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Introduction 
Early Help is an important part of the support available to children, young people and families in England. It aims to identify and respond to difficulties at an early stage, before problems become more serious and require statutory intervention. Effective Early Help depends not only on the availability of services but also on whether families can understand what support exists, identify the appropriate service and access it without unnecessary barriers. Local authority websites are therefore an important method of signposting families to information, advice and support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
This report examines and compares how three local authorities communicate Early Help and related family support services through their websites: Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council. Analysis considers the clarity, accessibility, range of information, methods of contact, visibility of Early Help and evidence of multi-agency working. Discussion is informed by the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022) and the current Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 statutory guidance (Department for Education, 2026). These documents emphasise early intervention, effective partnership working and coordinated support to help, protect and promote the welfare of children (Department for Education, 2026).
Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help refers to support provided to children, young people and families when difficulties are first identified, with the aim of preventing problems from escalating and reducing the need for more intensive or statutory intervention. The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide explains that Early Help should be a coordinated system involving different organisations and professionals rather than a single service. It promotes shared responsibility, accessible services, effective information sharing and positive relationships with families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
Providing appropriate support at an early stage can help families manage difficulties. Research examining Early Help provision across all 152 English local authorities found considerable differences in how services were organised and delivered. There were no common protocols for categorising referrals or identifying children's needs. Children's behavioural challenges were the most frequently reported reason for Early Help, followed by parenting difficulties and children's emotional wellbeing, housing, and financial problems, educational, disability and family relationships. The proportion of children receiving Early Help also varied significantly between local authorities, demonstrating differences in local approaches and thresholds (Lucas and Archad). These differences are relevant to how Early Help is communicated to families. Although research provides evidence about its organisation, there is less research examining how local authorities specifically signpost these services through their websites. Local differences in services and thresholds may therefore influence how information is presented and accessed by families. The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 guidance emphasises coordinated and multi-agency support. Early Help also operates within the wider statutory framework for children’s services. Under Section 17 of the Children Act 1989, local authorities have a duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need in their area. It also supports this preventative approach by identifying emerging difficulties and providing appropriate support before problems become more serious or require higher-level statutory intervention (Children Act 1989; Department for Education, 2026).
Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working involves professionals and organisations from different services working together to safeguard children, young people and families. This may include social care, health, education, police, housing services, voluntary and community organisations. It is an important approach because different agencies can contribute their own knowledge, skills and resources, enabling families to receive more coordinated and appropriate support. Although partnership working is supported by legislation, policy and safeguarding guidance, research identifies several challenges in practice. These include unclear roles and responsibilities between agencies and difficulties in sharing relevant information quickly and appropriately. Such barriers can affect the ability of professionals to identify concerns and respond effectively. Effective multi-agency safeguarding therefore requires organisations to establish clear responsibilities, communication processes and systems for monitoring the quality of partnership working. This suggests that safeguarding should move beyond the idea that it is simply “everyone’s responsibility” towards a stronger concept of collective responsibility, where agencies actively share accountability for outcomes (Ball, McManus,2024).
A further factor influencing effective collaboration is the development of a shared professional identity. When professionals understand their common purpose and develop trust and respect for colleagues from other organisations, they may be more willing to communicate openly and cooperate. A shared understanding can also reduce difficulties caused by different professional terminology and organisational cultures. This is particularly important when agencies need to respond quickly to complex safeguarding situations. Information sharing is another essential element of multi-agency working. Safeguarding practice reviews have repeatedly identified failures to share relevant information between services such as social care, health and the police as a factor that can contribute to missed opportunities to protect children. Professionals therefore need to understand when information can and should be shared, while appropriately considering confidentiality, consent and the best interests of the child (Department for Education, 2026).
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council provides a wide range of online information about Early Help and support for children and families. Website explains the Early Help approach and provides information about Family Hubs, where families 
can access advice and support at an early stage. It also provides information about services such as parenting support, health and wellbeing, SEND and other family needs (Leeds City Council, 2025).
A key strength is the range of support available through the Family Hubs and the Early Help Front Door. Bringing different services together can make it easier for families to access appropriate support and reflects the importance of partnership working. This is consistent with Ball, McElwee and McManus’ (2024) argument that effective safeguarding requires agencies to move from viewing safeguarding as “everyone’s responsibility” towards a stronger sense of collective responsibility through collaboration, communication and shared expertise. Another strength is that the website provides families with different ways to access support and information. This can be particularly useful for families who may have different needs or preferences when seeking help. However, the amount of information available across different services may also create a challenge. Families may need to move between Early Help, Family Hubs and other pages before identifying the most appropriate service. For a parent who is already experiencing difficulties, this could make the process of finding help more complicated. Leeds has also recognised the importance of improving how information is presented online. The council has worked to make Early Help and Family Information easier to navigate and to improve signposting for families (Leeds City Council, 2025). 
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website
Tower Hamlets provides a strong and clearly identifiable Early Help section. It’s About Early Help page explains that Early Help is an approach designed to support children, young people and families when challenges first occur and to prevent problems from escalating. Language is relatively family-friendly and emphasises that families should receive support when they need it. The council has also developed a strong Family Hub model. Its website explains the role of Best Start Involving Children Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. There are four Best Start Family Hubs and eight Children and Family Centres, with additional activities taking place across the borough. Services include play, family support, health, training and employment. The current council page directly confirms that Early Help is available from pregnancy through age 19 (or 25 for SEND), describes universal and targeted support, and explains the multi-disciplinary MAST arrangement involving children’s services, health, education, police, housing and other organisations (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 
One of Tower Hamlets' strongest features is the way the Early Help service is organised online. The main Early Help and Children and Family Service page provide separate routes to the Best Start Family Hubs, Children and Family Centres, information about Early Help and an Early Help "front door". This gives families several possible routes into support while maintaining a central Early Help identity. The approach is also supported by the council's current Early Help Strategy 2025–2028. The strategy aims to make support easier to access and is based around Family Hubs and community support. The council has reported that Early Help was recognised as a strength during its recent Ofsted assessment, suggesting that the online offer forms part of a wider service model rather than being simply a collection of webpages (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk provides an extensive Family Hub approach, although its online communication is somewhat more distributed between council and partner websites. Norfolk's approach brings together services for families from conception through childhood and adolescence. Information is available through the council and  Just One Norfolk, a health service website commissioned by Norfolk County Council. Family Hub model provides advice and support covering children's health, development and wellbeing, home and family life, parental health and wellbeing, parenting, groups and activities. The service provides online and face-to-face access, which is valuable for families who may not be able to access information digitally. The authority has developed Family Hubs across the county and provides information about local sites. Families can visit hubs without necessarily requiring an appointment, while online support is also available. Norfolk also demonstrates clear multi-agency intentions. Council information describes collaboration between the local authority, health providers, voluntary organisations and community services. Its Family Hub programme aims to join up services so that families do not repeatedly have to tell their story to different organisations. However, compared with Leeds and Tower Hamlets, Norfolk's online signposting can be less straightforward because information is distributed across different platforms. Families may encounter  Norfolk County Council website, Just One Norfolk, Norfolk SENDIASS and other partner services. Although these links demonstrate partnership working, they can also create a navigation problem. A family looking specifically for "Early Help" may not immediately recognise that Family Hubs are one of the main routes into early support (Just One Norfolk,2026).
Comparative Analysis
The three websites demonstrate broadly similar commitments to prevention, Family Hubs and multi-agency support, but they differ in how clearly these services are presented.
	Criteria
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets
	Norfolk

	Visibility of Early Help
	Very strong
	Very strong
	Moderate

	Family Hub information
	Strong
	Strong
	Strong

	Explanation for families
	Clear
	Clear
	Clear but distributed

	Contact/access information
	Very strong
	Strong
	Strong

	Multi-agency information
	Very strong
	Strong
	Very strong

	Range of family support
	Very extensive
	Extensive
	Extensive

	Ease of navigation
	Strong but complex
	Strong but several pages
	More fragmented

	Overall accessibility
	Very strong
	Very strong
	Good


Leeds appears strongest in explicitly explaining Early Help, its graduated approach and the relationship between universal, targeted and specialist support. Its Early Help Front Door and Family Hubs create a clear system of access. The availability of telephone, email and face-to-face routes is also positive. Tower Hamlets is particularly strong in presenting Early Help as a family-focused service and linking it closely with Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. Its current Early Help Strategy also demonstrates that online information is supported by a broader local strategy.  Norfolk's greatest strength is its broad and community-based Family Hub model. However, the information is less centralised. The use of a health-sector partner website provides valuable information but may make navigation more complicated for a parent who begins on the council website. The importance of accessible information is particularly significant because families experiencing difficulties may already be under considerable pressure. Recent NSPCC research on Family Hubs identified continuing challenges around families knowing what support is available, reinforcing the importance of clear communication and effective signposting (NSPCC, 2026). 
Conclusion and Recommendations
Early Help is an essential component of children's services because it aims to address difficulties before they escalate. The 2026 Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance reinforces the importance of coordinated Family Help, multi-agency working, information sharing and consistent relationships with families. Local authority websites have an important role in this system because they are often one of the first places families look for information. The comparison of Leeds, Tower Hamlets and Norfolk demonstrates that all three authorities provide significant Early Help and Family Hub support. Leeds is the strongest overall because it provides particularly clear explanations of Early Help, a graduated model of support, multiple contact routes and detailed information about its Family Hubs. Tower Hamlets also provides a strong and family-focused offer, while Norfolk demonstrates strong community and health partnerships but has more fragmented online signposting.
The following recommendations could improve accessibility across all three authorities:
1. Create one clearly labelled "I need help" Early Help/Family Help webpage so that families do not need to understand local service structures before finding support.
2. Use simple, family-friendly language and minimise professional terminology such as thresholds, pathways and statutory intervention unless these terms are explained.
3. Provide a simple needs-based navigation tool, for example "I need help with parenting", "my child's wellbeing", "money or housing", "SEND" or "family relationships".
4. Make contact details highly visible, including telephone, email, online and face-to-face options.
5. Improve accessibility for diverse communities, including translated information, British Sign Language options, accessible documents and information suitable for people with different literacy levels.
6. Clearly distinguish Early Help/Family Help from safeguarding, while explaining what families should do when there is an immediate concern about a child's safety.
Ultimately, effective Early Help depends on more than having services available. Families must be able to recognise their need, understand the available options and reach the appropriate service without unnecessary barriers. 
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