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1 . Introduction     

Early Help is an essential part of children’s social services in England, which focuses on the needs of families and children at an early age. Early Help highlights the significance of meeting the needs of children, their parents, and entire households. The Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as a county-wide coordinated method that engages services and communities in improving children’s lives (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing, and Communities, 2022). It is essential to signpost families towards Early Help services in an appropriate manner so that they clearly understand what help they are entitled to, how to contact the services, and what actions will be taken. Local area websites offer an informative link between families and social care services; however, merely providing information does not always guarantee its availability (Research in Practice, 2022).
Poorly developed web portals and portals with inadequate labelling can confuse users, failing to reach the exact point of service delivery. This essay will examine and compare the Early Help offerings of the Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Tower Hamlets Council. Each site is assessed in relation to visibility/signposting, clarity, accessibility, referrals, assessment, involvement of families, and the communication of multi-agency practice.
The analysis will be conducted using the guidance provided by the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 along with legal, research, and Ofsted reports.

2. The Early Help System

Early Help is not a service but a system that coordinates services. 
The Early Help System Guide is a national-level strategy that provides guidance to local areas on how to build up their understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses in terms of the emerging needs and issues in their communities (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). As such, the strategy focuses on working with the family as a whole and is multi-agency in nature.
Hence, families can access support in a range of areas, including, amongst others, family or parent-related issues, family or parent emotional needs, financial needs, the acute presentation of housing need, school absences, a disability, or other social needs (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Early help recognises the importance of addressing emerging matters at an early stage as a way of preventing more serious issues in the future. In this regard, it is important to note that Early Help cannot replace statutory assessments, social work, and safeguarding procedures but rather complement them.
Statutory guidance is the backbone of the Early Help system. In particular, Section 17(1) of the Children Act 1989 requires local authorities to take responsibility for the well-being of children in need (Children Act 1989). In turn, Section 10 of the Children Act 2004 promotes joint working between authorities and other agencies to undertake activities for the well-being of children (Children Act 2004). The statutory guidance was complemented by the Children and Families Act 2014 (Special Educational Needs and Disability) and the Children and Social Work Act 2017 (Multi-Agency Safeguarding Coordination). The latter two pieces of legislation enhanced the legal framework in relation to children’s social work, education, and local authority housing.
The Carer’s Leave Act of 2024 reflects the government’s commitment to supporting families and carers in the community. The updated statutory guidance, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2023), emphasises the role of early help in promoting the well-being of children, families, and communities by supporting local areas to strengthen their knowledge, skills, and capacity to deliver early help services effectively. In particular, the 2026 guidance highlights the role of local early help systems in fostering multi-agency working with children and families.
Research in Practice’s Ofsted-commissioned scope study revealed that Early Help is a broad concept and that there are varying views and approaches to it across different agencies and local areas (Research in Practice, 2022). Therefore, local areas should ensure that the information on their websites is easy to find and understand. The language of Early Help is not always intuitive for families, who are often in a desperate situation and seek help immediately.

3. Multi-Agency Working

Working across agencies is key to providing early help to children, young people and their families. Agencies need to work together for many reasons, but the main one is to ensure that children and families receive better support and services. It is important to point out that a number of agencies, including social work and housing departments, may be involved in supporting a child and his or her family (Atkinson, Doherty and Kinder, 2005).

3.1 Basic Principles of Multi-Agency Working

Sharing goals, exchanging information appropriately, clarifying roles and responsibilities and engaging with families are key principles of multi-agency working (Department for Education, 2026a).
Goals sharing: All relevant agencies must have the same vision and mission in relation to supporting the child and their family.
Information sharing and appropriation: different agencies hold different pieces of information, and it is crucial that this information is shared between agencies in a timely and appropriate manner (Department for Education, 2026a).
Definition roles and responsibilities: Agencies need to transparently define their responsibility and combine effectively their roles so they do not duplicate. Families, by navigating between service providers, get holistic support without confusion.

The Early Help System Guide states that local authorities should have a joined-up system where all agencies work together to achieve outcomes for children and families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities 2022).
Working with families Working with families: multi-agency working should not just be the sharing of information by professionals. Families need to be part of the decision-making process so that it is meaningful and so their voices are heard.”

3.2 Why is Multi-Agency Working Integral for Early Help?

Families often deal with a range of issues, which is why they may need to engage with different agencies. For instance, severe housing needs affect a family’s emotional well-being, causing parental mental health problems, school absences, and financial strain. It is evident that one issue can trigger other challenges, which means that one agency cannot address all of a family’s needs. Coordinating the efforts of different agencies can help children and families receive better support. Ofsted, CQC, and HMICFRS (2023) report that children’s social care, health, schools, and police have a range of multi-agency practices, but their approaches to working together are inconsistent, with significant local variation.
The same principle applies to children’s social care and local authority housing departments, who need to develop joined-up practices in relation to supporting families. If families are to navigate the support process smoothly, they need to have a clear vision of who will deliver what service. Local authority website signposting can either facilitate or impede the process. Families with acute housing need will benefit from being redirected to the local authority’s Early Help or family hubs or housing department directly. Poorly developed websites, which fail to provide a straight answer, can challenge families unnecessarily, preventing them from obtaining early support.

3.3 Critical Review of Multi-Agency Early Help Provision and Digital Navigation

Critical social work literature problematises the concept of early help, arguing that early intervention can be counterproductive if it is driven by proceduralisation. In other words, early help should not be treated as a mechanism for reducing a family’s needs via ticking various boxes but rather as supportive and empowering help (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2014). Research in Practice’s Ofsted-commissioned-scope study highlights that vulnerable adult carers face significant challenges attributable to poor website navigation (Douglas and Fourie, 2021). In particular, the study notes that vague labels, inappropriate use of subpages and categories, and other design issues limit the capacity of carers to access the information they need promptly and accurately (Smith and Heys, 2026).
The three local authority websites reviewed below demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses related to early help and multi-agency working.
Norfolk County Council aims to provide comprehensive procedures related to assessments, thresholds, and multi-agency and multi-professional working (Norfolk County Council, 2026). This is probably the strength of the area, which covers a large rural county with a high degree of multi-agency coordination with various stakeholders. Yet, the information seems highly bureaucratic, full of legal terms, and hard to understand for regular families.
In contrast, Tower Hamlets County Council appears to offer a more family-friendly perspective on the same topic. The website explains how MAST (Multi-Agency Support Team) coordinates housing, welfare, and family support services to deliver the best outcomes for the community (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026c).
Leicestershire County Council highlights a wide range of practical support on offer (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a), though a two-tier authority structure prevents families from accessing the necessary services without going through a number of sub-pages.

4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites

4.1 Leicestershire County Council


Leicestershire has a well-developed online presence with a separate help for children and families section. The website makes the target of family help clear as early help intervention aims to address those family needs beyond universal support (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). It is also important to note that other county councils, such as Leicester City Council (2026), have differing online presences when it comes to early help.
Strengths
The range of support areas on offer includes tackling domestic abuse and mental health issues, parent support (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b), youth hubs, and a family information directory.
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Figure 1; 1.2; 1.3;1.4. 
Family help and referral information  on the Leicestershire County Council website, illustrating practical referral options alongside dispersed service signposting. 
Source: Leicestershire County Council (2026).
Another strength of the Leicestershire early help website is the breadth of referral routes available, such as the Multi-Agency Referral Form and online request for a service with a specific note regarding consent to request it on someone else’s behalf (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a).
Weaknesses of the websites are connected with the absence of a clear structure of early help and too many subpages. Where families need help with a range of issues, including family support and housing, they have to click through more than one page when one would do.

4.2 Norfolk County Council


In terms of prevention and early help, the Partnership Approach (Prevention and Early Help Strategy; Norfolk County Council, 2021) provides a number of areas to comment on in terms of the robust information.
Strengths: A wide variety of information on assessment, thresholds and targeted support which is over and above that available through universal services. The county highlights the range of support, including Team Around the Family (TAF) in relation to universal, targeted and statutory levels (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
The hub's family framework very well supports Norfolk County Council strategy for initiative (Norfolk County Council, 2024).
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Figure 2; 2.1; 2.2; 2.3. 
Norfolk Council digital guidance showing Early Help, assessment threshold (s17 Vs s. 47), and multi agency process frameworks.
Source: Norfolk County Council (2026).

This same strength is tied to the weakness of Norfolk’s website, in which families are faced with too much information, which can be difficult, especially for families who need immediate support.

4.3 Tower Hamlets Borough Council

Tower Hamlets County Council offers excellent guidance on early help, including general information (About Early Help; Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a), Early Help at the front door (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b), and Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026c). Its strength is that it brings together social care, early help, health, housing, education and police to provide support.
The website emphasises the diversity of reasons for families coming to early help, such as the impact of acute housing needs on family well-being (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). It uses the appropriate terminology to guide families through the stages of request, triage and allocation.
The website's only weakness was that families had to go through a number of pages to find the details of local Early Help Hubs.
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Figure 3; 3.1; 3.2. 
Multi  agency support team (MAST) and Early Help referral interface on the Tower Hamlets Council website, demonstrating integrated housing and family front door signposting. Source: Tower Hamlets Council (2026c). 

5. Comparative Analysis

When comparing and contrasting the three local authority websites, it becomes apparent that each has its own strengths, which are related to the volume and quality of services, as well as the size of the authority and the target population. In particular, Leicestershire has strengths in terms of referral support, with a wide range of options from referral forms to online requests. Norfolk has a comprehensive set of procedural guidance, which may be used by families seeking early help in relation to a range of issues. In turn, Tower Hamlets is a leader in terms of presenting information in a family-friendly manner, providing an example of how to structure the early help page to facilitate user navigation.
Appendix 1.

At the same time, the same strengths can be considered weaknesses due to the presence of subpages, which prevent families from finding the necessary information without spending too much time online. In particular, the presence of more than one page for early help is a challenge for all three local authorities, with Leicestershire being the weakest in that regard.
It is crucial to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of the early help websites in relation to the local contexts, which informs appropriate recommendations for improvement. In particular, the large rural county of Norfolk has a significantly different target population and organizational structure compared to a metropolitan borough of Tower Hamlets. Norfolk's emphasis on strict threshold documentation with defined Section 17 vs. Section 47 pathways, which address operation needs for providing standard workflow across partners. Tower Hamlets Council, the former’s procedural guidance, and the latter’s MAST front door are justified within their contexts, effective digital navigation for family easy access. 

6. Conclusion

This essay examined and compared how early help is signposted on the websites of Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. The analysis identified a range of strengths and weaknesses related to the level of service provision, the presence of referral options, and navigational tools.All three authorities provide a significant amount of information on the available early help, though it is presented differently, with Leicester having the least amount of subpages and Norfolk providing too much procedural information. In terms of strengths, Tower Hamlets County Council uses appropriate terminology to guide families step-by-step through the process of requesting early help.

 7. Recommendations:

1) A clearly defined early help pathway
It is important that local authorities produce a clear visual progression in relation to the process by which an initial request for support is received, assessed, and then addressed through the appropriate multi-agency support.
2) Make multi-agency working easier for families to understand.
Websites should make it clear what agencies are involved in delivering Early Help and outline their responsibilities using language understandable to families. Clearly identifying the range of partners, including housing, is an example of good practice, as illustrated by Tower Hamlets’ MAST.
3) Eliminate digital navigation barriers and fix bad page labeling
Local authorities should replace professional-sounding jargon with need-specific labels (“Housing and Money Distress,” “Parenting Support…” ) to ensure that families are not frustrated by the presence of irrelevant sub-pages.
4) Improve accessibility and inclusion
All local authority portals should offer easy-read versions of web pages for individuals with special needs.
5) Make referral, consent, and threshold information-sharing (s17/s47) and arrangements immediately visible.
Local authorities should make information on referral options, information-sharing with partners, and consent to access identifiable information visible on the Early Help landing page rather than in downloadable documents.

Overall

Local authorities should consider adopting an integrated approach informed by the strengths of the three local authorities under review. In particular, the development of a family-friendly portal, which offers both procedural guidance and practical support options in terms of referrals, is recommended.
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	Criterion
	Leicestershire
	Norfolk
	Tower Hamlets

	Visibility and signposting
	Very good
	Good
	Excellent

	Clarity and language
	Very good
	Very good
	Excellent

	Accessibility and digital navigation
	Good/Very good
	Good/Very good
	Excellent

	Family-friendly communication
	Very good
	Good
	Excellent

	Referral and consent information
	Excellent
	Very good
	Excellent

	Assessment and threshold information
	Very good
	Excellent (s.17/s.47)
	Excellent

	Multi-agency integration 
	Very good
	Excellent
	Excellent

	Overall effectiveness
	Very good
	Excellent
	Excellent



Source: Author’s comparative analysis of Leicestershire County Council (2026), Norfolk County Council (2021, 2024, and 2026), and Tower Hamlets Council (2026).
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