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1. Introduction 
This report examines how Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Norfolk County Council communicate Early Help and wider family support services through their official websites. As local authority websites are often the first point of access for families seeking support, the clarity and accessibility of this information are particularly important (Department for Education, 2022).
The report begins by outlining the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working within safeguarding practice. It then evaluates each local authority’s website, focusing on accessibility, clarity, and the range of services provided. A comparative analysis identifies key strengths and weaknesses, followed by a conclusion which determines which local authority communicates Early Help most effectively. Recommendations are then provided to improve practice.
2. What is Early Help and why is it important in safeguarding?
The Early Help system is a preventative approach that supports children, young people and families at the earliest stage of need, before problems escalate to require statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2022). Unlike child protection processes, which respond to significant harm, Early Help is voluntary and works in partnership with families, reducing risk and improving long-term outcomes (HM Government, 2023).
The system is supported by key UK legislation, including the Children Act 1989 and the Children Act 2004, which place a duty on local authorities to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and work with other agencies (Children Act 1989; Children Act 2004). These frameworks emphasise early intervention and collaboration.
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    Figure 1: Early Help system tiers (Department for Education, 2022)

As shown in Figure 1, Early Help operates across three levels of support. Universal services, such as schools, general practitioners (GPs), early years settings and health visitors, are available to all families and often identify emerging needs. Targeted services provide additional support, while specialist services, such as children’s social care and mental health services, respond to more complex concerns. This structure ensures support is provided at the appropriate level.
A key feature of Early Help is early identification and timely support. Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) highlights that all professionals share responsibility for recognising concerns and taking action. This may involve completing an Early Help Assessment and coordinating support between services (Baginsky, Manthorpe and Moriarty, 2021).
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     Figure 2: Assessment Framework Triangle (HM Government, 2023)

The Assessment Framework (Figure 2) considers three areas: child development, parenting capacity, and wider family and environmental factors (Department for Education, 2022). This ensures that support addresses the whole family, rather than focusing only on the child.
Overall, Early Help plays a key role in safeguarding by promoting early intervention, reducing the need for statutory services, and improving outcomes. However, its effectiveness depends on consistent practice, clear communication, and strong multi-agency collaboration (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2019).
3. Why is multi-agency working important in Early Help?
Multi-agency working refers to collaboration between professionals from different organisations to provide coordinated support to children, young people and families (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, HM Government, 2023). Within Early Help, this is essential because families often have multiple needs that cannot be addressed by a single service (Brandon et al., 2020).
In practice, professionals such as teachers, health workers and social workers share information and plan support together. The Early Help Assessment identifies needs, while the Team Around the Family (TAF) approach coordinates support across services (Department for Education, 2022). This is important as it reduces duplication and prevents families from being passed between services.
Multi-agency working can involve professionals working separately (multi-disciplinary) or collaboratively with shared goals (inter-disciplinary), with Early Help promoting the latter (Frost, 2017; Horwath and Morrison, 2019).
Effective collaboration improves early identification, communication and outcomes for families (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018; Baginsky, Manthorpe and Moriarty, 2021). However, challenges such as different professional priorities, limited time and information-sharing issues can reduce its effectiveness (Frost, 2017; Horwath and Morrison, 2019).
Overall, multi-agency working is central to Early Help. Without it, coordinated support for families is unlikely to be achieved (Rogowski, 2020).
4. Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
The Leeds City Council website (www.leeds.gov.uk) provides a clear gateway to Early Help and family support services, reflecting its strengths-based approach to early intervention (Leeds City Council, 2024; Featherstone, White and Morris, 2019).
Findability and Navigation
Searching “Early Help” leads directly to a dedicated page with clear headings, demonstrating effective user-centred design (Nielsen, 2012; Plain English Campaign, 2021).
However, reliance on text may reduce usability for users with lower literacy or digital skills.
Range of Services Signposted
A wide range of services is provided, including family hubs, youth support, mental health services, domestic abuse support, and the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) Local Offer (Department for Education, 2022).
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  Figure 3: Leeds Early Help “THRIVE model” (Leeds City Council, 2024)

The THRIVE model, which shows different levels of need and support, visually presents service pathways. However, this approach is not used consistently, and the site remains largely text based.
Accessibility Features
The website includes tools such as adjustable text size, screen reader compatibility, and a “Recite Me” toolbar with translation and text-to-speech functions (Leeds City Council, 2024). These features support users with language barriers or lower digital literacy (Ofcom, 2022; Good Things Foundation, 2021).

Weaknesses
The website relies heavily on text, with limited visual content, which may limit accessibility (World Health Organization, 2018). The referral process is also professionally focused and uses technical terms that may discourage family self-referral (Leeds City Council, 2024).
Overall Assessment
Overall, Leeds provides a clear and well-structured Early Help website. However, greater use of visual communication and more user-friendly referral pathways would improve accessibility.
5. Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website
The Tower Hamlets Council website (www.towerhamlets.gov.uk) serves a diverse population, with many residents speaking English as an additional language (Office for National Statistics, 2023). This requires a strong focus on accessibility and inclusive communication (Good Things Foundation, 2021). Compared to Leeds, Tower Hamlets places greater emphasis on inclusive design.
Findability and Navigation
The website uses icons and service tiles instead of text-heavy menus (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024a).
However, searching for “Early Help” is less direct than in Leeds. Terms such as “Early Help Hub” may require users to navigate multiple pages, making access less intuitive.
Range of Services Signposted
Services include the Family Information Service, Local Offer and Family Hubs (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024c; NHS, 2026). The Family Hub model promotes coordinated support, aiming to ensure families “only need to tell their story once” (Tower Hamlets Family Hubs, 2023).
However, links between services are not always clear.

Accessibility Features
The website includes text-to-speech, translation and reading support tools (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024d).
It also aims to meet accessibility standards (WCAG 2.1 Level AA), meaning it is designed to be usable for people with different needs.
Weaknesses
Varied terminology and indirect signposting may cause confusion. Compared to Leeds, more navigation is required.
The visual design may also lack clear step-by-step guidance.
Overall Assessment
Overall, Tower Hamlets shows strong accessibility and inclusive design. However, it is less effective in clarity and navigation than Leeds, suggesting that clearer signposting would improve usability.
6. Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
The Norfolk County Council (www.norfolk.gov.uk) serves a rural county with dispersed populations and limited transport (Office for National Statistics, 2023). This affects how Early Help information is communicated, as families may rely more heavily on digital services (Good Things Foundation, 2021).
Findability and Navigation
The site uses a practical design with clearly labelled categories. Searching for “Early Help” leads to a dedicated page with clear explanations (Norfolk County Council, 2024a).
Information is split between the council site and the Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership (NSCP) site. Although linked, this may require additional navigation, especially for users with lower digital confidence (Nielsen, 2012).
A Family Information Service (FIS) telephone number is also provided, offering a non-digital access option (Norfolk County Council, 2024b; Ofcom, 2022).
Range of Services Signposted
Norfolk’s Early Help offer is based on the Families First Partnership, promoting early intervention (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). Services include the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) Local Offer and the Early Help Assessment and Plan (EHAP) process (Norfolk County Council, 2024c; 2025).
This reflects the multi-tiered Early Help system (Department for Education, 2022). However, compared to Leeds, it is less visually engaging, and compared to Tower Hamlets, links between services are less clearly explained.
Accessibility Features
Norfolk shows a strong commitment to digital inclusion through its Digital Inclusion Strategy (Norfolk County Council, 2021). It also provides telephone support, which is important in a rural context (Ofcom, 2022).
Early Help Assessment and Plan (EHAP) forms have been adapted to improve accessibility, showing that accessibility extends beyond online content.
Weaknesses
 The use of multiple sites may reduce usability and require additional navigation (Nielsen, 2012).
Content also relies mainly on text, with limited visual elements, which may reduce engagement.
Overall Assessment
Overall, Norfolk provides clear and practical Early Help information, with strong digital inclusion and alternative access. However, it is less visually engaging than Leeds and offers less integrated navigation than Tower Hamlets. Improving visual communication and simplifying navigation would further enhance accessibility.

7. Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
This section compares how Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Norfolk County Council communicate Early Help information, focusing on findability, clarity, range of services, and operational accessibility (Nielsen, 2012; Good Things Foundation, 2021).

Comparative Summary
	Criteria
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets
	Norfolk

	Findability
	Clear and direct Early Help page
	Less direct due to inconsistent terminology
	Clear and direct landing page

	Clarity
	Clear but text-heavy
	Strong visual and plain English approach
	Clear, simple and practical

	Range of Services
	Wide, well-structured services
	Integrated, community-based services
	Practical, needs-based services

	Operational Accessibility
	Clear information but mainly professional-focused
	Strong design but less consistent access to services
	Strong alignment between information and services

	Digital Inclusion
	Basic accessibility tools
	Strong community-based support
	Strong strategy and alternative access






Key Findings
Leeds and Norfolk demonstrate strong findability, while Tower Hamlets is less direct due to varied terminology. In terms of clarity, Tower Hamlets and Norfolk perform strongly, whereas Leeds relies more on text-based content (World Health Organization, 2018).
All three councils provide a wide range of services aligned with the Early Help system (Department for Education, 2022), but differ in approach. Leeds focuses on structured pathways, Tower Hamlets on integrated support, and Norfolk on practical access.
The main difference is operational accessibility. Norfolk shows clear alignment between information and service delivery, while Leeds remains more professional focused. Tower Hamlets, despite strong website accessibility, is less consistent in how easily services can be accessed.
Most Effective Local Authority
Overall, Norfolk County Council provides the most effective communication of Early Help information.
This is because it balances digital and non-digital access (Ofcom, 2022), ensures accessibility across content and documents, and aligns information with service delivery, making support easier to access.
Leeds performs strongly in terms of structure and service range but is less accessible for self-referral. Tower Hamlets demonstrates inclusive design but is less consistent in navigation and service access. Norfolk therefore provides the most balanced approach across all criteria.
8. Conclusion 
This report examined how Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council communicate Early Help and family support services through their websites, focusing on findability, clarity, service range, operational accessibility and digital inclusion.
The findings highlight clear differences between the three councils. Leeds provides strong structure and a wide range of services but relies heavily on text-based communication and referral processes mainly designed for professionals. Tower Hamlets shows effective accessibility design and digital inclusion, but weaknesses in navigation and service access reduce its overall effectiveness.
Norfolk County Council was identified as the most effective overall. It balances digital and non-digital access, shows strong accessibility, and aligns website information with service delivery, making it more likely that families can successfully access support.
In conclusion, while all three councils demonstrate strengths, Norfolk provides the most consistent and accessible communication of Early Help services, particularly in relation to operational accessibility.
9. Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this report, the following recommendations are proposed to improve how Early Help information is communicated to families.
Recommendation 1: Use plain English and visual communication
Websites should reduce text-heavy content and include visual elements such as bullet points, infographics and videos. This improves understanding, particularly for users with lower literacy or English as an additional language (World Health Organization, 2018).
Recommendation 2: Make referral pathways family-friendly
Referral processes should be accessible to families as well as professionals. Technical terms such as “consent” and “capacity” may discourage engagement. Involving families in designing these processes can improve accessibility (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2019).
Recommendation 3: Address digital exclusion and access needs
Website accessibility alone is not enough if families lack digital access or skills. Services should provide devices, connectivity and digital support, alongside alternative access such as telephone support where needed (Good Things Foundation, 2021; Ofcom, 2022).
Recommendation 4: Improve service transparency
Services should publish information on access, such as response times and user feedback. This helps ensure that website information reflects actual service availability (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2021).
Recommendation 5: Ensure accessible documents
Accessibility should include forms and downloadable documents, not just websites. Materials should be clear and easy to use (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
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One minute guide: Early help

Early Help should start early in the lie of the problem so that statutory interventions
(such as the involvement of social work services) can be avoided where appropriate.
Intervening as early as possible, regardless of the age of the child or young person, can
positively improve their outcomes. Early help is voluntary and consent from children,
young people and their families to work with them should always be sought.

In Leeds, we believe Early Help should always be an approach to provide children,
young people and families with the right support at the right time to thrive and reach
their full potential. Parents and carers know their children best, and we support them
when presented with challenges to build on their capacity and resources and be
empowered to deal with the issues they face.

Early help is everyone’s business! It encompasses a range of services from
universal services such as your GP and school to more targeted services such as
children's centres (the Early Start service in Leeds), youth services and your local
cluster. When more help is needed you can access the Family Hubs,
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