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[bookmark: _Toc233297089]a) Introduction
Early Help is a change from 'reactive' (statutory) intervention to 'preventive' support to recognise and respond to the difficulties in a family before they become more serious, as defined by DFE (2026). Early Help can minimise harm and improve family resilience in the long-term, through providing timely and coordinated help (Action for Children, 2023). However, its effectiveness relies on the ease of access of help to families.
Local authority websites are a key and important pathway for Early Help for many vulnerable families. Digital barriers can impede self-referral and delay intervention, when information is hard to find, too bureaucratic or in jargon for professionals (Lucas and Archard, 2021). Online signposting is, therefore, an important safeguarding tool.
This report looks at how Early Help is communicated on the websites of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. It reflects the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2026) and The Early Help System Guide (DLUHC & DfE, 2022) by considering accessibility, the clarity of language, ease of access and providing comparative findings and recommendations for improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc233297090]b) Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system in the UK is a non-statutory approach to helping children, young people and families when difficulties arise, and is based on a shared holistic and integrated approach to working with those families (DfE, 2026). Covering universal, targeted and specialist provision. Children Act 1989, Section 17, prescribes a general duty on local authorities to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in their area who are deemed to be 'in need'. However, contemporary approaches to safeguarding understand that intervention should take place much earlier than statutory thresholds (Munro, 2019). Early help is delivered through a stepped approach, along the lines of a four-step threshold model, as described in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023:
[image: ]
Figure 1: four-tier threshold model 
Source: https://www.staffsscp.org.uk/threshold-framework-2/
Universal services at Level 1 are for children who have needs that are met through mainstream services like primary health care, GP's, schools etc. Level 2 - early emerging needs (for instance through targeted support from one agency, for example school mentoring). Children with 'complex' or 'multiple needs' will be deemed to have reached Level 3, a threshold for formal Early Help, which means a child's needs will not be met by a single agency alone but will trigger a multi-agency response (DfE, 2026). Level 4 is the statutory level of concern (Section 17 – Child in Need and Section 47 – Child Protection) requiring specialist social work support because of significant harm or risk of harm.
There is a clear distinction between 'early help' (both universal and early targeted help) and 'early intervention' (intensive, targeted services, targets specific, pre-identified risks) (Watts and Frost, 2023). The Early Help system guide (DLUHC & DfE, 2022) describes a well-developed local early help system as having three main pillars:
1. The Family Perspective: Families must experience support that is respectful, strengths-based, and easy to access without feeling stigmatised.
2. The Strategic Partnership: Local authorities, health boards, education, police, and voluntary sectors must share a unified strategy and integrated pathways.
3. The National Framework: Alignment with national outcomes (such as the Supporting Families program) to ensure accountability.
The main aim of Early Help is to increase family resilience; support parents to manage problems; and avoid them becoming persistent problems that can be passed down from one generation to the next, for example through domestic abuse, poor school attendance, youth offending and parental conflict (Waters et al, 2019). The system seeks to improve long-term outcomes for children and to alleviate the financial burden on high-cost, statutory crisis services, by intervening early (Alrouh et al., 2019; Munro, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc233297091]c) Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
One of the key principles of the Early Help system is that ‘safeguarding is everyone's responsibility' (DfE, 2026, p. 14). The issues that families encounter are complex and frequently involve financial worries, mental health issues, homelessness and substance abuse, and no one agency can do this alone. Multi-agency working is the working together of a partnership of different agencies, such as education, health services (health visitors, school nurse, GP), police, housing and the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector, co-ordinated by the local authority.
Issues of multi-agency working have been highlighted in a number of serious case reviews, including that of Purcell (2020) and the Munro Review of Child Protection (2019). The investigations highlighted systemic barriers to communication, service delivery issues, and ‘silo working' as key issues exposing vulnerable children. More recently the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel [CSPRP] (2024) identified a failure to share information and a failure to assess agencies jointly as a recurrent problem in the occurrence of safeguarding tragedies. As a result statutory guidance now requires strong partnership working arrangements locally to ensure early identification and action. There are three key tools which facilitate multi-agency working in Early Help in operation:
1. The Early Help Assessment (EHA):  A shared, comprehensive, strengths-based assessment tool developed by professionals from across the NHS and other sectors to identify strengths, assets and unmet help needs for a family (DfE, 2026). Eliminates multiple agency story-telling for the family, minimising administrative trauma.
2. The Team Around the Family (TAF): A multi-agency group in which the family and professionals who support them work together to create an organised and time-limited support plan.
3. The Lead Professional: To avoid families feeling overwhelmed, one practitioner is tasked with being the ‘Lead Professional’ (DLUHC & DfE, 2022). It is the person of the family to whom this is delegated as the main liaison and to coordinate the TAF plan.
The key to this model is effective information sharing. The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR requires practitioners to share information in a lawful, proportional and secure manner. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 makes it clear that no data protection legislation is in the way of data sharing if there is a legitimate safeguarding or early help concern (DfE, 2026). However, making operations truly seamless is a difficult process as there are often professional cultures and structural “silos” that make it difficult to coordinate operations (Purcell, et al., 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc233297092]d) Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc233297093]1. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council's Early Help is embedded in their 'Best Start Family Hubs' and their localised 'Cluster' structures. The Early Help section is located within the larger "Children and Families" directory (Leeds City Council, 2026). The structure of the website is very clear and it uses ‘One Minute Guides' to help to clarify complex safeguarding and early help processes from a user’s point of view. This is an innovative digital tool that communicates professional policies into very accessible, one-page summaries for families and frontline staff. Early Help is clearly identified as 'everybody's business' and is organised around the '3As' (Attend, Attain and Achieve) (Leeds City Council, 2026).
The route for a parent seeking direct assistance can, however, be a bit bureaucratic. The site has a strong focus on the "Leeds Practice Framework" and "restorative practice", and uses professional jargon that can put a parent in crisis at a disadvantage. The contact pathways are also spread around across the 22 geographic clusters, the Family Information Service, and the Family Hubs, each of which is localised, meaning the cognitive load is increased for the user.

[bookmark: _Toc233297094]2. Norfolk County Council
The provision of Early Help in Norfolk County Council is based on a key focus on immediate, localised community support through provision of their Early Help “Family Hubs” approach and the “Family Support Process” (Norfolk County Council, 2026). The interface of the website is clean, and sets a prominent and empathetic message at its top: "If you have difficulties in your family, or if you are worried about your children, there are people who can support you" (Norfolk County Council, 2026). This makes it easier to feel like you can seek council intervention without the stigma. The site explains that support is available for families with children up to 18 (or 25 for young people with SEND) and it covers all-round concerns for adults including mental health, financial difficulties, etc.
One of the big assets of the Norfolk site is the ease of access to help. There is a clear button clearly marked "Request Early Help" that goes to an online portal. Norfolk also makes a clear explanation of the step by step "Family Support Process" where a family can select a Lead Professional (such as a trusted school teacher) to provide the co-ordination of care for that family. The "Kinship Support Team" and the "Children’s Advice and Duty Service" (CADS) offer effective information flow and guidance for low level help and emergency safeguarding issues, with a good balance between early help and statutory intervention (Norfolk County Council, 2026).

[bookmark: _Toc233297095]3. Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets Council have a ‘Multi-Agency Support Team' (MAST) that runs their Early Help front door. The signposting of the website is strongly anchored on this multi-agency co-ordinating hub (Tower Hamlets Council 2026). The Tower Hamlets portal offers a good introduction to Early Help in accessible, user-friendly language, with clear separation between universal services (schools, GP, health visitors) and targeted services. It outlines the common issues that may lead to a need for specific support including parental conflict, poor attendance, language barriers, and housing problems, so parents can self-identify their needs.
The main drawback of the Tower Hamlets site is that the front-end is very professionalised. References to "MAST" and the "eEHA" (electronic Early help Assessment) dominate the pathway to accessing support (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). Contact for support involves completing the "MAST Request for Support Form," a highly structured, multi-page referral form, which is typically completed by professionals. The page has a direct telephone helpline but the digital pathway is intimidating for a parent who wishes to self-refer without being mediated professionally.

[bookmark: _Toc233297096]e) Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
The digital signposting of these three portals can be considered in the context of key principles of digital accessibility, readability and user-centred design, as recommended in The Early Help System Guide (DLUHC & DfE, 2022).
	Criterion
	Leeds City Council
	Norfolk County Council
	Tower Hamlets Council

	Tone & Empathy
	Moderate; leans toward professional policy framework.
	Excellent; highly reassuring and non-stigmatising.
	Good; clear definitions but shifts quickly to clinical terminology.

	Path-to-Service Clarity
	Complex; split between Family Hubs, clusters, and helpline.
	Excellent; single "Request Early Help" button and clear step-by-step guide.
	Moderate; dominated by the professionalised "MAST" referral system.

	Cognitive Load & Jargon
	Low; utilises "One Minute Guides" to simplify complex ideas.
	Low; uses simple language to explain the Lead Professional role.
	High; heavy use of abbreviations like "MAST", "eEHA", and "TYS".

	Accessibility & Diversity
	Good; conforms to standard Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG).
	Good; well-structured for screen readers and clean contrast.
	Excellent; strong signposting for language barriers and ESOL needs.


[bookmark: _Toc233297097]Analysis of Strengths
The most user-friendly is Norfolk County Council, which adopts an empathetic style of language and prominently features a ‘Request Early Help' button, lowering the barriers to self-referral. This is consistent with the ‘Family Perspective' in The Early Help System Guide, which draws on the principle of accessible and dignified support (DLUHC & DfE, 2022).
Leeds City Council's most significant strength is the development of ‘One Minute Guides' which make the multi-agency processes more accessible to children and families and enable them to appreciate assessments, thereby building transparency and trust. Tower Hamlets are aware of the diversity of their population and are taking steps to ensure services meet their needs including English as an Additional Language (EAL) and parental conflict.

[bookmark: _Toc233297098]Analysis of Weaknesses
One of the big challenges in Leeds and Tower Hamlets is the professionalisation of their Early Help pages. Parental engagement may be discouraged and overwhelmed by administrative terms and systems of referral, including MAST, eEHA, and cluster referrals. In addition, Leeds has a more 'decentralised structure' than other areas, so users must navigate to their local cluster or Family Hub, presenting additional navigation barriers. This is consistent with the results of Dickens et al. (2022) and Action for Children (2023), which found that the local systems in which children are placed can form a “postcode lottery” in terms of access to support.

[bookmark: _Toc233297099]f) Conclusion and Recommendations
The evaluation showed that Early Help is in good practice across all three areas, with some areas having easily accessible websites and others not.The evaluation identified that whilst the Early Help models are effective in all three areas, the accessibility of their websites varies greatly. Norfolk County Council offers the most accessible of experiences using clear language, navigation and being easy to identify to self refer. However, professional terminology and complex structures are more commonly used in Leeds and Tower Hamlets, which makes it difficult for parents to access support. Digital signposting is therefore a key element to ensure the access of Early Help services to families at an early stage so that issues are not escalated.
A “two-front-door” policy is needed, with parents and professionals accessing different doors. There should be a simple way to access specialist referral systems for practitioners, and empathetic language on parent facing pages that is straightforward and easy to access to support. This would help to eliminate confusion and promote family self-referral for vulnerable families. Councils should also ensure that they have a single point of contact, established via a central helpline and online referral form, with supporting materials in plain language (One Minute Guides and multilingual materials). These measures would make access easier, make it more inclusive and increase links to Early Help services.
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