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Introduction:
Early Help means giving support to children, young people and families as soon as problems start, before they get worse. This support can help with housing, money, parenting, mental health, education, drug or alcohol problems, domestic abuse or a child's behaviour. Early Help is important because it can stop problems from getting worse, keep children safe and improve their wellbeing. It also helps families deal with problems early and may prevent them from needing more serious support from social care services. Different services work together to give children and families the help they need at the right time (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
The Early Help System:
Early Help involves identifying difficulties and providing appropriate support before problems escalate. The Early Help System Guide defines the system broadly and emphasises improving family resilience and outcomes while reducing the likelihood of difficulties becoming worse. It also identifies important features of a mature Early Help system, including family voice, an effective workforce, community involvement, leadership and appropriate use of data (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). Importantly, the guide states that families should understand how to navigate local services and obtain help.
Early Help can include universal support, such as schools, health services and community organisations, as well as targeted assistance where families experience additional or multiple difficulties. Family Hubs can provide a useful point of access because different services and professionals can be connected through one system. The national Early Help guidance highlights Family Hubs as a possible "front door" through which families can access universal and Early Help services (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). 
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 also emphasised a shared responsibility for protecting children. Its revision strengthened expectations around Early Help, multi-agency practice, family engagement and the responsibilities of local safeguarding partners (Department for Education, 2023). The 2023 guidance particularly emphasised strong multi-agency partnership working throughout the system of help, support and protection and recognised the importance of building positive relationships with parents and carers.
Therefore, Early Help should not be understood simply as a council service that a family is "referred into". Effective Early Help requires agencies and families to work together and provide proportionate support that responds to the family's circumstances.
Multi-agency Working:
Multi-agency working means different organisations and professionals sharing responsibility and working together to meet the needs of children and families. These may include local councils, schools, GPs and other health services, police, social workers, housing services, mental health professionals, youth services and voluntary organisations. Each service has a different role, but they work together to make sure children and families receive the right support. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 explains the responsibilities of local councils, health services and the police in working together to protect children. It also highlights the importance of sharing information, making responsibilities clear and ensuring that each organisation is accountable for its actions (DfE, 2023).
Multi-agency working is especially important when a family faces several problems at the same time. For example, financial problems may lead to housing difficulties, stress for parents and poor school attendance for children. If professionals deal with only one problem, the other problems may continue. Working together helps professionals understand the family's situation more clearly, identify the main problems and provide suitable support. It can also prevent different services from repeating the same work and help families receive support more quickly.
Information sharing is an important part of multi-agency working. Professionals may need to share relevant information about a child's needs, family circumstances or safety concerns so that everyone involved understands the situation. They should follow data protection rules and consider consent when sharing information. However, if there is a concern about a child's safety, information may need to be shared without consent when it is necessary and lawful to protect the child. This helps professionals identify risks, respond to concerns and take action to safeguard children (DfE, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide also explains that services should work together to support the whole family, rather than dealing with each problem separately. This may happen through local support centres or hubs where different services work together. The guide also highlights that families should not have to explain their problems repeatedly to different professionals. Instead, services should communicate with each other and coordinate their support (DLUHC and DfE, 2022).
Therefore, local council websites should clearly explain how different services work together, what support is available and how families can access it. They should provide clear information about referral processes, who families can contact, how professionals share information and how children's safety is protected. This helps parents and carers understand the support available and makes it easier for them to get the right help at the right time.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council:
Leeds City Council provides substantial Early Help and family information through its children and families webpages. One strength is its straightforward explanation of Early Help. Leeds explains that support should begin early in the development of a problem and describes Early Help as "everyone's business". It identifies universal provision, including GPs and schools, and more targeted services such as children's centres, youth services and Family Hubs. 
The website also explains different levels of assistance through its Thrive model, progressing from "getting advice" and "getting help" to "getting more help" and "getting risk support". This is useful because it demonstrates that family needs can change and that different levels of support are available. Rather than presenting Early Help as a single intervention, the information shows families how services fit together. 
Leeds also demonstrates strong multi-agency working. Its Family Hubs include different practitioners and aim to provide a more joined-up system. In 2025, Leeds introduced seven Family Hubs intended to bring services together and provide a single point of contact for families. The Common Assessment Framework information further explains the Team Around the Child/Family approach, the use of a Lead Professional and joint plans involving families and relevant agencies. 
Accessibility is another significant strength. The Family Information Service organises support around recognisable family circumstances and age groups, including pregnancy and new parents, children aged 0–5, primary-school children, young people, SEND and services for families. It also provides telephone and email contact information and signposts users to translation and British Sign Language support. 
Significantly, Leeds redesigned its online Early Help and Family Information content after user research found that families and professionals had experienced fragmented, outdated and difficult-to-find information. The redesign brought information into a more structured area and improved mobile navigation and content organisation. 
Nevertheless, a weakness is that the amount of information can itself become confusing. Users may move between Early Help pages, Family Information Service pages, Family Hubs, Best Start Family Hubs and "One-Minute Guides". A parent unfamiliar with professional terminology could be uncertain about which route is most appropriate. Therefore, a single highly visible "I need help for my family" pathway could make an already strong website easier to navigate.
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council:
Norfolk's approach also reflects important Early Help principles. Its Prevention and Early Help Strategy explains Early Help as providing support when problems first emerge and describes the importance of working with families' strengths to prevent difficulties becoming more serious. 
Norfolk has developed a Family Hubs model that aims to join existing services instead of simply creating another separate service. The model includes children's services, health, libraries and voluntary and community organisations and provides support from pregnancy to age 19, or 25 for young people with SEND. Support can be delivered in community locations that families already use, including libraries, community venues and other local settings. This is a strength because families who may be reluctant to approach formal social care services can receive support in more familiar environments.
Multi-agency practice is clear within Norfolk's underlying model. Its information describes organisations working together so families can access coordinated support, while its Early Help approach recognises the value of an Early Help Assessment and a Lead Professional where several agencies are involved. 
However, online signposting is less straightforward than Leeds or Tower Hamlets. Relevant information can be spread across the main council site, strategy documents, Norfolk Schools pages and the external Just One Norfolk service. Although each resource can contain useful information, families may have to move between several locations. This creates a possible barrier for people with limited digital confidence or those already experiencing stress.
Some available information also appears primarily designed for professionals rather than families. For example, strategy documents provide detailed explanations of prevention and service models but may be less useful to a parent whose immediate question is simply "Who can help me today?" Therefore, Norfolk's main weakness is not necessarily the range of support available but the way that information can appear fragmented online.
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets provides a particularly clear explanation of Early Help. The website immediately describes it as support for children, young people and families at the earliest stage of difficulties and explains that its purpose is to prevent problems escalating. It specifies that support is available from pregnancy to age 19, extending to 25 for people with SEND. 
A major strength is that the website gives examples of circumstances in which families might seek assistance, including family breakdown, housing problems, emotional wellbeing, financial problems, parenting difficulties, children's behaviour and substance misuse.  This use of everyday situations is valuable because parents may not know whether their difficulties technically qualify as "Early Help".
The website also provides clear instructions about accessing support. Families can approach professionals they already know, such as school staff, health workers or Children's and Family Centre staff, or contact the Multi-Agency Support Team directly. Telephone contact details, a request-for-support route and separate instructions concerning immediate safeguarding danger are provided. 
Multi-agency working is especially visible. The Multi-Agency Support Team brings together professionals from services including social care, Early Help, health, housing, education and police. The Early Help Assessment is also explained in family-friendly terms, including what is going well, what the concerns are and what needs to happen next. Tower Hamlets also explicitly states that the assessment is voluntary and can reduce the need for families to repeat information to different professionals. This closely reflects the family-centred expectations of the Early Help System Guide.
One weakness is that the use of acronyms such as MAST, MASH and EHA may initially be confusing for families. Although these terms are generally explained, simpler language and fewer professional abbreviations could make the information even more accessible.
Comparative Analysis:
All three authorities demonstrate an understanding that Early Help should provide timely, coordinated assistance rather than waiting until family difficulties become crises. They also demonstrate multi-agency working and recognise Family Hubs or similar arrangements as important mechanisms for joining services together.
However, their communication approaches differ. Leeds provides a large amount of well-organised information and has made clear efforts to improve the digital experience through user research. Its Family Information Service is particularly strong because it organises information according to family needs and age groups and provides accessibility options. However, the number of overlapping webpages and service names may create some confusion.
Norfolk demonstrates strong community-based and partnership principles, and its Family Hubs approach is designed to take support into places that families already use. Nevertheless, its digital information appears more dispersed. Moving between council pages, strategy documents, school information and other platforms may make finding a clear route to assistance more difficult.
Tower Hamlets, by comparison, most directly answers the questions that a family in difficulty is likely to have what Early Help is, who can receive it, what problems it can help with, who to contact and what happens after making contact. Its Early Help Assessment page also explains family participation and consent clearly. For this reason, Tower Hamlets appears to provide the most effective and accessible overall online Early Help signposting of the three authorities examined.
Conclusion and Recommendations:
Conclusion and Recommendations:
This analysis shows that good online Early Help information needs more than a list of available services. Families need clear explanations, easy ways to make contact, practical examples and information about what happens after they ask for help. These points agree with the Early Help System Guide, which explains that families should understand how to access services, and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which highlights the importance of services working together and putting families' needs first.
Of the three councils reviewed, Tower Hamlets provides the clearest overall information about how to get support, especially because it uses understandable explanations and practical ways to access help. Leeds also performs well, particularly after improving its website to make it easier for users. Norfolk has a strong Early Help system but could make its online information easier to find and better connected.
It is recommended that all councils regularly ask parents and young people to test their Early Help webpages. They should use simple words, avoid professional terms and abbreviations, provide a clear "Get help for my family" link on the main website, explain the difference between Early Help and emergency safeguarding services, and make translation and accessibility options easy to find. Norfolk should bring family support information together in one online place, while Leeds could make the links between its Early Help, Family Hub and Family Information Service pages clearer. Tower Hamlets could improve accessibility further by using fewer abbreviations. These changes would help families find the right support at the right time, which is essential for an effective Early Help system.
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