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1. Introduction
Early Help represents a proactive, preventive strategy within child and family services designed to identify and address emerging difficulties before they escalate into complex crises requiring statutory child protection intervention. Operating at the intersection of universal services and statutory child welfare, Early Help functions as an integrated local network grounded in strategic multi-agency partnerships, shared evidence, structured assessment, and coordinated support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Rather than existing as an isolated service, Early Help forms a vital component of the broader strategic safeguarding system, establishing a continuum of care that offers proportionate, consent-based assistance while maintaining robust links to statutory social care when significant harm is identified.
The statutory framework governing this collaborative architecture is Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, which outlines multi-agency responsibilities for safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children across local authorities, health bodies, education providers, police forces, social care, and voluntary sector organizations (Department for Education, 2026). Clear, accessible communication and transparent navigation pathways are fundamental to the success of this system. Because a local authority website serves as the primary digital gateway for families seeking support, its clarity, tone, layout, and overall usability directly influence whether families receive timely assistance or encounter systemic barriers to support.
This report critically examines and evaluates the digital signposting of Early Help and family support services provided by three UK local authorities:
Leeds City Council (https://www.leeds.gov.uk/)
Southwark Council (https://southwark.gov.uk/)
Nottinghamshire County Council (https://www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk)
The report is structured into three main sections following this introduction. Section 2 provides a theoretical and policy analysis of the Early Help framework using The Early Help System Guide (DfE and DLUHC, 2022), examines multi-agency working under Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (DfE, 2026), evaluates each of the three local authority websites individually, and delivers a comparative synthesis of their strengths and weaknesses. Section 3 synthesizes these findings in a conclusion, justifying which council offers the most effective digital signposting model. Finally, Section 4 outlines strategic, evidence-based recommendations for local authorities to improve online accessibility and service navigation for children, young people, and families.
2. Main Body
2.1 The Early Help System
Early Help provides timely, targeted intervention before family difficulties escalate into statutory child protection crises. As articulated in Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide, Early Help is not a single service or uniform referral route; rather, it is an integrated local ecosystem in which universal, targeted, and specialist provisions work cohesively around holistic family needs (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The spectrum of support addresses diverse challenges including parenting capacity, mental and physical health, educational attendance, domestic abuse prevention, financial precarity, housing instability, SEND, and stepping down from statutory social care (Brandon et al., 2018). The core principle is proportionate intervention: delivering right-time support while ensuring practitioners remain alert to child protection indicators.
Because families in distress rarely search online using formal administrative terms such as "Early Help" or "step-down" (Sidebotham et al., 2016), digital signposting requires plain, non-stigmatizing language, concrete examples of family challenges, clear eligibility, direct self-referral routes, and explicit separation between voluntary help and emergency safeguarding. This child-centred approach directly mirrors Munro’s (2011) principle of removing institutional and administrative barriers to enable informed decision-making by families and practitioners.
2.2 Multi-Agency and Interdisciplinary Working
Multi-agency working refers to the collaborative framework where professionals from social care, education, early years, health, police, housing, and voluntary sectors combine expertise and resources to support families (Anning et al., 2010). Interdisciplinary working deepens this by enabling practitioners to operate across traditional professional boundaries through shared assessments and holistic care. This coordination is vital because complex family difficulties rarely occur in isolation; for example, chronic school absenteeism is frequently connected to unaddressed parental mental health issues, domestic abuse, or housing instability (Laming, 2009).
Under Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, multi-agency collaboration is established as a statutory obligation requiring local authorities, integrated care boards, and police to form joint safeguarding arrangements (Department for Education, 2026). Leeds City Council operationalizes this principle by positioning Early Help as everyone's business, embedding multidisciplinary front-door teams and Family Hubs to connect universal services with targeted expertise (Leeds City Council, 2025a). Establishing interdisciplinary working at the digital front door ensures family needs are recognized holistically rather than fragmented across institutional channels.
2.3 Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council (https://www.leeds.gov.uk/) provides a user-oriented digital platform for Early Help. Its "One minute guide: Early help" explicitly emphasizes early intervention and voluntary, consent-based involvement (Leeds City Council, 2025a), clearly delineating universal resources from targeted multi-agency services and Family Hubs (Leeds City Council, 2025b).
A primary strength of Leeds is its intuitive, four-tier graduated support framework:
1. "Getting help" – Universal and informal community resources.
2. "Going from help to more help" – Early multi-agency coordination.
3. "Getting more help" – Targeted, intensive Early Help interventions.
4. Getting risk support– Statutory child protection and crisis responses.
This progressive model enables families to visualize how support adapts to changing needs without feeling overwhelmed by statutory jargon. Service delivery is operationalized through integrated Family Hubs co-locating multi-agency teams comprising Early Help staff, social workers, mental health specialists, SEND coordinators, and domestic abuse workers (Leeds City Council, 2025b). Furthermore, following user feedback, Leeds merged its Early Help and Family Information Services into a single hub (Leeds City Council, 2025c). The primary limitation lies in secondary pages containing practitioner terminology such as "clusters" and "step-down protocol" that may confuse non-specialist visitors.
2.4 Evaluation of Southwark Council Website
Southwark Council (https://southwark.gov.uk/) presents its Early Help framework through a dedicated portal, establishing a clear operational distinction between universal provisions and targeted "Extra Early Help" managed by its Family Early Help service (Southwark Council, 2024a).
The "About early help" page uses accessible language to outline common family challenges, including parental stress, child behavioural concerns, debt, bereavement, and domestic conflict (Southwark Council, 2024b). It clarifies that universal services are open to all without formal assessment, while Extra Early Help provides tailored support when universal input is insufficient (Southwark Council, 2024b). Southwark also highlights interdisciplinary networks across education, health, housing, and social care (Southwark Council, 2026).
However, Southwark’s navigation journey is fragmented, requiring users to move across multiple web pages to locate referral forms or specific teams. Inconsistent page update dates also create ambiguity regarding contact currency. Navigation would be strengthened by establishing a centralized "I Need Support" portal featuring clear, direct options for self-referral, professional referrals, and urgent safeguarding.
2.5 Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website
Nottinghamshire County Council (https://www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk) delivers detailed service information through its Family Service pages, categorizing targeted assistance by specific challenge areas such as school attendance, parenting strategies, housing instability, young carers, and substance misuse (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026a).
A major strength of Nottinghamshire's approach is direct accessibility. The site prominently displays contact details for the central Early Help Unit and explicitly states that families can self-refer directly to programs or contact their local Family Hub team without requiring a professional intermediary (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026b). Strategic multi-agency commitment is further supported by linked documents, including its Best Start Strategy 2025–2030 (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025).
However, the website suffers from structural fragmentation. Key information regarding referral routes, Family Hub locations, and safeguarding contacts is distributed across multiple disconnected pages, while technical terminology intended for practitioners detracts from overall family readability.
2.6 Comparative Analysis
	Criteria
	Leeds City Council
	Southwark Council
	Nottinghamshire County Council

	Explanation of Early Help
	Exceptional: Uses a 4-tier graduated support model ("Getting help" to "Risk support").
	Good: Clear, plain-English distinction between universal and Extra Early Help.
	Good: Comprehensive list of family challenges and targeted conditions.

	Multi-Agency Integration
	High: Fully integrated with multidisciplinary Family Hubs and single front-door teams.
	Moderate: Explains multi-agency partnerships well, but service access points are separate.
	Moderate: Strong strategic documents (Best Start), but operational links are fragmented.

	Self-Referral & Access
	High: Unified Early Help and Family Information portal; accessible contact points.
	Moderate: Clear information but requires multi-page navigation to locate forms.
	High: Prominent central Early Help Unit contact numbers, emails, and direct self-referrals.

	Language & Usability
	High: Redesigned following user feedback; highly intuitive family journey.
	Moderate: Concise language, but fragmented navigation and varied page update dates.
	Moderate: Detailed service listings, but navigation is fragmented and contains technical terms.

	Safeguarding Separation
	Clear: Explicit boundary between voluntary Early Help and statutory risk support.
	Clear: Distinguishes general help from crisis services but lacks direct emergency links.
	Moderate: Safeguarding pathways located on separate council pages.


All three local authorities demonstrate a clear commitment to digital signposting, yet their architectural execution varies significantly. Leeds City Council offers the most coherent digital environment by aligning its web layout directly with the family user journey and integrating online information with physical Family Hubs. Southwark Council excels in concise, non-stigmatizing definitions but suffers from disjointed navigation across separate web pages. Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most extensive categorization of family needs and highly commendable direct self-referral channels, but its multi-page architecture leads to information fragmentation.
True digital accessibility in child welfare requires more than uploading static policy documents; it demands that parents can rapidly locate relevant support, comprehend eligibility criteria, complete self-referrals, and distinguish voluntary help from urgent child protection procedures. Leeds City Council provides the strongest digital model because its online architecture reflects a unified, child-centred approach aligned with national guidelines (DfE and DLUHC, 2022; DfE, 2026).
3. Conclusion
Early Help plays an indispensable role within the wider UK safeguarding framework by offering early, proportionate support to families before difficulties escalate into statutory social care interventions. The effectiveness of Early Help relies heavily on robust multi-agency and interdisciplinary partnerships across social care, health, education, police, housing, and voluntary sector providers. Because local authority websites serve as the primary digital front door for families seeking help, their accessibility, clarity, tone, and organization are paramount.
This comparative evaluation of Leeds City Council, Southwark Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council demonstrates that while all three councils provide valuable information, their user experiences differ substantially. Southwark Council provides concise plain-English descriptions, and Nottinghamshire County Council offers exceptional self-referral routes and detailed breakdowns of family needs. However, Leeds City Council provides the most effective and cohesive online signposting platform.
Leeds excels due to its user-tested web design, its intuitive four-tiered graduated support pathway ("Getting help" to "Getting risk support"), and its seamless digital integration with multi-agency Family Hubs. By structuring its online platform around the practical reality of the family journey, Leeds effectively bridges the gap between digital signposting and meaningful multi-agency support, fulfilling the strategic vision outlined in The Early Help System Guide (DfE and DLUHC, 2022).
4. Recommendations
1. Establish Unified "Get Help" Landing Pages: Local authorities should develop a single, highly prominent digital landing page that uses decision-tree logic to guide families to universal, targeted, or emergency support within two clicks.
2. Eliminate Internal Professional Jargon: Councils must review public-facing web content to remove professional terminology (e.g., "graduated threshold," "step-down," "clusters"). Practitioner-focused referral guidelines should be hosted on a dedicated, separate portal.
3. Embed Permanent High-Priority Actions: Direct contact numbers, self-referral web forms, and immediate safeguarding links should remain permanently visible on every family-facing page header or sidebar.
4. Conduct Regular User Testing with Local Families: Local authorities should routinely perform digital usability audits involving parents, carers, and young people to eliminate broken links, reconcile outdated information, and refine site navigation based on lived experience.
5. Optimize Digital and Multi-Channel Accessibility: Websites must adhere to WCAG 2.1 AA accessibility standards, ensuring full mobile optimization, multi-language translation, screen-reader compatibility, and clear links to offline telephone and face-to-face Family Hub support.
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