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1. Introduction 
Protecting children and young people is a collective duty that depends on professionals and organisations working together to safeguard children and support their wellbeing. Within England’s safeguarding system, Early Help offers timely, preventative assistance to children, young people and families before difficulties develop into more serious concerns requiring statutory involvement. Early Help aims to recognise needs early, build on family strengths, and provide coordinated support through multi-agency working to improve outcomes for children and minimise the risk of harm (Department for Education, 2026).
Local authorities have a central safeguarding role and are responsible for making sure families can easily find information about Early Help and related support services. Council websites may be the first source of information for parents, carers and professionals looking for guidance, referral routes and available services. As a result, the clarity, accessibility and structure of these websites can affect how quickly families are able to identify and obtain appropriate support.
This report critically explores how Early Help is presented on the websites of Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council. It begins by outlining the Early Help system and explaining the value of multi-agency working before assessing each local authority website. Their strengths and limitations are then compared to establish which local authority offers the clearest, most accessible and effective online information for children, young people and families, before presenting practical recommendations for improvement.

2. Main body
The Early Help system
The Early Help system is a preventive approach that aims to find and respond to the needs of children, young people, and families as soon as possible. It focuses on intervening before issues become serious enough to require formal protection measures. Instead of waiting for a child to suffer significant harm or to meet the criteria for social care involvement, Early Help provides prompt, coordinated support that encourages positive outcomes and lowers the chances of future crises. This marks a shift in children's services from reacting to problems to preventing them and recognises that tackling emerging concerns early can improve long-term well-being while reducing the pressure on specialised services. The Department for Education’s Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as a system-wide approach that allows local partnerships to provide coordinated, family-centred support based on local needs and collaboration between agencies.
[bookmark: _Int_zDe1Xqao][image: ]

A key principle of the Early Help system is the whole-family approach. This recognises that one family member’s needs often affect the well-being of others. Therefore, assessments should look at the circumstances, strengths, and challenges of the whole family, not just the child facing difficulties. Additionally, Early Help encourages a strengths-based practice. It motivates professionals to find and build on the existing skills, relationships, and resilience within families rather than focusing only on their problems. This collaborative approach allows families to take part in decision-making and create lasting solutions that lead to better outcomes.

The Early Help process typically starts when professionals like teachers, health visitors, GPs, or youth workers notice concerns. Families can also directly seek support. With the family’s permission, an Early Help Assessment is performed to uncover needs, strengths, and desired outcomes. This assessment guides a coordinated family plan led by a designated Lead Practitioner, who serves as the main contact and organises support from the relevant agencies. The Early Help System Guide stresses the importance of having one assessment, one family plan, and one lead practitioner. This ensures that families do not have to repeat their situations to multiple professionals, promoting seamless service delivery.

Even though Early Help recognises as an effective preventive model, its success relies on consistent teamwork, adequate resources, and families knowing that help is available. When accessing information is difficult or referral pathways are not clear, chances for early intervention may be lost, causing issues to escalate unnecessarily. Therefore, local authority websites are crucial in allowing children, young people, and families to clearly understand what Early Help is, identify available services, and obtain support as soon as possible. This underscores why assessing how local authorities present Early Help information online is a vital part of safeguarding practice.Figure 1: The early help system (Department of education, 2022)
https://ssslearning.co.uk/safeguarding-articles 


Multi agency and interdisciplinary working
[image: ]Figure 2: Example of multi agency partnership working within children’s safeguarding (Alexis J, 2025) 
https://stories.celcis.org/building-brighter-futures-together/ 

Effective multi-agency and interdisciplinary working are fundamental to the successful delivery of the Early Help system. Multi-agency working refers to different organisations, such as health services, education, social care, the police, and voluntary organisations, working together to identify needs, share information and provide coordinated support for children, young people, and families. Interdisciplinary working goes a step further by encouraging professionals from different disciplines to combine their ability, make joint decisions and develop shared plans to achieve the best possible outcomes. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department   for Education, 2026) emphasises that safeguarding is most effective when professionals communicate openly, share relevant information appropriately and work collaboratively to protect children and promote their welfare.
Within the Early Help system, professionals including teachers, health visitors, GPs, family support workers, social workers, and mental health practitioners each contribute specialist knowledge that helps develop a holistic understanding of a family’s circumstances. By working together, agencies can identify concerns at an earlier stage, reduce duplication of services, and ensure families receive coordinated support through a single assessment and family plan. This collaborative approach also enables professionals to address the interconnected factors that may affect a child’s wellbeing, including education, physical and mental health, housing, financial difficulties, and domestic abuse, rather than responding to these issues in isolation (DfE, 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_auS6Sjht][bookmark: _Int_Om2Px5oI][bookmark: _Int_jD9LXEBU]Despite its recognised benefits, effective partnership working is not without challenges. Differences in organisational priorities, communication barriers, inconsistent information sharing and limited resources can reduce the effectiveness of collaborative practice. Professionals may also use different terminology or assessment processes, creating confusion and delays in decision-making. If agencies fail to communicate effectively, important safeguarding concerns may be overlooked, preventing children and families from receiving prompt support. Therefore, successful Early Help relies not only on professionals working together but also on clear referral pathways and accessible information that enables families and practitioners to understand how services can be accessed. Consequently, local authority websites play a vital role in supporting partnership working by providing exact, up-to-date, and easily accessible information about Early Help services, referral processes, and available family support.




Evaluation of Leeds city council’s Early Help centre 
Leeds city council provides a clear and well-structured Early Help webpage explaining the purpose of Early Help and the support available to children, young people families. It presents Early Help as a voluntary, preventative approach designed to provide the right support at the right time, reflecting the principles of Early Help System guide. Clear headings and straightforward language make the information accessible to families and professionals.
A key strength is the is the emphasis on partnership working. Leeds explains how schools, GPs, children’s centres, youth services, family hubs, and other agencies work together to support families. The thrive model and graduated pathway also show how families can move between universal, targeted and specialist services depending on their needs.
The website provides effective signposting to family hubs, parenting programmes, financial support, housing advice, SEND services and health and well-being resources. However, some information is spread across several linked pages, which may make it harder for families experiencing urgent or complex difficulties to locate support quickly. Overall, Leeds provides an accessible and family-centred website with effective communication, signposting, and collaborative safeguarding.
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council’s Early Help website
Tower Hamlets Council provides clear and family-focused Early Help information. The website explains Early Help as a preventative approach that provides support when difficulties first arise, helping families build resilience and preventing problems from escalating. This reflects the principle of the Early Help System guide (Department for Education, 2022).
A major strength is its focus on Best Start Family Hubs and the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST). The website demonstrates how social care, education, health, housing, police, and voluntary organisations work together to provide coordinated support. It also explains the Refferal process and provides contact details, helping families understand how to access services. This reflects the multi-agency approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2026).
The website signposts users to parenting advice, mental health services, domestic abuse support, SEND provision and financial guidance. However, some information is spread across different webpages, requiring users to follow several links. Overall, Tower Hamlets provides comprehensive and accessible information, particularly in relation to partnership working and integrated family support, although navigation could be simplified. 
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council’s Early Help Website
Norfolk County Council provides clear and informative Early Help information for children, young people, and families. Early help is described as a preventative approach that provides support when difficulties arise, builds on family strengths and aims to prevent problems from becoming more serious. This reflects the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022). 
A key strength is the focus on whole-family and partnership working. Norfolk explains that early help involves professionals from education, health, social care, and community organisations working together. Families are also given information about Family Hubs, the Early Help Assessment process and how support is tailored to individual needs, reflecting Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2026).
The website signposts families to parenting support, emotional wellbeing resources, SEND services and community-based support. However, information is spread across several webpages and partner websites, which may make it harder to find specific support quickly. Overall, Norfolk provides detailed, family-centred information with a strong emphasis on prevention and partnership working, although a more streamlined structure could improve accessibility.
[image: ]Figure 3: Norfolk county council early help webpage (Norfolk County council, 2026)
https://www.healthinformation.norfolk.gov.uk/product/norfolk-family-hubs-a4-poster 


Comparative analysis of the three local authority websites
All three local authority websites successfully communicate the purpose of the Early Help system and prove a commitment to providing preventative support for children, young people, and families. Each website reflects the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) by promoting early intervention, multi-agency working and family-centred support. However, differences exist in the accessibility, organisation, and presentation of information, which may influence how easily families can identify and access right services.
Leeds City Council provides the most user-friendly and well-structured website. Information is organised logically, written in understandable language, and supported by effective signposting to a wide range of services, including Family Hubs, mental health support and SEND provision. In comparison, Tower Hamlets also offers comprehensive information and clearly explains partnership working through its Family Hubs and Multi-Agency Support Team. However, users must navigate several linked pages to access all available services, which may reduce accessibility for families seeking immediate support. Similarly, Norfolk County Council provides detailed information and strongly promotes a whole-family approach, but its content is distributed across multiple webpages and partner websites, making navigation less straightforward than Leeds.
A common strength across all three websites is their commitment to promoting collaborative working and encouraging early intervention before concerns escalate. Nevertheless, all three could improve the user experience by reducing the number of pages required to access referral information and presenting key contact details more prominently. Overall, Leeds City Council communicates Early Help most effectively because it combines understandable language, logical navigation, and comprehensive signposting, making it easier for families to understand the support available and access services promptly.


3. Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_Vpt0UQ8a]This report has examined the role of the Early Help system within England’s safeguarding framework and highlighted the importance of multi-agency and interdisciplinary working in supporting children, young people, and families. The evaluation of the websites of Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council showed that all three local authorities effectively promote the principles of early intervention and provide access to a range of family support services. However, differences were shown in the accessibility, organisation, and navigation of information. Overall, Leeds City Council provides the most effective and accessible online information due to its clear structure, straightforward language, and comprehensive signposting, making it easier for families to understand available services and seek support at an early stage.



4. Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Int_J9qyhT7f][bookmark: _Int_S0oTmdE3][bookmark: _Int_BXBCXSc0][bookmark: _Int_G7tTBmit][bookmark: _Int_Xm2zc3Uh][bookmark: _Int_jBF2aGIc]Based on the findings of this report, all three local authorities should continue to strengthen the accessibility and effectiveness of their Early Help websites. Firstly, key referral information and contact details should be displayed more prominently to enable families to access support quickly. Secondly, reducing the number of webpages required to locate services would improve navigation and the overall user experience. Local authorities should also expand the use of visual resources, such as infographics and short videos, to explain the Early Help process more clearly. Finally, regular website reviews informed by feedback from families and professionals should be undertaken to ensure information remains exact, accessible and responsive to the changing needs of local communities.
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There’s lots of services to help in Norfolk and they're
joining together in what’s called Norfolk Family Hubs.
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