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Introduction:
Early Help is a key part of the safeguarding and family support in England. It aims to identify rising problems and provide the right support before these become more difficult and require statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as a system and not a single service, consisting of networks of services, processes and relationships to support children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity[footnoteRef:1]. It is important that Early Help effectively communicated what families need to know, what support is available, who can provide it and how to access it. [1:  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022). Levelling up the United Kingdom. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom 
] 

Local authority websites are becoming more important to this process, providing families with information. The usefulness of online information depends on accessibility, if it is understandable, and detail. This report compares the Early Help information provided by Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Tower Hamlets Council. This comparison looks at how each website describes Early Help, pathways into support, how they discuss multi-agency working and direct families to wider services.

Understanding Early Help:
Early Help surrounds the idea that support is given when difficult times first arise rather than when problems escalate. The Early Help System Guide states that an effective system is a network of services and interactions working toward shared outcomes for children and families[footnoteRef:2]. This means that help cannot be conceived as a referral to a particular team within the council but specialist services working together according to the needs of the child and family.

The approach matches the broader safeguarding framework. The Children Act 1989 introduced the importance of protecting children in need and protect children from serious harm[footnoteRef:3]. The Children Act 2004 increased expectations around teamwork between agencies[footnoteRef:4]. It is not to replace safeguarding intervention where a child is at risk, but to offer proportionate support before problems reach a statutory threshold.

The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 guidance strengthens this approach. The guidance describes family help as the integration of targeted Early Help and section 17 support to develop a more coherent system, with stable relationships and family plans driven by multi-disciplinary teams[footnoteRef:5]. It also reinforces expectations about information sharing and multi-agency safeguarding plans.

Local authority websites have a significant communication function. They need to do more than just advertise services, they need to help families understand how the system works and how different agencies work together. Clear online information can reduce uncertainty, encourage earlier engagement and help families to identify appropriate support without automatically entering statutory social care.
 [2:  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022). Levelling up the United Kingdom. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom 
]  [3:  Legislation.gov.uk. (2026). Children act 1989. [online] Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/contents/2026-04-29?view=plain 
]  [4:  GOV.UK (2004). Children act 2004. [online] Legislation.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/31/contents 
]  [5:  Working together to safeguard children 2026. (n.d.). [online] Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/69fb1c28d0e316a40f269a5b/Working_together_to_safeguard_children_2026_a_guide_to_multi_agency_working.pdf 
] 

Multi-agency Work:

Multi-agency working is the practice of different organisations — charities, local authorities, NHS trusts, police, schools, and others — collaborating to support individuals with complex or overlapping needs. [footnoteRef:6]. These might be social care, health, education, the police, housing, voluntary organisations and community services. The logic is that family problems rarely remain confined to one area. For example, financial hardship may simultaneously impact housing, parental mental health and children’s educational attendance.  A principle can be useful as it can prevent the family from repeating their circumstances to many different professionals. 

A good website needs to make it clear that Early Help is not just the work of social workers, it needs to show families the role of schools, healthcare professionals, community organisations and other services.
 [6:  Team, P. (2026). What is multi-agency working? A guide for UK charities and practitioners. [online] Plinth. Available at: https://www.plinth.org.uk/complete-guide/what-is-multi-agency-working 
] 

Norfolk County Council Evaluation:

Norfolk County Council defines Early Help as support offered when a problem arises and stresses working with children and families to build their strengths and capacity to manage difficulties. Norfolk’s prevention strategy describes prevention as a continuum of activity from universal activity to targeted support and Early Help for children, young people and families with additional needs[footnoteRef:7].

Norfolk’s use of the Family Hub is meant to make support easier to access by joining services together and providing information online as well as through community locations. The Family Hub model covers children and young people up to the age of 19, or age 25 for those with special educational needs and disabilities[footnoteRef:8].
 [7:  Early help for children and families. (n.d.). [online] Norfolk County Council. Available at: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/helpforfamilies 
]  [8:  Best start family hubs - Norfolk County Council. (2026a). [online] Norfolk County Council. Available at: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/article/40406/Best-Start-Family-Hubs
] 

But the online information from Norfolk can be less straightforward than the most streamlined examples. The Early Help offer is available on the main council website, Family Hub information and partner sites. This can be a navigation issue for families who may not know whether they should be looking for ‘Early Help’, ‘Family Hubs’ or ‘children and families’ or a specific problem. In principle there are several good entry points. But it can also create uncertainty.

Norfolk therefore has a strong underlying Early Help system and significant partnership working, but its online communication would benefit from a clearer single starting point that explains, simply, what families should do if they are unsure which service they need.
Leeds Council Evaluation:
There is a clear structure in Leeds around Family Hubs and the Early Help Front Door and the information about Early Help is particularly detailed. The council says Early Help should be voluntary, should seek the agreement of children, young people and families and should be started early in the life of a problem. It describes Early Help as “everyone’s business” and includes universal services such as schools and GPs, targeted services and Family Hubs[footnoteRef:9] [9:  One minute guide: Family hubs and the early help front door team | leeds.Gov.uk. (2025). [online] Leeds.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/one-minute-guides/family-hubs-and-early-help-front-door-team 
] 

The Leeds Council website talks about the journey from “getting help” to “going from help to more help”, “getting more help” and “getting risk support”[footnoteRef:10]. This gives families and professionals a clear structure for how support is provided as needs become more complex.

Leeds also does a good job of communicating multi-agency processes. Its Common Assessment Framework information explains how practitioners can identify needs, assess strengths, develop integrated services and review a delivery plan. The Team Around the Child/Family approach has family members working with a Lead Professional who coordinates the agreed plan. This is an illustration of how partnership working is put into practice rather than just saying agencies work together.

Its main weakness is the amount of information. Detailed information helps with transparency, but too many pages, models, and service names can be overwhelming for families just wanting to know “where do I start?” The website is comprehensive but would benefit from less professional terminology, making it easier to digest and understand. Overall, Leeds website is very informative, blending practical access information with explanations of support and multi-agency working. [10:  One minute guide: Family hubs and the early help front door team | leeds.Gov.uk. (2025). [online] Leeds.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/one-minute-guides/family-hubs-and-early-help-front-door-team] 

Tower Hamlets Evaluation:

Tower Hamlets has a highly visible Early Help section based on the sort of questions that families are likely to ask. Its ‘About Early Help’ page tells you what Early Help is, who it's for, what it looks like and where families can get support. Early Help is available to families in Tower Hamlets from pregnancy to age 19 or 25 for young people with SEND, the council says.
The website gives clear examples of situations where extra support may be needed, including parental conflict, SEND, poor school attendance, parental mental health difficulties and language barriers. It also sets out universal and targeted services and how support can start thru Best Start Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres.

A strength is the clarity of the access arrangements. Tower Hamlets says families can go to someone working with them already - a school, Children and Family Centre, youth service, healthcare provider or a voluntary organization. Families can also call the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST)[footnoteRef:11]. This is a good example of signposting as it acknowledges that families may feel more comfortable speaking to a professional, they know than they would approaching the council directly. [11:  Multi-agency support team (MAST). (2025a). [online] Towerhamlets.gov.uk. Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/health__social_care/children_and_family_care/Multi-Agency-Support-Team-MAST.aspx 
] 


Recommendations:

But the information can also get complicated. There are several related terms used on the website, such as Early Help, MAST, Best Start Family Hubs, Supporting Stronger Families and Children and Family centres. While these are related, the differences between them may not be immediately apparent to families new to the system. Better visual pathways between the services would enhance the usability.

Comparative analysis:
All three authorities—Norfolk, Leeds, and Tower Hamlets—share similar key principles. They all view Early Help as a proactive measure rather than just a reactive one. They understand the value of working in partnership. Each of them also utilise Family Hubs or similar community-focused strategies to make support more accessible to families.
The main difference lies in how they organise their information. Norfolk promotes partnership and community, but its information can be a bit scattered across various sections of its online platform. Leeds stands out with a particularly clear explanation of the approach, along with details about its Family Hubs, Early Help Front Door, and multi-agency processes. Tower Hamlets excels in providing straightforward information about who Early Help is meant for, the issues it can help with, and the exact steps families need to take to request support.
When we talk about accessibility, it’s not just about how much information is available; it’s also about how easy someone without prior knowledge can understand what is in front of them. This is crucial in evaluating how effective information is communicated to families.
Leeds seems to offer the most effective communication overall. Its information presents a clear explanation of Early Help, integrates an excellent model, outlines direct contact options, details Family Hubs, and clarifies multi-agency collaboration. The council's current strategy also highlights integrated family support and Early Help as key priorities, emphasizing collaboration with health, education, and community partners.
Tower Hamlets comes in a close second and might even be more beneficial for some families due to its very direct "where can I get help?" information. Norfolk has a strong strategic and community-oriented model, but its online pathway could use some simplification.
To improve, all three councils should create a single, easily accessible Early Help landing page for families that addresses three fundamental questions: "Do I need help?", "What support is available?"
This would make it easier for families to understand what the councils have to offer. Councils should create clear visual pathways that show how families can move from universal support to targeted Early Help, and if needed, to statutory safeguarding. Moreover, websites should highlight how different agencies work together for families. Instead of just saying that agencies collaborate, councils should clarify who’s involved, why they might share information, and how families can take part in the decision-making process. Lastly, local authorities should frequently test their websites with parents, carers, young people, and those with additional communication needs. Accessibility should be evaluated based on user experience, not just technical standards. This aligns with the Early Help System Guide's focus on understanding local needs and using evidence along with family insights to enhance services.
The analysis shows that Norfolk, Leeds, and Tower Hamlets are all doing a great job of providing Early Help information and are committed to working in partnership. Norfolk boasts a robust community and Family Hub model; Tower Hamlets stands out for its clear guidance on access, assessment, consent, and its multi-agency MAST setup; while Leeds merges practical access details with a straightforward graduated model of Early Help.
Conclusion:
Overall, it seems that Leeds City Council does the best job of communicating Early Help. Their use of Family Hubs, the Early Help Front Door, a graduated model, and clear explanations of how multi-agency collaboration works create a fairly smooth pathway for families and professionals alike. Still, all three areas could enhance their efforts by simplifying the language they use, establishing clearer single-entry points, and getting feedback from families on the information provided.
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