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[bookmark: _Toc218269843]Introduction 
Early Help, also referred to as early intervention, is a central component of safeguarding practice in England and aims to provide timely support to children, young people and families before difficulties escalate. The Early Help system focuses on identifying emerging needs at an early stage and coordinating appropriate support through multi-agency working (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). Local authorities have a statutory responsibility to ensure families can access clear and accurate information about available support, with local authority websites increasingly acting as a key point of access.
This report examines how the Early Help system is communicated and signposted to families through local authority websites, recognising the importance of accessible digital information for non-specialist audiences. The report focuses on three local authorities: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council, which were selected to allow comparison across different geographical contexts and approaches to service communication.
The report will outline the Early Help system and the role of multi-agency working, drawing on statutory guidance and relevant literature. It will then evaluate how local authority websites present information about Early Help and related family support services. A comparative analysis will identify key strengths and weaknesses across the three websites, leading to a conclusion that determines which local authority communicates Early Help most effectively, alongside recommendations for improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc218269844]Explanation of the Early Help System 
The Early Help system is an approach to safeguarding and family support that focuses on identifying and responding to emerging needs at the earliest possible stage. It aims to provide timely, proportionate support to babies, children, young people and families before concerns escalate and require statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide emphasises that Early Help should be child-centred and responsive, ensuring that appropriate support is offered when difficulties first arise rather than waiting until problems become more complex (Department for Education, 2022). Early intervention can address issues such as parenting challenges, educational difficulties and family stress, helping to reduce the likelihood of harm and promote long-term wellbeing. Government investment in initiatives such as Family Hubs reflects this preventative approach, offering tailored support including infant and parental mental health services and parenting programmes (Department for Education, 2022).
The primary target group for Early Help services is children, young people and families, with support available at any stage of a child or young person’s life. Some families, including children in care, those with disabilities, young parents or families experiencing abuse, may require more targeted or intensive support than others (Action for Children, n.d.). A key objective of Early Help is to prevent escalation to child protection services by providing coordinated, multi-agency support at an early stage. By addressing concerns proactively, Early Help strengthens family resilience, empowers parents and carers, and reduces reliance on statutory interventions, while also supporting more effective use of resources across health, education and social care services.
The Early Help system is underpinned by national safeguarding policy and statutory guidance, which outline the responsibilities of local authorities and partner agencies. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) highlights that safeguarding is a shared responsibility and stresses the importance of offering support as soon as concerns are identified, rather than waiting until statutory thresholds are met. Within this guidance, Early Help is positioned as part of a wider range of support, sitting below child protection and statutory social care services while playing a crucial role in preventing escalation. The Early Help System Guide further reinforces this by emphasising early identification, proportionate responses and coordinated multi-agency working, ensuring that families receive the right support at the right time (Department for Education, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc218269845]Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working refers to different organisations and professionals working together in a coordinated way to support children and families. Research by Atkinson et al. (2002) identifies several models of multi-agency working, including decision-making groups, consultation and training arrangements, centre-based services, coordinated delivery and operational team working. These models demonstrate varying levels of collaboration, depending on the purpose of the partnership and the needs of service users.
Multi-agency working has become a central feature of government policy within children’s services, based on the recognition that no single agency can meet complex needs alone (Abbott, Townsley and Watson, 2005). It is now understood as a collaborative approach in which agencies share responsibility, information and expertise to provide more effective and joined-up support. Effective information sharing is central to this process, as it enables professionals to develop a shared understanding of need and respond in a timely and coordinated way, which is particularly important within Early Help.
Within the Early Help system, multi-agency working offers significant benefits, particularly in relation to early identification and consistency of support. When professionals from health, education, social care and voluntary services work together, emerging concerns can be recognised earlier and addressed before they escalate into more serious safeguarding issues. A coordinated approach also supports families to experience services as consistent and joint rather than fragmented, which can improve trust and engagement.
However, multi-agency working also presents challenges in practice. Communication between agencies can be difficult, particularly where organisations operate under different systems, priorities or thresholds for intervention. Reliance on digital systems may also create barriers for some families, especially those with limited access to technology or lower digital literacy. These challenges highlight the importance of clear communication, shared understanding and accessible information to ensure that Early Help arrangements are effective and inclusive.

[bookmark: _Toc218269846]Evaluation of Local Authority Websites 
[bookmark: _Toc218269847]Leeds City Council 
The Leeds City Council website contains a wide range of information relating to children and family services, including Early Help; however, locating clear and comprehensive Early Help guidance can be challenging. While information explaining what Early Help is and how to access support is available, it is often hidden within a general “guides” section containing a long list of unrelated documents. As a result, users may need to rely on the website’s search function, which may be difficult for individuals with limited digital confidence (Leeds City Council, 2025).
The language used throughout the website is generally clear and suitable for families, with professional terminology largely limited to the names of specific therapies or services. A key strength of the website is its accessibility features, including a translation option via Google Translate and information about accessing face-to-face or telephone interpretation services, supporting inclusive communication for Leeds’ diverse population (Leeds City Council, 2025).
Despite these strengths, navigation remains a weakness. The Children and Families Hub links users to multiple service areas, but there is no clearly labelled Early Help tab, which may cause confusion for families seeking support. Overall, clearer signposting and a dedicated Early Help section would improve usability and ensure families are fully aware of the support available.
[bookmark: _Toc218269848]Norfolk County Council 
The Norfolk County Council website presents information about Early Help in a way that is generally accessible for users who are confident using digital platforms; however, it may be more challenging for those with limited digital literacy. From the homepage, users are required to navigate through the Family Hub section before accessing Early Childhood and Family Services, which can be reached in approximately two clicks. While this pathway is relatively straightforward, the absence of a clearly labelled and direct Early Help page may make navigation more difficult for some families (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
The language used across the website is clear, simple and written in a way that is suitable for families, avoiding unnecessary professional jargon. This supports accessibility for a non-specialist audience. However, there is no visible option to translate the content into other languages, which may limit accessibility for families whose first language is not English. In addition, Early Help information is divided across several tabs, some of which include contact details while others do not, potentially creating confusion for users seeking immediate support (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
Overall, the website provides useful and informative content about early childhood and family services. However, clearer signposting, consistent contact information and improved accessibility features could enhance the user experience. For families unfamiliar with Early Help or those with lower levels of digital confidence, a more clearly labelled and centralised Early Help section would improve ease of access and understanding.
[bookmark: _Toc218269849]Tower Hamlets Council 
The Tower Hamlets Council website provides a wide range of information relating to Early Help and family support services, including clear explanations of what Early Help is, how families can access support and information about Family Hubs. A key strength is the inclusion of a direct link to the Family Hubs platform, which provides details of local hubs, available services and contact information, supporting access to local support (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
The website is generally clear and easy to navigate once users are familiar with its structure; however, locating Early Help information may be challenging, as it is accessed through the “Health and Social Care” and “Children and Family Care” sections. Families unfamiliar with local authority website layouts may assume this area relates only to statutory social services, such as child protection or fostering, which could discourage engagement with Early Help services (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
The language used across the website is accessible and suitable for families, avoiding complex professional terminology. However, despite Tower Hamlets being a diverse borough, the website does not offer language translation options, which may limit accessibility for families whose first language is not English (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
Overall, the website provides clear and relevant information about Early Help, including guidance and contact details. Improved signposting and the introduction of language translation features would further enhance accessibility and support wider engagement.
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A comparison of the three local authority websites highlights similarities and differences in how Early Help is communicated to families. All three websites provide relevant information about Early Help and family support services; however, their effectiveness varies in relation to navigation, accessibility and clarity. The urban local authorities, Leeds City Council and Tower Hamlets Council, offer extensive information across a wide range of services, while Norfolk County Council presents a simpler structure that may be easier for some users to navigate but lacks key accessibility features.
All three websites use clear, family-friendly language that avoids excessive professional jargon, supporting understanding for non-specialist audiences. However, differences are evident in accessibility features. Leeds City Council demonstrates the strongest commitment to accessibility through the inclusion of translation tools and interpretation services, making the website more inclusive for families from diverse backgrounds. In contrast, neither Norfolk County Council nor Tower Hamlets Council offers language translation options, which may limit access for families whose first language is not English. Navigation also varies across the sites, with Early Help information on both Leeds and Norfolk websites being less clearly signposted.
Overall, Tower Hamlets Council communicates Early Help most effectively. Despite the lack of language translation options, the website provides clear explanations, direct links to Family Hubs and consistent contact information. Compared with the more complex navigation of Leeds and the limited accessibility features of Norfolk, Tower Hamlets offers the most balanced and user-friendly presentation of Early Help information.

[bookmark: _Toc218269851]Conclusion & Recommendations 

This report has examined how Early Help is communicated and signposted to families through the local authority websites of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower hamlets Council. While all three websites provide relevant information about Early Help and wider family support services, clear differences were identified in terms of navigation, accessibility and overall effectiveness. Leeds City Council demonstrated strong accessibility features, particularly translation and interpretation options, but Early Help information was not clearly signposted. Norfolk County Council offered clear language and a relatively simple structure; however, limited accessibility features and inconsistent contact information reduced usability. Tower Hamlets Council provided clear explanations, consistent details and direct links to Family Hubs, although location Early Help information through the Health and Social Care section may initially cause confusion for some users. 

Overall, Tower Hamlets Council was identified as the mist effective in communicating Early Help. Despite minor navigation challenges and the absence of language translation options, the website offers the clearest and most coherent presentation of Early Help information, supporting families to understand what support is available and how to access it. 

To improve the communication of Early Help across local authority websites, several practical recommendations can be made. These include clearer homepage signposting to Early Help services, the use of simplified and consistent language, and inclusion of visual tools such as flowcharts to guide families through referral pathways. Additionally, improving accessibility features, including language translation options and consistent contact details, would help ensure Early Help information is inclusive and accessible to all families. 

[bookmark: _Toc218269852]References 

Abbott, D., Townsley, R. & Watson, D. (2005) ‘Multi-agency working in services for disabled children: what impact does it have on professionals?’, Health & Social Care in the Community, 13(2), pp. 155–163. doi:  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2524.2005.00543.x


Action for Children (n.d.) What is early help? Available at: https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/policy-work-campaigns-and-research/what-is-early-help/ (Accessed: 15 December 2025).


Atkinson, M., Wilkin, A., Stott, A., Doherty, P. & Kinder, K. (2002) Multi-agency working: a detailed study. Slough: National Foundation for Educational Research. Available at: https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/lqeodyla/css02.pdf(Accessed: 15 December 2025). 


Department for Education (2022) Early Help System Guide. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/628de13be90e071f5f7e1bd2/Early_Help_System_Guide.pdf (Accessed: 15 December 2025). 

Department for Education (2023) Working together to safeguard children: statutory guidance. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6849a7b67cba25f610c7db3f/Working_together_to_safeguard_children_2023_-_statutory_guidance.pdf (Accessed: 15 December 2025).

Norfolk County Council (2025) Early Childhood and Family Service (ECFS). Available at: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/earlychildhood (Accessed 15 December 2025)


Tower Hamlets Council (2025) About Early Help. Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/health__social_care/children_and_family_care/Early_Help/About_Early_Help.aspx#:~:text=What%20is%20Early%20Help?,need%2C%20when%20they%20need%20it. 
(Accessed: 12 December 2025).


Tower Hamlets Council (2025) MAST Early Help & Children and Families Service. Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/health__social_care/children_and_family_care/Early_Help/Early-Help-and-Children-and-Family-Service.aspx 
(Accessed: 12 December 2025).

Leeds City Council (2025) children and families. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families (Accessed 15 December 2025)
Norfolk County Council (2025)  Early childhood and Family service (ECFS). Available at: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/earlychildhood (Accessed 15 December 2025)
image1.jpeg
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





