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1. Introduction
The Early Help system in England provides a structured framework for supporting children, young people, and families at the earliest indication of need. Its primary purpose is to prevent issues from escalating into situations requiring statutory intervention. This report evaluates how three local authorities, Norfolk County Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Leeds City Council, communicate Early Help services through their websites. The analysis focuses on the clarity, accessibility, and integration of multi-agency support information. It draws on the Early Help System Guide and the statutory guidance in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 to assess how well these websites inform families about available support and safeguarding arrangements.
The report begins with an explanation of the Early Help system and the principles of multi-agency working, which underpin the delivery of support to families. This is followed by a detailed evaluation of the three chosen local authority websites, highlighting strengths and weaknesses. A comparative analysis identifies the most effective website, and the report concludes with recommendations to improve accessibility and communication for families seeking Early Help services.
2. Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system is designed to provide support at the earliest stage of difficulty, aiming to reduce the impact of problems on children and families (Frost, Abott and Race, 2015). It encompasses a wide range of services, including parenting support, guidance for mental health and wellbeing, financial advice, and interventions for children with special educational needs or disabilities. The system is structured around early intervention principles, emphasising prevention and family-centred approaches. Families are supported according to their assessed needs, with the intensity and type of services varying to provide a proportionate response.
The Early Help System Guide notes that timely intervention can prevent the escalation of issues that may require statutory social care involvement (Roy, 2020). Services are delivered through multi-agency partnerships, involving local authorities, health services, schools, police, and voluntary organisations. Coordination across these agencies ensures that families can access the full range of support required to address complex or interrelated issues. Strategic safeguarding partnerships play a key role in overseeing Early Help arrangements, ensuring that interventions are appropriately targeted and effective. The guide further emphasises the importance of clear pathways for referral and assessment, allowing families and professionals to identify and access suitable services quickly (Department for Education, 2022).
The Early Help system is available to all families, although specific eligibility criteria may vary according to the needs identified. The Early Help system is technically available to all families, but access to specific services or interventions depends on assessed needs. Eligibility is determined by factors such as:
1. Age of children or young people – Typically support is offered for children up to eighteen, and for young people with special educational needs or disabilities up to twenty-five (Department for Education, 2022).
2. Level of need or risk – Families experiencing difficulties that may affect a child’s wellbeing, such as mental health challenges, domestic abuse, financial hardship, substance misuse, or behavioural issues, are prioritised (Working Together, 2023).
3. Type of support required – Universal services like parenting advice or general guidance are open to all families, while targeted interventions, such as family mentoring, intensive home support, or multi-agency casework, require an Early Help assessment to determine suitability (Norfolk County Council, 2025; Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
4. Professional or self-referral – Some local authorities require a professional referral, while others allow families to self-refer. The decision about whether Early Help is appropriate is made based on the family’s circumstances and the level of support needed (Leeds City Council, 2025).
Services can be accessed through family hubs, community centres, schools, and online platforms. The approach is holistic, recognising that difficulties affecting one family member can impact the wellbeing of the entire household. Early Help therefore includes support for adults experiencing challenges that may affect their capacity to provide care, such as mental health concerns or financial difficulties (Department for Education, 2022).
3. Multi-Agency and Interdisciplinary Working
Multi-agency working involves professionals from different sectors collaborating to provide coordinated support for children and families. This approach is essential in Early Help, as issues affecting children are often complex and require the input of multiple specialists (Birchley et al., 2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children identifies clear expectations for agencies to share information appropriately, conduct joint assessments, and maintain regular communication to safeguard children effectively (Parker, 2024). This includes sharing information when necessary, carrying out joint assessments of a child’s needs and risks, and maintaining consistent communication between professionals. Agencies must ensure that interventions are coordinated, progress is monitored, and any escalation of risk is addressed promptly. Collaboration includes health practitioners, social workers, police officers, educators, youth services, and representatives from voluntary and community organisations.
Effective multi-agency practice ensures that support is comprehensive and that no aspect of a child's wellbeing is overlooked. For example, a family experiencing domestic abuse may require coordinated interventions from social care, health professionals, and law enforcement, while also accessing parenting support and mental health services for the children. Joint planning and regular review meetings allow agencies to monitor progress, adjust support as necessary, and respond quickly if risks increase. Early Help assessments provide a structured mechanism for capturing family needs, identifying strengths, and planning interventions in collaboration with the family and professionals involved (Working Together, 2023).
Interdisciplinary working also requires clear leadership and governance. Local safeguarding partnerships oversee the implementation of Early Help, ensuring that agencies adhere to statutory guidance, share responsibility for outcomes, and maintain accountability. Effective communication channels and well-defined referral processes are critical to avoiding duplication, gaps in support, or delays in service delivery. In practice, family hubs or multi-agency teams provide a single point of contact, facilitating integrated service delivery and helping families navigate complex systems.
4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help through its Family Hubs, which provide community-based support for families with children up to eighteen and young people with special educational needs or disabilities up to twenty-five (Norfolk County Council, 2025). The website clearly defines the purpose of Early Help and the services available, making it accessible to families seeking guidance. Families can access advice on child development, parenting, mental health, finances, and additional support services. The website also provides contact details and information on how to engage with Early Help professionals.
The Norfolk model emphasises the integration of multiple agencies, with links to health services, schools, and voluntary organisations. The website provides information for both families and professionals, including referral pathways and reporting mechanisms for safeguarding concerns. However, some of the content is text-heavy, and navigation between services could be simplified to improve accessibility for users with limited digital literacy. Overall, Norfolk demonstrates a strong commitment to making Early Help visible and actionable, although enhancements to the clarity and layout of information could improve usability.
Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets provides a structured approach to Early Help, incorporating universal services such as schools and healthcare alongside targeted interventions for families experiencing higher levels of need (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). The website details the Multi-Agency Support Team, which integrates social care, health, education, youth services, and voluntary organisations to provide coordinated interventions. Families can access Early Help through assessment processes, which guide them to appropriate services.
The website is clear in communicating the distinction between universal and targeted services, with accessible explanations of available support. Contact details for family hubs and guidance on referrals are prominently displayed, ensuring families can seek help efficiently. Tower Hamlets demonstrates effective multi-agency collaboration by highlighting the range of professionals involved in service delivery and the pathways for escalation when needs intensify. One limitation is that the website assumes a certain level of familiarity with local services, which may present a barrier for families new to the borough or with limited English proficiency.
Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council communicates Early Help through its Family Hubs and Early Help Front Door, which act as central points for referrals and support coordination (Leeds City Council, 2025). The website provides comprehensive guidance on service eligibility, the graduated response model, and the range of interventions available. Multi-disciplinary teams within the hubs include social workers, health practitioners, mental health coordinators, and voluntary sector representatives, enabling holistic assessment and support.
The website is well-structured, offering easy navigation and concise explanations of services. The One Minute Guide documents are particularly useful for families seeking a summary of available support and referral procedures. Training and resources for professionals are also accessible, reinforcing multi-agency collaboration. However, self-referral mechanisms for families are less straightforward, as the focus is on professional-led assessment. Despite this, Leeds provides one of the most comprehensive and user-friendly online resources for Early Help, balancing accessibility for families with the requirements of statutory guidance.
5. Comparative Analysis
The evaluation of Norfolk, Tower Hamlets, and Leeds demonstrates that each local authority places emphasis on multi-agency collaboration, a core principle of the Early Help system, as defined in the Early Help System Guide (2022) and reinforced by Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023). All three websites highlight the role of family hubs as central points for accessing support, which reflects the statutory expectation that agencies work together to provide coordinated and timely interventions for children and families (Department for Education, 2022; Working Together, 2023).
Norfolk County Council provides extensive contact information for each Family Hub, including telephone numbers, email addresses, and locations, ensuring families can access Early Help professionals directly. The website includes clear guidance for professionals, with links to referral forms, safeguarding procedures, and other resources, allowing both families and practitioners to navigate support pathways efficiently (Norfolk County Council, 2025). However, the information is presented in dense text sections, and navigation between services can be challenging. Families with limited digital literacy may find it difficult to locate relevant services without additional support. Despite this, Norfolk demonstrates a strong commitment to transparency and accessibility in communicating Early Help services.
Tower Hamlets Council excels in explaining the structure and role of its Multi-Agency Support Team. The website clearly outlines how professionals from social care, health, education, youth services, and voluntary organisations collaborate to deliver integrated support. Families are provided with detailed information about the Early Help assessment process, including how universal services such as schools and health provision are complemented by targeted interventions for higher levels of need (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). This explicit focus on multi-agency working demonstrates the practical application of statutory guidance. Nevertheless, the website assumes a degree of prior knowledge of local services, which may limit accessibility for families unfamiliar with Tower Hamlets or for those whose first language is not English.
Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive and structured presentation of Early Help information. The website integrates the Early Help Front Door with Family Hubs, offering clear guidance on referral pathways, eligibility criteria, and the graduated response model, which ranges from universal support to targeted interventions and more intensive help where risks are elevated (Leeds City Council, 2025). One Minute Guide documents summarise processes for both families and professionals, facilitating a clear understanding of how Early Help operates in practice. Leeds also provides resources and training for professionals to support multi-agency working and adherence to statutory guidance. The primary limitation is that self-referral pathways are less prominent, meaning families may require professional assistance to access services independently.
Comparing the three authorities, Norfolk and Leeds provide detailed information for both families and professionals, which ensures that Early Help services are visible, accessible, and aligned with statutory expectations. Tower Hamlets focuses on the operational detail of integrated multi-agency teams, giving users a clear understanding of how coordinated interventions is delivered. Norfolk is strong in providing contact information and linking families to community resources, while Leeds balances accessibility with structured guidance, enabling both families and professionals to navigate the Early Help system effectively. Tower Hamlets clearly distinguishes between universal and targeted services, and its website explicitly outlines escalation processes, supporting transparency and accountability in multi-agency practice.
In terms of alignment with statutory guidance, Leeds offers the most effective communication of Early Help services online. The website demonstrates how multi-agency collaboration is operationalised, presents structured referral and assessment pathways, and provides resources for professionals and families alike. Norfolk and Tower Hamlets provide robust Early Help information, but improvements in navigation, usability, and self-referral options could enhance accessibility for families unfamiliar with local services. The comparative analysis indicates that clarity, integration of multi-agency principles, and structured communication pathways are critical factors in the effective online presentation of Early Help information, supporting both early intervention and safeguarding objectives.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
The evaluation demonstrates that local authorities vary in the clarity and accessibility of Early Help information online. Leeds City Council offers the most comprehensive and user-friendly website, combining clear guidance for families, professional resources, and evidence of multi-agency collaboration. Norfolk and Tower Hamlets provide effective services but require improvements in navigation, accessibility, and clarity for families unfamiliar with the local system.
Recommendations include enhancing website navigation and visual presentation, simplifying referral information for families, providing multilingual resources, and ensuring self-referral processes are straightforward. Local authorities should maintain up-to-date information, integrate feedback from families, and reinforce links to safeguarding guidance. Implementing these improvements will increase accessibility, support early intervention, and strengthen the impact of the Early Help system.
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