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[bookmark: _bqzcltg4rzpo]An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Their Local Authority Website
[bookmark: _5ea6q4yhaok0]1. Introduction
Early Help is an established part of England’s safeguarding system and is intended to support children, young people and families before emerging difficulties develop into more serious concerns. Although its purpose is clear, the way Early Help is communicated to families varies considerably across local authorities. Families need straightforward information that explains what Early Help involves and how they can access support, yet online communication often falls short of this. When websites use unclear language, offer limited detail or are difficult to navigate, they risk creating barriers for families who may already feel uncertain about seeking help. This raises important questions about how effectively Early Help is promoted and whether local authorities are meeting their responsibility to make support accessible.
This report examines how three contrasting local authorities present Early Help information on their websites. Leeds City Council represents a large metropolitan area with established partnership arrangements. Norfolk County Council illustrates the challenges of delivering Early Help across a rural county where access to services can be uneven. Tower Hamlets Council reflects the complexity of communicating support within a diverse London borough that experiences significant social need. By analysing these different contexts, the report considers not only the clarity of the information provided but also how each authority frames Early Help, engages families and supports multi‑agency working. The discussion will compare the strengths and limitations of each approach and identify which authority communicates Early Help most effectively. It will also highlight areas where improvements are needed to ensure families receive clear, meaningful and accessible guidance.


[bookmark: _7vo2v2gbalj3]2. Understanding the Early Help System
Early Help refers to the support offered to children, young people and families when emerging concerns are recognised at an early stage. Its purpose is to prevent difficulties from developing into more serious problems and to reduce reliance on statutory intervention. According to the Early Help System Guide, effective practice depends on coordinated support, timely identification of need and genuine involvement of families in decisions about their care (Department for Education, 2022). This perspective acknowledges that children’s lives are shaped by a wide range of influences, including family relationships, education, health, housing and wider social conditions. As a result, Early Help extends beyond traditional safeguarding activity and relies on contributions from a broad network of professionals and community organisations.
The significance of Early Help is reinforced by legislation such as the Children Act 1989 and the Children Act 2004. These Acts place clear duties on local authorities and partner agencies to promote children’s welfare and to work together within safeguarding arrangements. The Children Act 2004 in particular emphasises the value of partnership working, recognising that children’s needs are best met when services collaborate rather than operate in isolation.
The Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) outlines several characteristics of effective Early Help, including accessible provision, clear communication and support that reflects the circumstances of individual families. Local authority websites play an important role in this process because they are often the first place families look for information. However, digital communication requires careful design. Families who are already experiencing stress or uncertainty may struggle with professional terminology, unclear explanations or websites that are difficult to navigate. When this happens, Early Help becomes harder to access, and the intention of early intervention is undermined.


[bookmark: _fyv7xlx8kz1e]3. Multi-Agency Working and Safeguarding Partnerships
Early Help relies on strong multi agency working because the difficulties faced by families are rarely confined to a single issue or service. Families often experience overlapping challenges that require input from a range of professionals, which means support must be coordinated rather than fragmented. Multi agency working refers to cooperation between organisations such as schools, health services, social care, housing providers and voluntary groups, all contributing to shared aims for children’s wellbeing. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) reinforces this expectation by stating that safeguarding depends on cooperation, timely information sharing and coordinated responses. When agencies work together effectively, concerns can be recognised earlier and support is more likely to reflect the complexity of a family’s circumstances.
Interdisciplinary practice strengthens this further because it brings together different forms of professional knowledge. A child who is struggling at school may need involvement from education staff, health practitioners and family support workers. A single service response would not capture the full picture. This illustrates why Early Help requires a holistic understanding of children’s lives rather than narrow assessments based on one professional viewpoint.
[bookmark: _ou6whhucnrk3]Although the value of multi agency working is widely acknowledged, significant challenges continue to limit its effectiveness. Differences in professional cultures, uncertainty about information sharing and pressure on resources can lead to inconsistent collaboration. These issues often result in fragmented support, which undermines the purpose of Early Help. For Early Help to function as intended, cooperation between professionals must be matched by clear and accessible communication with families. Local authority websites therefore play an important role because they often act as the first point of contact for families seeking support. If information is unclear, overly technical or difficult to navigate, families may struggle to understand what Early Help offers or how to access it. This highlights a wider tension between policy expectations of early intervention and the practical realities of how information is presented to the public.

[bookmark: _tz9awgcakuyy]4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _hab6qpkp9ibb]4.1 Leeds City Council
[image: C:\Users\lenovo\Downloads\Screenshot 2026-07-27 at 08-05-17 One minute guide Early help Leeds.gov.uk.png]
Figure 1: Leeds City Council Early Help webpage navigation 
Leeds City Council provides Early Help information through its family support and safeguarding webpages. The website outlines a range of services relating to parenting, education, wellbeing and family difficulties.
A key strength of the Leeds approach is its focus on presenting support around family needs rather than only professional service categories. This may make information more accessible because families can identify support based on their circumstances rather than needing to understand the structure of local authority services.
The approach also reflects the partnership principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026), demonstrating the importance of coordinated support between agencies.
However, the amount of information available may create difficulties for some users. Large local authority websites can become complex, requiring families to navigate several pages before finding suitable support. While Leeds provides comprehensive information, clearer pathways for families unsure where to begin could improve accessibility
[bookmark: _6kjthimi5yqm]4.2 Norfolk County Council
[image: C:\Users\lenovo\Downloads\Screenshot 2026-07-27 at 08-10-41 Early help for children and families - Norfolk County Council.png] Figure 2: Norfolk County Council webpage navigation
Norfolk County Council provides Early Help information through its family support webpages, explaining available services and how families can request assistance. As a large rural authority, Norfolk faces particular challenges in ensuring services are accessible across geographically dispersed communities.
A strength of the Norfolk website is its practical and straightforward explanation of Early Help. The information helps families understand that support is available before problems become serious, reflecting the preventative principles of Early Help.
However, rural communities may experience barriers that cannot be addressed through online information alone. Issues such as transport, internet access and distance from services may affect accessibility. Therefore, digital communication must be supported by strong community based services.
[bookmark: _bm7r44k18lv8]4.3 Tower Hamlets Council
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Figure 3: Tower Hamlets Early Help service page
Tower Hamlets Council provides Early Help information within the wider context of family support services across the borough. The website reflects the needs of a diverse urban population by highlighting support relating to parenting, family wellbeing and community services.
A strength of the Tower Hamlets approach is its recognition that Early Help must respond to wider social factors affecting families, including inequality and community needs. This aligns with the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises personalised and coordinated support (Department for Education, 2022).
However, accessibility could be improved through clearer explanations of services and greater consideration of families with different language needs or varying levels of digital confidence. Simplified information and stronger multilingual options could increase engagement.
[bookmark: _wue7gkn6rh62]5. Comparative Analysis of Local Authority Approaches
The evaluation of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council shows that all three authorities recognise the importance of Early Help and provide families with information about available support. However, the effectiveness of their communication varies depending on accessibility, clarity and how easily families can identify suitable services.
A common strength across the three websites is their focus on prevention. Each authority presents Early Help as support available before difficulties become more serious, reflecting the principles of early identification and coordinated intervention outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022). The websites also demonstrate that Early Help extends beyond safeguarding concerns and includes support relating to parenting, education, emotional wellbeing and family circumstances.
The importance of partnership working is also reflected across the three authorities. Their approaches align with Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026), which highlights the need for agencies to work collaboratively to improve outcomes for children and families.
However, differences exist in how effectively information is communicated. Leeds provides extensive information and demonstrates a strong partnership approach, but the volume of content may make navigation difficult for families who require immediate guidance. Norfolk provides a clearer and more straightforward explanation of Early Help, making it easier for families to understand available support. However, as a rural authority, challenges remain regarding accessibility for families who experience geographical or digital barriers.
Tower Hamlets demonstrates strong awareness of the needs of a diverse urban population. Its focus on community support and targeted services reflects local needs, although greater use of simplified language and multilingual resources could improve accessibility.
Overall, Norfolk County Council appears to provide the most effective online signposting approach because it balances information, clarity and ease of access. However, the strongest overall model would combine Norfolk’s clear communication, Leeds’ partnership approach and Tower Hamlets’ focus on diversity and community needs.
[bookmark: _ilueixji254q]6. Conclusion
This report examined how Early Help is communicated to families through the websites of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. Early Help is a key element of the safeguarding system because it aims to identify difficulties early and provide support before problems escalate. The effectiveness of this approach relies not only on professional services but also on whether families can easily understand and access available support.
The analysis shows that local authority websites play an important function in connecting families with services. Digital information can increase accessibility by allowing families to seek advice at a time that suits them. However, websites must be designed carefully because complex navigation or professional language may discourage families from seeking help.
Leeds provides comprehensive information and demonstrates strong partnership working, although the quantity of information may affect accessibility. Norfolk offers the clearest online communication by explaining Early Help in a practical and family-friendly way. Tower Hamlets demonstrates responsiveness to community diversity but could further improve accessibility through clearer language and additional support for families from different backgrounds.
Based on the comparison, Norfolk County Council provides the most effective online Early Help information because it communicates services clearly and supports families to understand how assistance can be accessed. Nevertheless, effective Early Help requires more than online information. Local authorities must continue combining digital communication with community engagement and strong multi-agency partnerships.
[bookmark: _wf4phnkry8rx]7. Recommendations
The analysis identifies several areas where Early Help communication could be improved.
Firstly, local authorities should use simpler and more family focused language. Professional terminology may create uncertainty, so websites should clearly explain that Early Help is supportive and preventative rather than only associated with safeguarding concerns.
Secondly, websites should include clearer pathways for families seeking assistance. A “find support for my situation” approach could help users identify relevant services without searching through multiple pages.
Thirdly, councils should consider accessibility needs by providing translated information, easy read formats and alternative ways of accessing support. Digital services should complement rather than replace face to face support.
Finally, local authorities should regularly seek feedback from families who use Early Help services. This would help identify barriers and ensure online information remains relevant, accessible and responsive to community needs
[bookmark: _wn5xu2gj3vxi]
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One minute guide: Early help

Early Help should start early in the life of the problem so that statutory interventions
(such as the involvement of social work services) can be avoided where appropriate.
Intervening as early as possible, regardless of the age of the child or young person, can
positively improve their outcomes. Early help is voluntary and consent from children,
young people and their families to work with them should always be sought.

In Leeds, we believe Early Help should always be an approach to provide children,
young people and families with the right support at the right time to thrive and reach
their full potential. Parents and carers know their children best, and we support them
when presented with challenges to build on their capacity and resources and be
empowered to deal with the issues they face.
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