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Introduction
Children, young people, and their families can encounter a wide range of challenges, including financial hardship, mental health difficulties, family breakdown, special educational needs or disabilities (SEND), social isolation, and more. The concept of “Early Help” has become increasingly central to child welfare and family support policy in England, focusing on timely, preventive interventions to stop problems from escalating and to strengthen family resilience. How local authorities communicate and present Early Help on their public websites is crucial: clear, accessible information can encourage families to seek support early, whereas confusing or hard-to-find information may create barriers.
This report explores how three local authorities Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Norfolk County Council present their Early Help and family support services online. It begins with a summary of national policy and guidance on Early Help, then examines how each council conveys this information, followed by a comparative analysis of strengths and weaknesses, and concludes with recommendations for improvement.

Early Help
Early Help is a key component of child safeguarding and family support in England. It operates on the principle that families often exhibit early signs of difficulty before reaching a crisis, and that timely intervention can substantially improve outcomes (DLUHC, 2022). Since local authority websites are the primary source of Early Help information for the public, ensuring that this information is clear and easily accessible is essential.
The national vision for Early Help is outlined in the guidance document Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide. The Guide highlights that Early Help is not a single service, but a coordinated system of support, processes, and interactions aimed at assisting children, young people, and families at the earliest possible stage. According to the guide early help aims to strengthen family resilience and improve outcomes, while reducing the likelihood of problems escalating. The goal is to develop a mature system in which families understand how to access services, only need to “tell their story once,” receive coordinated and holistic support through a “team around the family,” and benefit from clearly communicated plans with consistent review and follow-up. The Guide serves as a framework for local strategic partnerships, encouraging local areas to assess their system’s maturity against key indicators, plan strategically, and develop an integrated Early Help offer. Complementing the System Guide, Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) emphasises that effective Early Help relies on multi-agency collaboration and a whole-family approach. It highlights that agencies including health, education, social care, housing, police, and the voluntary sector must work together; practitioners need to build trusting relationships with children, parents, and carers; and support should be provided as soon as problems arise, rather than waiting until thresholds for statutory intervention are met.
The guidance also highlights that Early Help exists on a continuum of support, positioned between universal services (such as education and health) and statutory interventions (such as social work for child protection). An effective local Early Help system should:
· Offer clear and accessible information to families about what Early Help entails and how to access it.
· Provide a transparent, user‑friendly entry point for support.
· Support coordinated multi‑agency working.
· Adopt a holistic, family‑centred approach.
· Ensure families do not need to repeat their “story” to multiple agencies.
· Deliver a range of services tailored to different needs.
· Allow for both self-referral by families and referral via professionals.
· Provide ongoing support, review, and reassessment as family needs evolve.
With this framework in place, the following sections explore how Leeds, Tower Hamlets, and Norfolk present and communicate their Early Help systems online.
Leeds City Council
On Leeds public-facing site for children, young people, families, and SEND (the “Local Offer”), Leeds presents Early Help as a collaborative approach, describing it as “local agencies working together to support families … as soon as problems emerge or re‑emerge” (Leeds City Council, 2025). Key components of Leeds’ Early Help model, as outlined on the Early Help page, include:
· “Right conversations, right people, right time” — families receive timely support, ideally from someone they already know.
· The “3 As” — Attend, Attain, Achieve — highlighting that Early Help aims to support children’s school attendance, academic progress, and social development.
· The Leeds Practice Framework — a restorative, relational approach guiding practitioners in their work with families.
· “Early Help is Everybody’s Business” — emphasising that all agencies working with children and families share responsibility for identifying and responding to needs at an early stage. 
Leeds delivers Early Help through Family Hubs community-based centres where families can access a range of services in one location. The website lists seven Family Hub locations across the city (e.g. Dewsbury Road, Rothwell, Armley, Horsforth, etc.) with address details, indicating a citywide distribution. Contact details are provided: email (family.hubs@leeds.gov.uk) and phone (0113 5350185) for families seeking support.
In addition, Leeds’ Early Help provision explicitly includes support for children and young people with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND): each Family Hub has a designated SEND Coordinator to address SEND needs through Early Help pathways. Leeds also outlines a “graduated approach,” offering universal support (such as schools and healthcare), targeted interventions, or more specialist services, depending on the family’s needs and the severity of the issues. From the practitioners’ perspective, the city’s safeguarding partnership website explains that Early Help is voluntary, requires consent, and can be provided through either single-agency or multi-agency responses, depending on what is most appropriate. This demonstrates that Leeds’ model seeks to align with the national vision, delivering Early Help as a flexible, system‑based approach tailored to needs and provided locally through Family Hubs.
Strengths
· Holistic, integrated, and flexible approach: Leeds presents Early Help as a system rather than a single service, reflecting the framework set out in the national Early Help System Guide. The combination of universal services, targeted support, Family Hubs, and explicit SEND inclusion demonstrates a comprehensive and adaptable support infrastructure.
· Accessibility and clarity for families: The public-facing Early Help page on the Local Offer site uses plain language to explain services. Families can contact support by email or phone, visit local hubs in person, or call ahead.

· SEND integration: Each Family Hub has a dedicated SEND Coordinator, ensuring that children and young people with additional needs are included and reducing the risk of confusion or marginalisation regarding SEND-related Early Help.

· Multi-agency commitment: The safeguarding partnership emphasises multi-agency collaboration, voluntary consent, family-led planning, and support in various settings including school, home, and community aligning with national statutory guidance.
· Distributed, local access: A network of Family Hubs across the city improves accessibility, making it easier for families to reach services without excessive travel or time burdens.
Weaknesses / Limitations
· Visibility and navigability of Early Help information: Although Early Help is clearly described, the information is somewhat buried within the “Local Offer → Education → Early Years → Early Help” menu. This may make it harder for families especially those in crisis or unfamiliar with the Local Offer branding to locate quickly.
· Lack of specific public-facing detail on services and pathways: While the general approach is outlined, the Early Help page does not provide a detailed list of the types of support available (e.g., mental health services, parenting support, housing or debt advice, domestic abuse assistance). Families may be left uncertain whether their specific needs can be addressed.
· Potential reliance on professionals for signposting: The principle that “Early Help is Everybody’s Business” is strong, but in practice it may mean that families must be identified or referred by professionals (such as schools, health services, or social care) rather than being able to self-refer easily. This could discourage families unfamiliar with the system from seeking support.
· Limited transparency regarding next steps: The public-facing site provides little information about what happens after initial contact, including expected waiting times, assessment or support processes, duration of support, coordination, plan reviews, or exit criteria. This lack of transparency may affect families’ expectations and willingness to engage.
Leeds provides a well-structured Early Help system with many positive features, but its public communication could be enhanced by including more concrete details about available support and clarifying processes for families.

Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets offers a fairly detailed and structured overview of Early Help on its website. On the “About Early Help” page, the council describes Early Help also referred to as “early intervention” as support for children, young people, and families at the earliest stage when difficulties arise, aiming to help them “thrive and reach their full potential.” Eligibility is clearly defined: support is offered from pregnancy through childhood and adolescence up to age 19 and extends to age 25 for young people with Special Educational Needs and/or Disabilities (SEND).
The website differentiates between universal services, which are available to all (e.g., health, education, baby‑feeding, wellbeing advice), and targeted services designed for families requiring additional support (e.g., parental conflict, SEND, poor attendance, mental health challenges, language barriers, etc.).
Tower Hamlets explicitly outlines a broad range of targeted support available through its network of Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. These include baby-feeding support, children’s emotional wellbeing, family therapy and mental health services, domestic abuse support, SEND services, play and early learning activities, holiday programmes, housing advice, parenting support (including parent groups and courses), health visiting and midwifery, benefits guidance, debt and budgeting support, return-to-work and training/volunteering assistance, adult education, and more.
Access to Early Help is provided through a single “front door” called the Multi‑Agency Support Team (MAST). MAST brings together professionals from children’s services, health, education, police, housing, youth offending, mental health services (CAMHS), voluntary organisations, and domestic abuse support, enabling coordinated decision-making and collaborative working.
Both families and professionals can submit a MAST “request for support” form. Following an assessment, an Early Help practitioner contacts the family. In cases where needs are more serious such as a risk of significant harm the case may be escalated to statutory services.
In addition, the council publishes a public Early Help Strategy 2025–2028, highlighting its long-term commitment, transparency, and strategic planning.
Contact information for Early Help/MAST referrals is clearly provided, including a phone number (020 7364 5006) and email (mast@towerhamlets.gov.uk).
Overall, Tower Hamlets presents Early Help as a well-established, multi‑agency, whole-family support system, featuring clear pathways, a wide range of support options, and accessible contact methods.
Strengths
· Clear, accessible definition and eligibility: The public-facing “About Early Help” page offers a straightforward explanation of what Early Help entails, who is eligible (from pregnancy to age 19, and up to 25 for young people with SEND), and the distinction between universal and targeted support. This clarity helps families who may be unfamiliar with social work terminology to understand the service.
· Detailed, comprehensive overview of support services: By specifying the types of support available such as mental health, housing advice, parenting support, SEND services, financial guidance, and domestic abuse assistance the site helps families determine whether their needs can be met, reducing uncertainty and making it easier to access help.
· Single, streamlined access point (MAST): The Multi‑Agency Support Team serves as a unified “front door,” simplifying the process for families and professionals. Instead of contacting multiple agencies individually, a single “request for support” form can be submitted, reflecting the national guidance’s focus on coordinated, multi‑agency collaboration.
· Integration and multi-agency coordination: MAST brings together professionals from social care, health, education, police, housing, mental health (CAMHS), the voluntary sector, and domestic abuse services. This approach embodies the “team around the family” principle and provides the holistic, whole-family support recommended in national guidance.
· Strategic transparency and long-term vision: The publication of the Early Help Strategy (2025–2028) reflects long-term planning, openness, and accountability. This approach can strengthen trust among families and partner agencies while promoting the ongoing development of Early Help services.
· Inclusiveness and community focus: The Family Hub network engages a wide range of partners including charities, faith organisations, schools, health services, and housing—demonstrating an inclusive, community-centered support model rather than one that is solely statutory or clinical.
Weaknesses / Limitations
· Complex site structure and extensive information: While the website is comprehensive, it spans multiple sections such as “About Early Help,” “Family Hubs,” “MAST Early Help & Children and Families Service,” “Forms,” and “Leaflets.” For families in crisis, navigating this structure may be confusing or overwhelming.
· Use of professional or technical language: Although the “About Early Help” page is fairly accessible, other sections (e.g., Early Help Assessment, MAST workflows) include more technical terminology, which may be intimidating for families unfamiliar with social care or education systems. 
· Limited detail on “what to expect” after referral: The site describes the referral route and assessment process but gives limited publicly visible detail about timescales, typical waiting times, what supports are likely to be provided, duration of interventions, review processes, or how support ends. This lack of transparency may reduce confidence or deter engagement.
· Risk that families may still need help navigating the system: Despite a single-entry route, families may benefit from help to identify relevant forms, understand language, or decide whether to complete a referral potentially requiring support from professionals or community intermediaries.
Overall, Tower Hamlets provides a comprehensive and clearly communicated Early Help system that aligns closely with national policy, though greater simplification and transparency could make it even more accessible to families in need.
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk’s Early Help web page describes Early Help as providing “information, advice, and guidance” to families at the first signs of difficulty, with the goal of preventing smaller challenges from escalating into more serious issues.
Eligibility is clearly outlined: support is available for families with children and young people up to 18 years old, and for those with SEND, support can continue up to age 25. The county adopts a Family Hubs model, providing community-based support both in person and online.
For families needing more targeted assistance, the site offers an online form to “Request early help support,” providing a clear route for self-referral.
For professionals, Norfolk outlines a structured Early Help process, including guidance and templates for assessment and planning, instructions for uploading assessment documents and submitting support requests, and a clear requirement that consent must be obtained before beginning the Early Help process.
In this way, Norfolk’s website seems designed to support both families through public-facing Early Help information and an online request form and professionals, with detailed processes, assessment tools, and guidance, thereby facilitating both access and effective practice.
Strengths
· Clarity and simplicity for families: The public Early Help page uses plain language, presenting Early Help as advice, guidance, and support for families when challenges arise. Age eligibility is clearly specified.
· Simple referral process: The online “Request early help support” form allows families, professionals, or volunteers to request support, reducing barriers to access and enabling self-referral an important factor in promoting accessibility.
· Structured process for professionals: Norfolk offers clear guidance and templates for Early Help assessments and planning. The steps for registration, assessment, plan submission, and review are outlined in detail, promoting consistency and supporting best practice among practitioners.
· Alignment with national Early Help principles: The website presents Early Help as an approach rather than a single service, offering flexible, family-centred support delivered through community-based Family Hubs. This reflects the national guidance, which describes Early Help as a system rather than a standalone service.
· Flexibility and community focus: Norfolk provides both in-person and online support options, accommodating diverse family circumstances and allowing families to access help in the way that best suits them.
Weaknesses / Limitations
· Limited detail on types of support: The public Early Help page provides a general description “information, advice, guidance” but does not specify concrete types of support, such as parenting assistance, mental health services, housing advice, or debt and benefits support. Without these examples, families may be uncertain whether their specific needs can be met.
· Lack of visible multi-agency emphasis: Although professional documentation presents Early Help as a multi-agency approach, the public-facing page offers little indication of coordinated working across services, which may reduce perceived clarity and discourage families from self-referring.
· Minimal public-facing information: For families seeking support, the Early Help page may provide insufficient detail about what to expect such as who will make contact, typical waiting times, the nature of support offered, duration of interventions, how plans are reviewed, or what happens if needs escalate. This lack of transparency could reduce confidence and engagement.

· Perception that Early Help is primarily for professionals: Since much of the detailed information—such as assessment templates and process guides—is on professional-facing pages, the Early Help system may seem more oriented toward practitioners, potentially making it less accessible or welcoming for families wanting to self-refer or understand their options independently. 

In summary: Norfolk offers a straightforward and accessible entry point for Early Help, but its public-facing information is limited and lacks specific details, which may reduce its effectiveness for families looking for support.
Comparative Analysis: Strengths and Weaknesses
After reviewing each local authority individually, it is useful to compare them side by side to identify shared strengths, variations in communication strategies, and the extent to which each aligns with the expectations outlined in national guidance.
Common strengths across councils
· All three councils implement a Family Hubs or community-based model for delivering Early Help (or an equivalent approach), in line with national guidance advocating local, accessible, community-centered support.
· Each council presents Early Help as an approach rather than a single service, highlighting flexibility, early identification of needs, family-centered support, and a continuum of universal, targeted, and specialist services, consistent with the national Early Help System Guide.
· All councils provide clear access routes, including contact details (phone, email) or an online request/referral form, enabling both families and professionals to initiate Early Help.
· Each council acknowledges extended age ranges for support, covering the adolescent years, with Leeds and Tower Hamlets providing support up to age 25 for young people with SEND, recognising that assistance may be required beyond early childhood. 
These shared features indicate that local authorities generally aim to implement the national Early Help vision, while allowing for local differences in delivery models and communication approaches.
Despite shared principles, the councils differ notably in how they communicate Early Help:
· Clarity and comprehensiveness of public-facing information: Tower Hamlets stands out for offering a detailed, concrete list of support services such as mental health, housing advice, parenting support, SEND services, and financial guidance helping families understand what assistance is available. Leeds provides a clear conceptual framework but fewer specific examples, while Norfolk remains more general and abstract.
· Ease of access and self-referral: Norfolk provides a simple “Request early help” form, facilitating self-referral. Tower Hamlets offers a unified entry point via MAST along with accessible contact details. Leeds provides contact information and family hubs but may rely more on professional referrals or signposting, potentially making self-referral less straightforward.
· Transparency of pathways and processes: Tower Hamlets clearly distinguishes between universal and targeted services, outlines the assessment process (Early Help Assessment), and explains what happens if needs exceed Early Help (escalation to statutory services), helping set clear expectations. By contrast, Norfolk provides minimal publicly visible information on what happens after referral, and Leeds similarly lacks detailed “what to expect” guidance for families.
· Communication of multi-agency working and community integration: Tower Hamlets explicitly highlights multi-agency collaboration, showing how services across health, education, housing, voluntary sector, and police are coordinated via MAST and Family Hubs, reflecting the “team around the family” principle. Leeds demonstrates multi-agency practice through Family Hubs and safeguarding partnership documents, but with less visible detail for families. Norfolk’s public page does not emphasize multi-agency collaboration, potentially reducing perceived service coherence from a family perspective.
· Strategic transparency and long-term commitment: Tower Hamlets publishes an Early Help Strategy 2025–2028, providing families and partners with visibility of long-term priorities, commitment, and accountability. Leeds highlights new hubs and local developments but does not make a full strategy document publicly available on its Early Help pages. Norfolk appears not to publish a comparable public strategy or long-term plan.
These differences influence how accessible and user-friendly the Early Help offer is for families and practitioners and affect the likelihood that families will engage with services proactively and at an early stage.
Based on this analysis, Tower Hamlets Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible public communication regarding Early Help and family support services among the three local authorities reviewed. The rationale is as follows:
· Comprehensiveness and specificity: Tower Hamlets offers a detailed and concrete list of support services, covering parenting, mental health, housing, finances, SEND, early years, education, employment, domestic abuse, and more. This clarity allows families to quickly determine whether their needs can be addressed, reducing barriers to seeking help.
· Clear, understandable definition and eligibility: The “About Early Help” page explains Early Help in simple terms, distinguishes between universal and targeted services, and clearly specifies eligibility (pregnancy to age 19, with SEND support extending to 25). This transparency helps families understand whether they qualify.

· Simplified, unified access point (MAST): The Multi-Agency Support Team serves as a single front door, enabling families or professionals to submit one “request for support” form. This streamlines access and avoids the need to navigate multiple agencies separately, aligning with national guidance on coordinated multi-agency working.
· Integration and coordination across agencies: MAST brings together a wide range of services, including social care, health, education, police, housing, mental health, and voluntary sector partners, demonstrating a genuine “team around the family” model. This reflects the expectations of the Early Help System Guide and statutory safeguarding guidance regarding multi-agency collaboration.
· Strategic transparency and long-term planning: Publishing the Early Help Strategy 2025–2028 shows that Tower Hamlets is planning and evaluating its Early Help offer over the long term, not just responding to immediate needs. This transparency promotes accountability and builds trust with families and partner agencies.
· Inclusive, community-oriented approach: By involving charities, faith organisations, schools, health services, housing, and voluntary agencies in its Family Hub network, Tower Hamlets fosters inclusive, community-based support, which may increase engagement, reduce stigma, and better meet families’ diverse needs.
In contrast, while Leeds City Council provides many of the necessary structural elements Family Hubs, a multi-agency approach, SEND support, and contact details its public communication is more conceptual and less concrete, offering fewer examples of available services and less clarity on pathways. Norfolk County Council provides a simple self-referral mechanism, but its public-facing information is minimal and lacks details on support types, multi-agency collaboration, and what families can expect after referral.
Overall, for families seeking support particularly those unfamiliar with social services or hesitant to reach out Tower Hamlets’ approach is likely the most effective, accessible, and user-friendly, increasing the likelihood that families will seek help early and engage with services.
Recommendations for Improvement — Across Local Authorities
Even for Tower Hamlets and particularly for Leeds and Norfolk there is scope to enhance public communication and improve accessibility to services. Drawing on national guidance and best-practice principles from the Early Help System Guide and Working Together 2023, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Create a single, clearly labelled “Early Help / Family Support” landing page: This page should use plain language to explain what Early Help is, outline eligibility criteria, provide a list of support types, include contact details (phone, email, form), and feature a prominent “Get Help Now” button or referral form. Simplifying navigation improves accessibility, particularly for families in crisis.
2. Provide concrete examples of support: Include specific services families can expect, such as parenting support, mental health services, housing advice, debt/benefits guidance, SEND support, domestic abuse support, childcare, and education support. This clarity reduces uncertainty and encourages engagement.
3. Explain the “journey” after contact: Clearly describe what happens once a family reaches out—who will contact them, typical timescales, the Early Help Assessment process, how plans are agreed, reviewed, and closed, the nature of support provided, and when cases may be escalated. Transparent pathways and timelines build trust and foster confidence in the system.
4. Highlight multi‑agency working and the “team around the family” model: List partner organisations involved, explain how agencies (schools, health, housing, social care, police, voluntary sector) collaborate, and clarify that families typically only need to share their story once. This communicates coordinated, cohesive support and reduces perceived complexity.
5. Facilitate easy self‑referral for families: Ensure families can access support directly via forms, phone, or email, without needing professional involvement, making Early Help more accessible.
6. Incorporate family voice, feedback, and user stories: Share anonymised case studies or testimonials (with consent), user feedback, or satisfaction surveys, and explain how family input shapes service design. This enhances transparency, accountability, and reduces stigma.
7. Publish a local Early Help strategy or plan: As Tower Hamlets has done, make long-term strategy and priorities publicly accessible. This demonstrates commitment, builds trust, and shows how services are evaluated and developed.
8. Maintain separate but linked spaces for families and professionals: Provide one section tailored to families (plain language, accessible referral, service summaries) and another for professionals (assessment templates, documentation, policies), ensuring clarity and relevance for each audience.
Implementing these recommendations would help local authorities transform Early Help from a policy framework into an accessible, user-friendly system that families can easily engage with when support is needed.
Conclusion
This report relies entirely on publicly available website content as of December 2025 and does not capture internal processes, resource levels, waiting times, staff availability, or actual outcomes for families, all of which may differ significantly across local authorities. How information is presented online does not necessarily indicate how easily families can access support in practice. Many families may depend on referrals from professionals such as schools, health services, or charities rather than independently navigating council websites.
National guidance emphasises not just the services offered, but also how they are delivered: quality of relationships, trust, consistency, confidentiality, cultural sensitivity, family involvement, and review mechanisms. Much of this is not visible from a website review, so this analysis focuses on communication and accessibility rather than service quality or effectiveness. In some cases (e.g., Norfolk), much of the detailed guidance and documentation is hosted on professional-facing pages, which families may find difficult to locate or interpret, reducing the practical accessibility of the full Early Help offer.
Additionally, recent changes, pilot programmes, or local developments after December 2025 are not captured here, meaning actual practice may have evolved beyond what is publicly documented. Despite these limitations, assessing how Early Help is communicated online remains important: families often first turn to council websites when seeking support. Clear, accessible online information plays a crucial role in facilitating early intervention and safeguarding outcomes.
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