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Introduction

Early Help is an important part of children and family services in England because it aims to provide support before difficulties become more serious. Families may experience several connected pressures, including financial problems, poor housing, school attendance difficulties, parental conflict, mental health concerns or challenges associated with caring for a child with additional needs. When these difficulties are recognised early, families may receive appropriate support without their circumstances necessarily escalating to statutory intervention. The national Early Help System Guide describes an effective system as one in which services, communities, professionals and families work together, with particular attention to family voice, the workforce, leadership and effective use of information (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

This report examines how Early Help and related family support are communicated through the websites of Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council. These three local authorities are compared in relation to clarity, accessibility, information about available services and the ease with which families can understand how to obtain support. The analysis also considers how effectively each website reflects national expectations for early intervention and multi-agency working. The report argues that good Early Help provision is not enough by itself; families must also be able to understand what help exists and how to access it.

The Early Help System

Early Help can be understood as support provided when difficulties first appear, rather than waiting until a child or family’s circumstances have reached crisis point. The purpose is preventative, but this does not mean that Early Help is limited to families experiencing minor difficulties. It can respond to different levels of need and may involve education, health, housing, family support and voluntary or community organisations. The Early Help System Guide therefore presents Early Help as a wider local system rather than the responsibility of one individual service (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

This whole-family approach is important because difficulties rarely exist separately. For example, financial hardship may contribute to housing insecurity, parental stress and deterioration in children’s emotional wellbeing. Treating only one issue may therefore fail to address the reasons why a family is struggling. The Supporting Families approach similarly emphasises coordinated, whole-family support and the importance of local services identifying need and working together rather than responding to difficulties independently (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2025). Norfolk itself has been identified in the national Supporting Families annual report as an example of movement away from fragmented and reactive services towards a more integrated approach to early intervention. 

There is also a legal and safeguarding context. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 establishes local-authority responsibilities towards children in need, while the Children Act 2004 strengthened arrangements for cooperation between organisations concerned with children’s welfare (UK Parliament, 1989; UK Parliament, 2004).  Early Help should not replace statutory safeguarding intervention when a child is at risk of significant harm. Instead, a successful local system needs clear pathways between universal support, targeted help and statutory services.

Multi-agency Working

Multi-agency working means professionals and organisations combining their knowledge and responsibilities to provide coordinated support. Depending on a family’s circumstances, this can involve schools, health professionals, social workers, police, housing teams, youth services, mental health services and voluntary organisations. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 places multi-agency cooperation at the centre of helping, protecting and promoting children’s welfare (Department for Education, 2026). 

This approach has important advantages. A teacher may identify declining attendance, while a health professional may know about emotional or developmental concerns and a housing service may be aware of instability within the home. Looking at these matters separately can produce an incomplete picture. Effective information sharing and coordinated assessment can help practitioners understand the family’s circumstances more fully and avoid unnecessary duplication.

However, multi-agency working is not automatically effective simply because several organisations are involved. Poor communication, unclear professional responsibilities and delays in information sharing can create gaps in support. Practitioners must also consider confidentiality and share information appropriately. Government information-sharing guidance recognises that practitioners working across education, health, social care, justice and other services need to make appropriate decisions about sharing information when safeguarding children (Department for Education, 2024). 

The family’s involvement is equally important. Early Help should be something carried out with families rather than simply done to them. This makes understandable public information particularly important. If a website uses complicated professional terminology or makes referral pathways difficult to locate, families may be less able to participate in seeking help.

Evaluation of Leeds City Council

Leeds City Council provides detailed information about its Early Help approach. One strength is that its website explains the principle in straightforward terms: support should begin early enough to prevent problems worsening where possible. It also makes clear that Early Help is voluntary and that consent should normally be sought from children, young people and families (Leeds City Council, 2025). 

The website is particularly strong in explaining different levels of support. Its graduated model moves from “getting help” through increasing levels of assistance and finally to support where risk is present. This gives professionals and families some understanding that Early Help is not one fixed intervention. Leeds also explains that universal services, including schools and GPs, contribute alongside more targeted provision and Family Hubs (Leeds City Council, 2025). 

Another strength is the amount of practical family information available. The council’s family-services pages connect users with children’s centres, Family Hubs, parenting programmes, housing assistance, financial support and services addressing parental conflict (Leeds City Council, 2026).  This demonstrates a whole-family perspective because it recognises that children’s outcomes can be affected by wider social and economic circumstances.

The Common Assessment Framework information is also useful in demonstrating how professionals can develop a shared understanding of family strengths and needs. Leeds explains that using a common approach and language can make cooperation between different services easier (Leeds City Council, 2026).  This supports the principles of coordinated working expected nationally.

Nevertheless, the amount of information can also be a weakness. Families unfamiliar with social-care terminology may need to move between several pages before understanding which route applies to them. Terms relating to frameworks, targeted services and safeguarding pathways are useful for practitioners but may make the site feel more complicated for a parent simply asking, “Where can I get help?” Leeds could therefore strengthen accessibility by providing a prominent family-focused starting point containing a short explanation, a small number of choices and one clearly visible route to further assistance.

Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council

Tower Hamlets provides a particularly family focused explanation of Early Help. Its website explains that support is intended to help children, young people and families when challenges first emerge and to prevent problems becoming more serious. It also clearly states that the service covers families from pregnancy until age 19, extending to 25 for young people with SEND (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 

A major strength is its explanation of universal and targeted support. Rather than assuming that users understand professional language, the site provides examples of circumstances that may result in additional help, including poor school attendance, parental mental health difficulties, SEND, parental conflict and language barriers. It also gives recognisable examples of support such as parent groups and debt or budgeting sessions (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).  This makes the information easier to relate to everyday family circumstances.

Its Best Start Family Hub model is another strength. The council states that there are four Best Start Family Hubs and eight Children and Family Centres, with support including health, play, family support, employment and training. The hubs are intended to bring universal and targeted services together and encourage early identification of difficulties (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).  This reflects the wider national direction towards bringing family services together in accessible community settings. Best Start Family Hubs nationally are intended to make health, education and family support easier to access in one connected system (Department for Education, 2026). 

Tower Hamlets also communicates multi-agency working particularly clearly. Its Multi-Agency Support Team includes Children’s Services, health, education, police, probation, housing, Early Help, youth offending services, CAMHS and voluntary-sector involvement (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).  Families are therefore shown that complex needs may require coordinated rather than isolated professional responses.

A limitation is that the range of Family Hub, MAST, Early Help and Children and Family Centre information can still require navigation across different sections. Someone experiencing stress may not distinguish immediately between these service names. A simpler visual pathway showing “I need advice”, “my family needs extra support” and “I am worried a child is unsafe” could improve navigation while retaining the detailed information already available.

Evaluation of Norfolk County Council

Norfolk’s approach also demonstrates a strong emphasis on prevention and coordinated family support. Families can access Early Help for difficulties affecting wellbeing and family life, while the Family Hub model provides connections to advice, groups, workshops and professionals. Support is available through physical community provision as well as online routes, which can increase choice for families (Norfolk County Council, 2026).

A significant strength of Norfolk is its emphasis on providing help at the lowest appropriate level. Local safeguarding information describes universal and community-based Early Help as preventative support designed to strengthen resilience and reduce escalation. Best Start Family Hubs form part of this pathway and support families from pregnancy to 19, or 25 for young people with SEND (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026).  This reflects the preventative principles contained within the national Early Help framework.

Norfolk also demonstrates development in integrated practice. National evaluation of the Supporting Families programme describes Norfolk’s historical movement away from fragmented, reactive family services towards a more proactive and holistic early-intervention system (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2025).  This provides useful evidence that the local approach forms part of broader service transformation rather than simply website signposting.

The main weakness is accessibility of the pathway from a family’s perspective. Some of the most detailed information about thresholds, requests for support and coordinated practice is presented in material primarily aimed at professionals. Families may therefore find the system less immediately understandable than Tower Hamlets’ direct explanation of common problems and types of help. Norfolk could improve this by placing a simplified family journey at the centre of its Early Help pages and separating professional referral information from basic public guidance.

Comparative Analysis

All three local authorities demonstrate the main principle that earlier intervention can prevent difficulties escalating, but they communicate this in different ways.

Leeds provides the strongest explanation of the graduated structure of Early Help and gives considerable detail about how services and practitioners fit together. Its strength is depth, although this can also create a heavier information burden for families. Norfolk similarly demonstrates a developed whole-system approach, but parts of its pathway are easier to understand from a professional perspective than from the viewpoint of a parent seeking immediate assistance.

Tower Hamlets is the strongest of the three in overall public communication. Its pages explain what Early Help means, who can receive it, examples of circumstances in which support may be useful, what services families may receive and how multi-agency support operates. Importantly, it translates professional concepts into examples that families can recognise. This is significant because accessibility is not simply about having information online; information must enable people to understand their options and act upon them.

However, none of the three websites is without limitations. The national Early Help System Guide places family voice and experience at the centre of system development (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).  Therefore, website quality should be considered not only by how much information is provided but also by whether families with different literacy levels, disabilities, language needs and digital abilities can successfully navigate it.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Early Help is most effective when families receive appropriate assistance before difficulties escalate and when agencies work together rather than responding independently. The analysis demonstrates that Leeds, Tower Hamlets and Norfolk all communicate important elements of prevention, whole-family support and multi-agency working.

Of the three websites, Tower Hamlets appears to communicate Early Help most effectively to families because it combines a straightforward definition with examples of family difficulties, available support, Family Hub provision, contact routes and an understandable explanation of multi-agency involvement. Leeds provides particularly strong detail about its graduated Early Help model, while Norfolk demonstrates a well-developed preventative and integrated system, but both could make the initial family journey simpler.

All three authorities could improve their websites further by creating one highly visible starting point for families, reducing professional terminology, separating family and practitioner information, providing clearer step-by-step pathways and ensuring accessible alternatives for people who struggle with digital services. Information should also be regularly reviewed so that service details, referral routes and safeguarding contacts remain current. These improvements would support the wider principle within Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 that effective support depends on organisations working together to help, protect and promote children’s welfare (Department for Education, 2026). 
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