing appropriate interventions before problems escalate (de et al., 2024). In England, local authorities are responsible for ensuring that families can easily access information about Early Help services through their websites. This report examines how effectively three local authorities, Leicester City Council, Leeds City Council, and Southwark Council, communicate information about Early Help and wider family support services.
The report will first explain the concept of Early Help and the importance of multi-agency working in safeguarding children. It will then evaluate each of the three local authority websites in terms of accessibility, clarity, and usefulness of information. A comparative analysis will highlight strengths and weaknesses across the websites, followed by a conclusion identifying the most effective authority and recommendations for improvement.
Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is defined as the total offer of support available to families to resolve problems before they escalate (Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE, 2022). It is not a single service but a network of support including parenting classes, mental health services, and educational assistance. Early Help refers to the support provided to children, young people, and families as soon as problems begin to emerge, rather than waiting until issues become severe. According to the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2020), Early Help aims to improve outcomes by addressing needs early and preventing escalation to statutory services such as social care.
The Early Help system includes a wide range of services such as parenting support, mental health support, youth services, and school-based interventions. It focuses on a holistic approach, recognising that children’s wellbeing is influenced by multiple factors including family environment, education, and community support, (Department for Education, 2022).
A key feature of Early Help is voluntary engagement. Families are encouraged to access support without fear of stigma or statutory intervention. This makes it essential that information is clearly signposted and easy to understand on local authority websites.
The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance (HM Government, 2023) emphasises that local authorities must ensure Early Help services are well coordinated and accessible. It also highlights the importance of providing clear information, so families know how to access support and what services are available.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is central to the delivery of Early Help services. It involves professionals from different sectors, such as health, education, social care, and the voluntary sector, working together to support families.
According to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023), effective safeguarding depends on strong collaboration between agencies. Each organisation brings different expertise, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of a child’s needs.
For example, teachers may identify educational concerns, while healthcare professionals may notice developmental or health issues. Social workers can assess family circumstances, and community organisations can provide additional support. By sharing information and working collaboratively, professionals can create a coordinated support plan, (Moran et al., 2007).
Multi-agency working also improves efficiency and reduces duplication of services. However, it requires clear communication, shared responsibilities, and strong leadership. Local authority websites should reflect this by clearly explaining how services work together and how families can access them. Despite its benefits, multi-agency working faces challenges. Recent inspections by Ofsted (2023) found that resource pressures and poor information-sharing between agencies can hinder the effectiveness of Early Help. Effective communication through council websites is one way to bridge this gap, as it clarifies the roles of different partners for both families and professionals.
Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
1. Leicester City Council
Leicester City Council focuses heavily on the "Early Help Assessment" (EHA) process. 
The website provides a clear step-by-step guide on how the assessment works. This transparency is vital for gaining parental consent (Leicester City Council, n.d.). It also highlights community-based resources and voluntary sector partners, showing a strong commitment to local partnership, however the website lacks the "vibrancy" and visual engagement. There is also less detail on how the multi-agency partnerships function on a day-to-day basis.
The information is structured into categories such as parenting support, youth services, and safeguarding.
Strengths:
· The website uses clear headings and simple language, making it relatively easy for families to understand.
· It includes practical information about how to access services, including contact details and referral processes.
· There are links to related services, helping users navigate to additional support.
Weaknesses:
· Some information is quite text-heavy, which may discourage users from reading in detail.
· Navigation can be slightly confusing, as users may need to click through multiple pages to find specific services.
· Limited use of visual aids such as diagrams or videos.
· Overall, Leicester provides useful and accurate information but could improve accessibility through better design and presentation.
2. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council has long been recognized for its "Child Friendly Leeds" initiative. Its website reflects this commitment by providing a highly detailed and structured Early Help section. 
 The website prominently features "Family Hubs." These are physical centres where multiple agencies are co-located. The website explains that these hubs bring together midwives, health visitors, and family support workers (Leeds City Council, 2025). This physical integration is mirrored online through clear service directories. ​
While the information is comprehensive, the language often leans toward professional terminology (e.g., "Integrated Safeguarding Units"). This might be overwhelming for a parent in distress who needs simple, immediate answers.
Strengths:
· The website is highly user-friendly, with clear navigation and logical structure.
· Information is presented in a concise and engaging way, often using bullet points and summaries.
· Strong emphasis on multi-agency working, explaining how different services collaborate.
· Includes resources for both professionals and families, increasing its usefulness.
· Weaknesses:
· Some sections are more focused on professionals, which may confuse families.
· Certain information may require prior knowledge of terminology.
· Overall, Leeds provides one of the most accessible and well-structured presentations of Early Help services.
3. Southwark Council
Southwark Council provides a dedicated section for "Family Early Help" within its children’s services department.
 The website excels in explaining the "universal" nature of support. It lists services available to everyone, such as youth clubs and health visitors, before explaining how to get "extra" help (Southwark Council, 2024). This helps destigmatize the process. It also provides clear links to "Best Start" family hubs, focusing on the early years (ages 0-5).
Compared to Leeds, the navigation is more complex. Important information about the referral process is buried under several menus. A study on website usability suggests that families in crisis may give up if they cannot find a "contact us" button within three clicks (Nielsen, 2020), a standard Southwark occasionally fails to meet.
Strengths:
· The website provides detailed information about available services.
· It includes guidance on how families can seek help and what to expect.
· Good integration with safeguarding information.
Weaknesses:
· Information is less clearly labelled as “Early Help,” which may make it harder for families to find.
· Navigation is less intuitive compared to Leeds.
· Some pages contain complex language that may not be easily understood by all users.
· Overall, Southwark provides detailed information but lacks clarity and ease of navigation.
Comparative Analysis
When comparing the three local authority websites, several key themes emerge.
Accessibility and Navigation: Leeds stands out as the most user-friendly website, with clear menus and easy navigation. Leicester is moderately accessible but requires more clicks to find information. Southwark is the least accessible due to less intuitive navigation.
Clarity of Information: Leeds provides the clearest and most concise information, making it easier for families to understand. Leicester is clear but slightly text-heavy. Southwark uses more complex language, which may limit accessibility.
Presentation and Design: Leeds uses a clean and engaging layout, while Leicester relies more on text. Southwark’s design is functional but less engaging.
Focus on Families: Leeds effectively targets both families and professionals, though sometimes leaning towards professionals. Leicester maintains a family-friendly approach. Southwark appears more focused on formal information rather than user experience.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working: Leeds provides the strongest explanation of how services work together, aligning closely with statutory guidance. Leicester mentions collaboration but with less detail. Southwark includes information but not in a clearly structured way.
Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, all three local authorities provide important information about Early Help and family support services. However, their effectiveness varies significantly.
Leeds City Council appears to have the most effective and accessible website. It offers clear, well-structured information, user-friendly navigation, and a strong explanation of services and multi-agency working. This aligns closely with the expectations outlined in the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance.
Leicester City Council provides useful information but could improve its presentation and navigation. Southwark Council offers detailed content but needs to improve clarity and accessibility.
Recommendations:
· Improve Accessibility: Implement a "three-click rule" where any family can reach a support contact page within three clicks from the homepage.
· Local authorities should simplify navigation and ensure key information is easy to find within a few clicks.
· Use Clear Language.
· Avoid jargon and use simple, family-friendly language to ensure inclusivity.
· Enhance Visual Design. Visual Aids: Use videos or infographics to explain the "Team Around the Family" process. Showing a visual map of how agencies connect can make the system feel safer for parents and more engaging.
· Highlight Early Help Clearly.
· Ensure that Early Help services are clearly labelled and easy to locate on websites.
· Strengthen Multi-Agency Explanations.
· Provide clear explanations of how different services work together to support families.
· User Testing.
· Websites should be tested with real users to ensure they meet the needs of families.
· Case Studies: Include anonymous "success stories" or scenarios to show families what to expect. This builds the trust necessary for the voluntary consent required in Early Help.

Improving the accessibility of information about Early Help services will help ensure that families can receive the support they need at the earliest possible stage. By refining their digital communication, local authorities can ensure that Early Help is not just a policy on paper, but a reachable reality for the families who need it most
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