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[bookmark: _Toc1096323151]1. Introduction
This report examines how the Early Help system is signposted to families through local authority websites in England. Early Help is help that is provided to children and families at the earliest opportunity, before difficulties escalate (HM Government, 2022). It is also highlighted in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, where Early Help is part of a whole family approach to safeguarding children's welfare (Department for Education, 2026). This report is a comparison of three Councils: Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Norfolk County Council, selected because of the variety of their geography, population and communication style. It explains the Early Help system, discusses multi-agency working, evaluates each website critically, compares strengths and weaknesses, and concludes with recommendations. Throughout, reference is made to the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026) as appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc137897878]2. The Early Help System
Early Help is not a single service but a system of universal, community and targeted support that is offered in response to family need before it becomes a crisis (HM Government, 2022). The Early Help System Guide describes it as the total support that improves a family's resilience and outcomes, or reduces the chance of a problem getting worse. Support can be provided at a universal level, for example in schools and GP practices, or at a more formal level, through an Early Help Assessment (EHA) when needs are more complex. In a Department for Education commissioned review of whole-family assessment, Kendall, Rodger and Palmer (2010) concluded that this type of joined-up assessment is more effective at identifying needs across the family than single agency approaches, provided that practitioners have enough time and training to do it well. This is something that is not often mentioned on council websites, which often portray the EHA as a straightforward administrative procedure, not a crafty piece of practice.
The next change was the introduction of a new Family Help offer by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, combining targeted Early Help and section 17 Children in Need support. This is described nationally as a simplification, but it also shows a tension in the Early Help system that national guidance provides one vision, and delivery is to 152 individual local authorities, each with their own interpretation of the vision (HM Government, 2022). This is not just a communication problem, but a longstanding characteristic of English child welfare policy, where central government establishes expectations and local government has a high degree of discretion in the delivery of those expectations and how well they are met (Munro, 2011). As will be seen in later sections, this conflict between consistency and flexibility at the local level is apparent in the way in which the same national system is expressed in different ways in different places, in this instance between Leeds, Tower Hamlets and Norfolk.
[bookmark: _Toc1705013695]3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is where different services (including schools, health, police, housing and the voluntary sector) share information and coordinate their support for a family, rather than working separately (Department for Education, 2026). It's important because family issues don't always fit into one service box: a child who is having trouble at school might also be in a household that is experiencing financial hardship, poor housing, or a parent's mental illness, and none of these issues can be solved by a single service.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 makes multi-agency working a legal and professional expectation rather than an optional extra, requiring partnerships to share data proactively and publish annual evidence of impact (Department for Education, 2026). This guidance follows directly from the argument put forward by Munro (2011) ten years ago that effective child welfare systems should be based on real professional relationships and a learning culture, not on compliance with process for the sake of process. Both sources focus on practitioner judgement and organisational culture, but Munro (2011) is more focused on the culture and judgement of the practitioner, while the 2026 guidance introduces a greater layer of accountability, with the requirement for partnerships to demonstrate outcomes and proactively challenge inequality in who is supported. Together they imply that good multi-agency working requires trust and good oversight, but neither of these is enough on its own.
This is supported empirically by Easton, Morris and Gee (2010) who evaluated integrated children's services and identified that coordinated multi-agency Early Help was linked to better educational outcomes, mental health and reduced offending. Their research also revealed that the quality of local coordination was a key factor in achieving these outcomes, rather than just the presence of a policy commitment to local coordination. This is a major theme of this report: a council's website statement of joined-up support is only meaningful if the practice is joined up.
[bookmark: _Toc1556315798]4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc1777831010]4.1 Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council's website is the most comprehensive and accessible of the three websites studied. Content on Early Help is clearly signposted from the main children and families section and is clearly explained in plain language as support that is delivered at the right time, in the right way, by the right people, as described in the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2022). Leeds does this within the context of its longstanding Think Family, Work Family approach, which is a direct reflection of the whole family duty in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026). In 2022, Ofsted rated Leeds City Council's children's services as Outstanding and early help was commended (Leeds City Council, 2025), while the council launched seven new Family Hubs in 2025 (Leeds City Council, 2025) and a short One-Minute Guide for families in crisis (Leeds City Council, 2025).
This clarity is not likely to be a coincidence. It is not just about website design, but it is a good sign of a long-term investment, which is indicated by the Outstanding rating. The primary limitation is that detailed information about the EHA and Team Around the Family process is written for professionals, and families enter the process without knowing what to expect, which is important because Kendall, Rodger and Palmer (2010) found that families are more likely to participate in the assessment process if they know its purpose from the beginning.
[bookmark: _Toc1982742494]4.2 Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets has invested heavily in Early Help, launching an Early Help Strategy 2025 to 2028 following an Outstanding Ofsted rating that specifically recognised Early Help as a strength (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). It has an accessible website that explains Early Help in simple language, confirms that it is voluntary and directs access through a single Early Help Hub, which families can access directly by phone or online form (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024) without needing a professional referral. This is a direct response to the no wrong door principle set out in the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2022).
A real strength is the borough's multilingual provision, given its large Bangladeshi and Somali communities, which meets the guidance from the Department for Education (2026) to actively challenge inequality in who receives support. This is a more focused and effective response to inclusion than either Leeds or Norfolk, implying that Tower Hamlets has developed its communication around its population and not a template. The weakness is navigational: there is no clear path from the council's homepage and a family already under stress will need to take several steps to get to the relevant page, potentially compromising the accessibility that the multilingual content provides.
[bookmark: _Toc470557349]4.3 Norfolk County Council
Norfolk's website outlines Early Help in a Family Hubs model, stating that support is available to any family with a child up to 18 years, or up to 25 years for families with children with special educational needs and disabilities, and not just families in crisis (Norfolk County Council, 2024). A self-referral form is available for families to seek help directly and the website clearly differentiates between Early Help and statutory child protection, mirroring the distinction between levels of need that Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 sets out.
However, Norfolk is the weakest of the three at communicating this offer. Information is spread across several sections of a large website and detailed practice guidance on the EHA and Team Around the Family process is located primarily on the separate Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership website and not on the council's own website. This fragmentation is likely to be a consequence of the scale and rural geography of Norfolk: a population that is larger and more spread out than either Leeds or Tower Hamlets, which may make a single, coherent Early Help offer more difficult to design and communicate, even when the services themselves are of a similar quality. This is a general principle that is expanded upon below: the clarity of a website is not just a communication decision, but can also be a reflection of deeper structural differences between authorities, such as size, funding and the way services are organised.
[bookmark: _Toc566583512]5. Comparative Analysis
All three councils describe Early Help in a broadly accessible way and offer a pathway to support, although they vary in their clarity, comprehensiveness and representation of their communities. Leeds is best at communicating in plain language and making it clear that there has been sustained investment; Tower Hamlets is best at communicating in multiple languages and making it clear that there has been targeted investment; Norfolk, which has a similar range of underlying services, is weakest at communicating in a joined-up way, possibly because of the practical difficulty of communicating a joined-up offer across a large, rural county.
This variation is not unique to these three authorities. A national study by Sutton Trust (Smith et al. 2018) identified significant regional differences in the way family support services have coped with funding pressures, highlighting the risk of a postcode lottery in early years support. The same is true here – a national vision of Early Help is established (HM Government, 2022; Department for Education, 2026) but the extent to which this vision is realised in a family is very dependent on their location. This raises a genuine policy tension. Local flexibility means that councils can tailor services to their local population, such as Tower Hamlets with multilingual provision, but it can also lead to inconsistency and fragmentation, as seen in Norfolk.
A further limitation applies to all three websites: each assumes that families are online, digitally confident and reading fluently in English. The families most likely to require Early Help are also the least likely to be reached by a website alone, as they are likely to be digitally excluded and have low literacy or mistrust of statutory services (Family Fund, 2026). The Local Government Association (2026) makes a direct connection between digital exclusion and other inequalities, including poverty and ill health, and the families hardest hit by digital exclusion are likely to be the ones most in need of the help a website is trying to offer. This echoes the earlier comment by Easton, Morris and Gee (2010) that trusted community relationships, via schools, GPs and community organisations, are vital and not a substitute for a website.
[bookmark: _Toc410678326]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
Overall, Leeds City Council communicates Early Help most effectively of the three, underpinned by sustained investment and an Outstanding Ofsted rating rather than website design alone. Tower Hamlets is a close second, with good scores on inclusive, multilingual access but lower scores on homepage navigation. Norfolk has a broadly similar set of services, but the least joined up, which could be due to the practical challenge of delivering a joined-up service across a large and spread-out county, or simply a lack of design.
Based on this analysis, five recommendations are made.
· All three councils should make sure that Early Help information is accessible within two clicks of the home page.
· The Early Help content should be brought together in one clearly signposted section and the explanations of the EHA and Team Around the Family process should be written in a family friendly way, rather than a professional way.
· The same family-friendly explanation of the assessment process that is used well elsewhere on the site should be extended to Leeds.
· All three councils should adopt multilingual provision similar to Tower Hamlets, reflecting the diversity that most local populations now include.
· Most of all, all three should consider website improvement as a component of a larger plan. Digital exclusion and local variation in provision is a structural issue and not just a presentational one, so councils should keep investing in trusted, face-to-face routes into Early Help as well as their websites (Family Fund, 2026), so that families who are not easily able to use a website are not left behind.
These changes would not need to be accompanied by new services, but by a more consistent and effective communication of the services available, which would take into account the structural barriers, not only the design choices, that lie between families and the services they are entitled to.
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