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a) An introduction
Early Help is now described by government as the “front door” of family support and a core element of local safeguarding arrangements, intended to prevent difficulties from escalating into statutory child protection or care proceedings (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities [DLUHC] & Department for Education [DfE], 2022). The Early Help is a joint duty under the coordination of local safeguarding partnerships and Supporting Families programmes and is placed at the corner of both education and health, social care and the voluntary sector in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023). Practically, the majority of families initially learn about Early Help via the website of their council (or a similar online portal) that serves as a kind of online gateway to advice family hubs and referral pathways. The report looks at the dissemination of Early Help and broader family support by three English local authorities; Southwark, Norfolk and Staffordshire through those three websites. It describes the national Early Help system and multi-agency working, and then considers the strengths and weaknesses of each of the sites. The report ends by recommending how online information can be enhanced in such a way that the families are in a position to understand and get the help they require at an early age with ease.
b) Explanation of the Early Help System
National policy views Early Help as a provision of assistance once issues are created, not as they escalate to a crisis level. The Early Help System Guide to Supporting Families states that the local systems are supposed to be whole-family, multi-agency, and aimed at enhancing certain outcomes including safety, school attendance, parental mental health, and financial stability (DLUHC & DfE, 2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) makes it clear that Early Help is on the same continuum as universal and statutory services but strives to address needs on lower levels by means of voluntary involvement, co-ordinated assessment, and lead practitioner.
It has been proposed that wellbeing and cost-effective than late intervention are effective Early Help can lower the number of children into care and reduce the rate of wellbeing. Assessments of family hubs and Supporting Families indicate that coordinated early support has the potential to enhance parent–children bonds, diminish the risk of domestic abuse and enhance school readiness, though with local design and resourcing having impacts (Ecorys et al., 2023; Department for Education, 2023; National Literacy Trust, 2025). Melyda et al. (2025) suggest that Early Help pathways, where services to families with complex needs are integrated between health and early-years, may be particularly useful because it provides families with one front door, rather than having to make fragmented referrals. Simultaneously, the research allows noting gaps that remain: in some families, the wait time or lack of clarity regarding the criteria is documented, and practitioners note that the number of families requiring Early Help exceeds the number of people and agencies in the area (Lyndon et al., 2024).
In general, the Early Help system can be regarded not as a particular service but as a system of family hubs, schools, health visitors, voluntary organisations and specific teams that collaborate with one another using the same strategy. Its effectiveness depends on distinct local thresholds, easy referral pathways, family-accessible information, and outcome measurement, which are established in the national guide (DLUHC & DfE, 2022).
c) Explanation of multi-agency working
Early Help focuses on multi agency working. Working Together (2023) anticipates local safeguarding relationships to organise children social care, police, health, education and the voluntary industry in such a way that no individual agency has the entire duty of recognising danger or assisting families. In Early Help, this generally comprises of shared assessments, joint planning meetings and lead professional who functions as an orchestrator of contributions made by schools, health visitors, youth services and specialist support (such as domestic abuse or mental-health services).
Effective multi-agency safeguarding according to Dixon et al. (2022) is learning with and from one another in which professionals have a clear understanding of each other and are facilitated by clear information-sharing agreements and forums to discuss cases. Ball (2024) also supports this idea by saying that Multi-agency protection merely transfers the duty of everyone to the action of everyone in the presence of shared thresholds, trust, and time among agencies. Nonetheless, service-user studies indicate that multi-agency systems may be confusing and mundane to families, especially when they have to record their account to other workers or when agencies seem not to be coordinated (O’Reilly et al., 2013).
The last national efforts to enhance information-sharing across agencies emphasise the importance of having secure digital tools, common identifiers and agreed procedures to bridge the Early Help data and the safeguarding systems (DLUHC, 2023; Purcell, 2025). Simultaneously, local assessments of family hubs indicate that co-location, joint training and shared digital front doors can facilitate the process of supporting the entire family by practitioners (Ecorys et al., 2023; Department for Education, 2023). Overall, multi-agency in Early Help is not only a structural necessity, but also a routine practice: it requires effective governance, interoperability in terms of IT systems and, most importantly, the relationship of trust between the professionals and the family.
d) An evaluation of each of your three local authority websites 
Southwark offers Early Help in a separate section of Early help that describes what Early Help is, differentiates between universal and targeted support, and links to children and family centres and Family Early Help (FEH) service. The page titled extra early help defines the FEH service, meaning that it provides specific assistance undergoing below statutory social care and provides a list of partner agencies. Advantages are simple language definitions, logical format (what early help is, early help to everyone, and, as you need extra early help), and clear signposting to email and phone contact. This is consistent with the findings that parents appreciate the brevity of explanations, visible task-based descriptions and prominent contacting solutions when using the internet to obtain information about services (Davies et al., 2025; Buteau-Poulin et al., 2020). Nevertheless, it does not make much use of visual aids (i.e., flowcharts in various languages) and the pages presuppose rather high level of digital and literacy skills, which might not be in the advantage of certain families.
The site of Norfolk integrates Early Help into a wider section of the site titled Children and families, with a page named Early help for children and families explaining what Early Help is, giving examples of the issues that it can solve, and a page titled request support which has an online request support form. Another page provides additional information on practitioners, such as a continuum-of-need tool and links to Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership materials. Norfolk has a separate family-information directory as well as a visual low-tech flowchart of a family created by the safeguarding partnership to make it clear when to access Early Help and when to call Children Services. These attributes are indicative of good practice found in the reviews of family hubs, in which a single online entry point and meaningful digital routes lessen confusion and enhance accessibility (Ecorys et al., 2023; Department for Education, 2023). The possible limitation here is that the information is dispersed in different locations and one will need to scroll between the council site, the safeguarding partnership and external services, which may not be available to the digitally-disadvantaged families (Wilson-Menzfeld et al., 2025).
Staffordshire organises its information with the help of Children and Family Services with the sublinks to Your early help team, Families First, Family hubs, and the Bump to Toddler Pathway. Your early help teams The Your early help team page states that multi-professional teams assist children with other but non-statutory needs and emphasises the value of coordinated assistance at level 3 on the threshold framework. The Support your family page requests families to visit local family hubs, and provides universal and targeted support. This is reflected by studies which suggest that there should be a distinction between universal and targeted Early Help, and focus on family hubs as a physical and online front door (Family Hubs Network, 2022; National Literacy Trust, 2025). However, the design itself is excessive in terms of text, and important Early Help details can be found more than a few clicks down the line. Web-usability wise, this depth and high-density-text may be obstructing to understanding, especially with less-literate users (Dahm et al., 2023; Elek-BenMoshe and Rafaeli, 2024).
In general, all three councils are satisfactory as they specify the meaning of Early Help, provide contact channels and refer to family hubs or similar services. The variations include the simplicity, centralised, and visual support of their online journeys by the families.
e) A comparative analysis of the main strengths and weaknesses
The three websites have a point of difference when it comes to the ways of conveying Early Help. At its best, Southwark is clear on its story: it presents a brief and family-friendly description of Early Help, separates generic and specific support, and also places the FEH service on the map with contact information. It is a sign that parents do appreciate simple explanations and clear calls of action when they need assistance on the internet (Davies et al., 2025). But the Early Help content in Southwark is fairly basic in terms of visual aids, translations and accessibility. It has been demonstrated that the readability and information design have a strong impact on the ability of citizens to use digital public services, especially when they are stressed or low health literate (Dahm et al., 2023; Elek-BenMoshe and Rafaeli, 2024). Southwark would then have the opportunity to diversify formats (e.g. diagrams, video or easy-read guides) in order to access a more varied audience.
The offer made by Norfolk is more multi-layered. The main council site, online request form, Norfolk Community Directory and safeguarding-partnership flowcharts are some of the ways that families can access Early Help. This is a good practice in multi-agency systems, which have dissimilar entry points (family-facing and professional-facing) connected by a shared-need continuum and shared processes (Dixon et al., 2022; Ball, 2024). However, the platform fragmentation can complicate navigation among digitally-excluded families, who will have difficulties in switching between websites and replicating information (Wilson-Menzfeld et al., 2025; Good Things Foundation, 2024). This is partially addressed by Norfolk with a clear request support button and simple flowchart, though the content can be condensed and there is a better way to signpost translation or accessibility options.
The model developed by Staffordshire is highly consistent with the national family-hubs agenda: the information is organised through the hubs, the Bump to Toddler pathway and Families First, which is an indication that this is a life-course strategy since the point of pregnancy. This reflects findings that entailed hubs and apparent avenues throughout the initial 1,001 days can enhance interaction and outcomes (Department for Education, 2023; Melyda et al., 2025). Nonetheless, the most important Early Help content is located several layers deeper and covers a rather technical set of terms (level 3 needs, co-ordinated support), which might not be as readily available to parents who are not well informed about thresholds or safeguarding jargon. Research on web resources available to parents demonstrates that excessive technicality and technical navigation decrease the level of trust and usability even with the correctness of information (Buteau-Poulin et al., 2020).
In all three councils, the digital exclusion is not explicitly noted, although the UK experience shows that a significant number of families do not have devices or connections or confidence to access online services (Wilson-Menzfeld et al., 2025; Good Things Foundation, 2024). None of the websites feature offline routes, including printed leaflets, community drop-ins or telephone translation lines as featuring on their main Early Help landing pages. Considering the national focus on inclusive family hubs and Supporting Families outcomes (DLUHC & DfE, 2022; DLUHC, 2023), this is an apparent weakness that may increase disparities in access to support.

f) Conclusion with recommendations for areas for improvement 
Overall, all three local authorities are compliant with core expectations as they outline Early Help, referral to family hubs or other similar services and offer online contact routes. Southwark is the most succinctly-written narrative; Norfolk is the more sophisticated multi-agency ecosystem with online forms and flowcharts; and Staffordshire is the best at strongly incorporating Early Help into a family-hub and life-course framework. Nevertheless, every council can do more to make sure that the information about Early Help is actually available to every family.
It is suggested that: language should be simplified and jargon should be kept to a minimum; visual pathways (flowcharts, brief videos, infographics) should be introduced to demonstrate to families how Early Help fits into a broader safeguarding framework; fragmented content should be grouped together so that families perceive one coherent digital front door; and access routes (offline) need to be made highly visible, with options to read them aloud or in a simplified form. It would be helpful to make websites design more consistent with the national recommendations on Early Help, family hubs and digital inclusion so as not to recreate an obstacle to online information promotion of early, voluntary access to services.
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