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Introduction
A key factor of Safeguarding and child welfare in England is “Early Help”, this form of support helps families at the earliest point to help prevent issues escalating into serious concerns (NSPCC, 2023). Local councils play a vital role in not only delivering this service but inform families of early help and where to find it. Early help is primarily found using council websites where a wide range of services and support can be accessed.
This report will examine how well Early Help is signposted for families on three local authority websites, Leeds city Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council 
Firstly, the report will explain the Early Help system and multi-agency working and then evaluate each website’s content and accessibility to identify their key strengths and weaknesses. It will then conclude by identifying the most effective authority and recommend any improvements that could be made
Early Help System
The Early Help system is not a single service, but a network of services, processes, and partnerships designed to support children and families as early as possible when difficulties emerge. Its primary aim is to improve outcomes for children by identifying needs early and preventing problems from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2022)
Early Help operates through a continuum of support, ranging from services such as schools, healthcare providers, and children's centres to targeted interventions for families experiencing additional challenges. The approach is based on the principle that providing support at the earliest opportunity can improve children's wellbeing, strengthen family relationships, and reduce the need for statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2025).
The Early Help System Guide highlights that effective Early Help relies on strong partnerships between agencies, shared responsibility, and coordinated services that focus on the needs of the whole family. Research by Reupert et al. (2022) supports this approach, arguing that children achieve better outcomes when families are supported by a wider network of professionals, community services, and informal support systems rather than individual agencies working alone. This is particularly important for families experiencing poverty, as financial hardship can contribute to issues such as poor housing, parental stress, and social exclusion, which may negatively affect children's wellbeing and development. Research by NSPCC and UNICEF UK (NSPCC, 2024) found that early childhood services play a key role in reducing the impact of poverty on young children.
The "village" approach reflects the core principles of Early Help by providing coordinated support and building family resilience before difficulties become more significant (Reupert et al., 2022).

Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working is key to safeguarding and Early Help provision. The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026) outlines that safeguarding is a shared responsibility across all organisations, in particular local authorities, police, health services, and education services. The key principles of multi-agency working are, a Child centred approach that focuses on the child's welfare while including the family, collaboration, agencies working together to identify and support families in need, information sharing, ensuring any safeguarding issues are raised and communicated correctly and shared accountability where all agencies involved contribute to improve the outcomes. The guidance also highlights the need for respectful communication with the families by being supportive and non-judgemental while empowering families and including them in all decisions made.

This multi-agency approach is essential in the Early Help as one agency alone cannot meet all the needs of a family. This is why councils need to ensure that information is easily accessible through their websites so families can understand and access support when needed.


3 local authority websites

Leeds City Council (Leeds City Council, 2019) website provides comprehensive information for children, young people, and families about Early Help, from one-minute guides to links to other services and resources. The website explains that Early Help is an approach that supports children, young people, and families with the right support at the right time. This support helps them to thrive and avoid statutory interventions (Leeds.gov.uk, 2022).
Access and navigation are well structured with clear headings in tile formation, and links within the tiles to other services such as family hubs, youth services, and safeguarding support. However, some of the information is spread across several different pages requiring the user to navigate multiple pages to get all the information and understand what support is available. This could prove to be challenging to anyone that is not digitally confident or does not really know what support they are looking for.
Leeds provides a wide range of information on the Early Help, and the website clearly reflects the key principles outlined in Working together to Safeguard Children 2023 in particular the importance of shared responsibility, partnership working and early intervention (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, n.d.). Leeds states that Early Help is “everyone's business” (Leeds.gov.uk, 2022), it encompasses a range of services including schools, GPs to more targeted services like Early Start (www.leeds.gov.uk, n.d.), youth services, family hubs and local clusters (Leeds.gov.uk, 2023). Leeds uses the Thrive model for referral pathways and various levels of help available (Leeds.gov.uk, 2025)

[image: ]
(Leeds.gov.uk, 2025)
[bookmark: _Int_8btqCwN0]A strength of Leeds website is its depth of information available and its clear explanation of where families can get support. However, a weakness is that some of the content looks like it's written for professionals using technical or complex language that users may not understand, therefore creating barriers for those needing support. Overall Leeds websites provides detailed support and a good understanding of the principles of Early Help, and signposts users effectively to the correct services (NSPCC, 2023).

Norfolk County Council (Norfolk County Council, 2024), provides information on Early Help in a concise, family friendly manner. The website explains its Early help system is there to provide information, advice, and guidance to families sooner rather than later (Norfolk County Council, nd). By using The Flourish Framework (Norfolk County Council, n.d.), Norfolk is committed to supporting children and families by working together, building on children’s and family's strengths, and supporting them to make positive changes for themselves (Early, 2023).

Norfolk uses a Family Hub approach where children, young people, parents, and carers can access services either online or signposted to face to face services in the community (Norfolk County Council, 2026). Accessibility and navigation of the website is very straightforward; the website uses plain language making it easy for the user to understand the support available with clear pathways and links to request support. Although not mentioned in detail there is evidence of multi-agency within the Family Hub model, bringing together professionals and services to support families in need. the website also aligns with Section 10 of the Children's Act 2004, which places the duty of care on local authorities to collaborate with other agencies to improve outcomes for children and families (Gov.uk,2024).

Although Norfolk's website is very user friendly the actual information on Early Help and what it is, is limited. While this simple approach improves accessibility it could also be a barrier leaving some families confused about what to expect during and after the process once a referral has been made.

The key strengths of Norfolk's website is its ease of access, clear signposting, and its focus on Early Help. However, a notable weakness is its limited depth of information on the Early Help process. Overall Norfolk provides a straightforward pathway that follows the core principles of Early Help and provides an accessible starting point for families seeking support.

Tower Hamlets Council (Home, 2019) provides detailed information on Early Help through its Early Help and Best Start Family Hub webpages. The website clearly explains what Early Help is, who it is for and the difference between universal services, such as schools and healthcare, and targeted services, for example debt and budget advice sessions, and how families can access support (About Early Help, n.d.) The council also provides links to its Early Help Strategy and Best Start Family Hub service (Tower Hamlets Best Start Family Hubs, 2026).
The website shows a strong commitment to accessibility by using inclusive language and providing information for families with children from pregnancy through to 19 (25 with Special Educational Needs or Disabilities). It clearly outlines examples of circumstances where families may require additional support, such as parental mental health difficulties, poor school attendance, financial challenges, or language barriers (About Early Help, n.d.). This can help families identify what level of support they need.

A particular strength of the Tower Hamlets website is its clear explanation of the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST). MAST acts as the first point of contact for both Early Help requests and safeguarding concerns, the purpose of MAST is to share information, identify risks, and assess needs at the earliest possible stage so that families receive early support before problems escalate (Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), 2025). Once an Early Help referral is received, the team assesses the family's level of need and directs them to the most appropriate service. This approach perfectly aligns with Section 10 of the Children's Act 2004 (Gov.uk,2024) and the principles of Working together to safeguard children 2023 (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, n.d.). However, the amount of information and how it is set out over several webpages could prove to be overwhelming to users in crisis, navigation could be simplified to improve the users' experience. Overall, Tower Hamlet has a highly informative website and explains its services well. But its main weakness is the volume of content makes it difficult to find the support you need quickly.

Comparative Analysis

[bookmark: _Int_Lf38fJYo]All three of the local authority websites show a good commitment to Early Help, but how they present the information is very different. Accessibility, depth of information and ease of navigation varies significantly between all three websites. These differences are important because effective signposting can encourage families to seek support earlier, reducing the likelihood of problems escalating into statutory safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2022).

Leeds City Council's website offers the most comprehensive range of information about Early Help services. Its strengths lie in the detailed explanations of support available, and its extensive links to Family Hubs, youth services, schools, and targeted interventions (Leeds city Council,n.d) However, information is spread across multiple webpages, and some sections contain professional terminology, which may be difficult for families to understand (One minute guide: Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, n.d.)


Norfolk County Council provides the most accessible and user-friendly website of the three. The use of plain language, straightforward navigation, and clear referral pathways enables families to access support quickly and easily (Norfolk County Council, n.d.).
However, compared with Leeds and Tower Hamlets, Norfolk provides limited information about the Early Help process and what families can expect after requesting support (Early Help, n.d.). Although this simplicity improves accessibility, it may leave some users with unanswered questions regarding assessment procedures and multi-agency involvement (Home, n.d.).

Tower Hamlets Council offers a strong balance between detailed information and practical support. The website clearly explains the purpose of Early Help, identifies circumstances where families may require support, and provides detailed information about the Multi-Agency Support Team (Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), 2025). However, the volume of information spread across several webpages may appear overwhelming to families seeking immediate support.

[bookmark: _Int_OqHF6o11]Overall, Tower Hamlets appears to be the most effective website. While Norfolk excels in accessibility and Leeds provides the most detailed information, Tower Hamlets successfully combines clear explanations of Early Help, evidence of multi-agency collaboration, and practical guidance on accessing services. This supports families in understanding both the support available and how professionals work together to meet their needs.

[bookmark: _Int_5IqiIIlJ]To improve user experience, Leeds should adopt clearer language and consolidate information across fewer webpages. Norfolk would benefit from providing more explicit details on the Early Help process, particularly regarding the specific roles of all agencies. For Tower Hamlets, they need to improve accessibility by streamlining website navigation and reducing the number of pages the information is spread across. Implementing these changes will ultimately make Early Help signposting more effective, ensuring vulnerable families receive timely intervention.



Conclusion and Recommendations

Effective Early Help signposting is essential for ensuring families access support, preventing issues from escalating into serious safeguarding concerns. An analysis of local authorities reveals that while Leeds, Norfolk, and Tower Hamlets all prioritise early intervention, their digital delivery varies, with Tower Hamlets offering the most effective balance of clear guidance and multi-agency coordination. To optimise digital resources, local authorities should adopt plain language, reduce fragmented content, and clearly outline the support process to ensure accessibility. Streamlined online information strengthens early intervention, improves outcomes for children, and supports families before crises arise.
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