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1. Introduction
Early Help is about children, young people and families receiving support as soon as a challenge arises, not only when a risk or need has escalated. Often the practical ‘front door’ to that support for families is the local authority website. It should therefore do more than simply set out professional procedures, it should clarify what aid is available, reassure families that it is appropriate to ask, distinguish routine support from urgent safeguarding action and indicate a clear next step. This research draws on publicly available information from Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Tower Hamlets Council. The three sites were chosen as they reflect distinct local approaches: a county-wide directory and Family Hub service, a large city’s family-information ecosystem, and a borough-wide single multi-agency front door. The analysis will consider clarity, reach, navigation, description of process, contact pathways, inclusion of multi-agency support and visibility of multi-agency support. 
2. The Early Help system
Early Help is not a service. As outlined in the Early Help System Guide, it is a network of services, procedures and interactions supporting children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The main goal is to improve family outcomes and resilience or limit the risk of the problem getting worse. Help might be broad – such as health visits, schools, childcare, youth provision, advice and community engagement – or tailored, where a family needs coordinated, time-limited support. Family Hubs can act as physical, outreach or virtual access point along this continuum (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
This model is communicating directly with the user of the website. Families should be able to identify their problem in daily language – e.g. housing, parental conflict, money, behavior, attendance, mental health, handicap or substance use – without having first understood professional thresholds. They should also know whether they can self refer, whether assessment is essential, how permission and information is managed and what occurs next. In a mature system, families are at the forefront. The Guide anticipates families to know how to access local services, know who their lead practitioner is where there are multiple needs and tell their narrative once to a team working to one plan (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

3. Multi-agency working
Multi-agency working is the co-ordinated input of agencies who observe diverse sides of a child and family’s existence. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 requires the three statutory safeguarding partners (local authority, integrated care board and police) to collaborate with relevant authorities to safeguard and promote the welfare of children (Department for Education, 2026). Education, health, housing, early years, adult services, voluntary and community organizations and children’s social care may be relevant. No practitioner knows the whole picture. Timely and proportionate exchange of information can promote early identification, assessment and service provision. Families should, where safe to do so, be made aware of what information is shared and with whom (Department for Education, 2026).
Multi agency working at the family level should not feel like lots of unrelated referrals. Joint assessment of strengths, needs and goals. Team Around the Family/Child develops an action plan. Lead professional organizes contact and assesses progress. Websites should identify partner agencies, illustrate the journey of a concern throughout the system, make it obvious that consent is the rule, and offer a separate, clear route for when a kid is at danger of substantial damage.
4. Evaluation of local authority websites
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk describes Early Help and Family Support as being offered to families with a child or young person to 18, or 25 where the young person has SEND (Norfolk County Council, 2026a). Its public service links Early Help to Family Hubs, health and wellness support and the Norfolk Community Directory. This is a strength for breadth, where a parent can move beyond a protective label to local activities and practical help. The Norfolk’s professional-facing Early Help Assessment and Plan (EHAP) page states that ‘assessment documents strengths, viewpoints, needs and goals’ and results in a plan backed by a team surrounding the family (Norfolk County Council, 2026b). The language is very strengths focused and is aligned to the national Guide.

However the user journey is fractured. Core information is held on the main council site, community directory and Norfolk Schools. A confident user will be able to access the good material, but a parent who is simply looking at the council webpage may not instantly know where to start, if they may call Early Help directly or what happens after first contact. Some crucial knowledge is included throughout professional safeguarding pathways. That makes for an informed offering but a less coherent family-facing ‘front door’. Norfolk needs a single plain English landing page that pulls together self-referral, Family Hub location, telephone/digital contact, EHAP, permission, waiting expectations and an urgent safeguarding pathway.
Leeds City Council
Leeds has a number of linked routes for communicating Early Help including its Children and Families webpages, Family Information Service and Best Start Family Hubs . Coordination is explained especially well on the CAF page. It argues that the shared approach, form, method and language make integrated working easier for services, and more understandable for families (Leeds City Council, 2026a). It puts out four practical processes, identify strengths and needs early, assess, implement integrated services and review. It then describes Team around the Child/family, lead professional, common goals and review arrangements. This is exceptionally transparent about what real world multi-agency working should feel like.

Leeds also accessible service language. Best Start Family Hubs are ‘friendly venues to get support from pregnancy and early years encompassing wellbeing, parent infant relationships, baby feeding, SEND, parenting and local community support’ (Leeds City Council, 2026b). The Family Information Service is not only about providing assistance, it also allows for self-directed navigation. This points to the Guide preferring widespread and focused support over a limited crisis service.

Its fundamental shortcoming is that it is complex by being abundant. “Early Help”, “CAF”, “Early Start”, Family Hubs, Best Start Family Hubs and the Family Information Service can all be used as overlapping entry labels. The CAF terminology is a bit more professional than family friendly, although the page does a good job at explaining it. A large family landing page with issue focused buttons, a short ‘what happens next?’ route and a direct contact/referral option would lessen cognitive burden. Leeds provides good info but need a more unified initial click for an anxious parent.
Tower Hamlets Council
Of the three, Tower Hamlets has the most obvious public route thru. Its Early Help section includes ‘About Early Help’, Family Hubs and Children and Family Centers, a site asking ‘Where can I obtain help?’information for evaluation, parental-conflict support and dedicated MAST front door. It explains that Early Help is available from pregnancy to age 19 or 25 for young people with SEND and makes the distinction between universal and targeted support with recognizable examples such as parental conflict, school attendance, mental health, language barriers and debt/budgeting sessions (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a). This helps it to keep the service relevant as families don’t self diagnose.

The MAST site is extremely good. It is the single point of contact for Early Help requests and safeguarding issues for the Multi-Agency Support Team. Contributors are social care, Early Help, health, housing, education and police (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). It covers common problems and outlines triage, assessment, specialist paths and escalation. 'Where do I obtain help?' companionThe ’s website lists a number of routes: speak to a known professional, make an online request or telephone; it also distinguishes emergency, safeguarding and out-of-hours contact (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026c). Importantly the guidance makes clear that an assessment is performed with the family, that it is consented to in normal circumstances, that a lead professional can co-ordinate support and that a Team Around the Family plan can be evaluated. This very much fits with Working Together 2026.

Its biggest drawback is its density. Acronyms such as MAST, MASH, EHA, eEHA, TAF and specialist-team acronyms can be overwhelming, especially for a family under stress or who do not speak English well. The common telephone number with different possibilities calls for careful reading, too. A visual ‘Choose the proper route’ panel, with translated/easy read versions and brief explanations of acronyms on first use would add to already good offer.
5. Comparative analysis
The comparison applies a family-access lens alongside the policy framework. An effective Early Help webpage should be discoverable through ordinary search terms that families are likely to use, such as “help with my child”, “family support”, “parenting help”, “money worries” or “mental health support”. Families should not need to understand professional terminology, safeguarding thresholds or the internal structure of council departments before they can find help. The language used should therefore be non-stigmatising, reassuring and understandable. Rather than suggesting that a family has “failed” or is already in crisis, the website should present Early Help as a normal source of practical support that can be accessed before difficulties become more serious.
A clear webpage should explain who is eligible, the age range covered, and the types of issues for which families can seek support. These may include parenting challenges, school attendance, behaviour, parental conflict, housing, financial difficulties, domestic abuse, substance misuse, emotional wellbeing, SEND and family relationships. This enables parents and carers to identify their own circumstances and decide whether Early Help may be appropriate. It is also important that the information makes clear that support is available for the whole family, not only for the child who appears to be experiencing difficulties.
The website should provide at least one direct route into advice or support. This may include a telephone number, online request form, email address, Family Hub, local Children and Family Centre, or contact through a school, health visitor or voluntary organisation. However, choice is equally important. A parent may feel more comfortable speaking to a trusted teacher, GP, health visitor or community worker, while another parent may prefer to contact the council directly. 
Information should also explain what happens after a family gets in touch. This includes whether they will receive advice, be offered an assessment, be referred to another service, or be supported through a coordinated family plan. Families should understand that consent is usually required for an Early Help assessment and that they may be involved in deciding which professionals contribute to the plan.



	Criterion
	Norfolk
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets

	Entry point
	Broad offer, but spread across sites.
	Rich linked offer, but several labels.
	Single MAST route plus clear alternatives.

	Family-friendly explanation
	Strengths-based EHAP; some professional context.
	Excellent process explanation, partly CAF-led.
	Clear reasons to seek help and what happens next.

	Multi-agency visibility
	Team-around-family shown, but not prominent in one journey.
	TAC/F and Lead Professional explicitly explained.
	Partners, assessment, Lead Professional and TAF visible.

	Safety/urgency
	Needs a consolidated family route.
	Support and safeguarding pages are separate.
	Strong distinction: Early Help, MASH, 999, out-of-hours.

	Main improvement
	Create one family-facing front door.
	Consolidate terminology and first-click route.
	Reduce acronyms; offer accessible formats.


Finally, an effective webpage must clearly distinguish Early Help from statutory safeguarding and emergency action. Families need simple, visible guidance about when to use Early Help, when to contact children’s social care, and when to call the police or emergency services. This distinction is essential because unclear routes may delay support or discourage parents from seeking help at all. 


Across all three authorities, the strongest common feature is a whole-family orientation that goes beyond child protection. Each site connects Early Help to education, wellbeing, parenting, SEND and community support. Leeds best explains the mechanics of coordinated practice; Tower Hamlets best explains the actionable journey; Norfolk offers the broadest directory-style reach. Yet all three illustrate a wider digital risk: local structures are complex, whereas a parent’s question is usually simple - ‘I need help with my child or family: what do I do now?’ The more a site reflects departmental architecture, the more navigation becomes a barrier. The national guidance expects services to be joined up and transparent; the public website should make that joining-up visible and usable (Department for Education, 2026).
6. Conclusion and recommendations
Tower Hamlets appears to have the most effective and accessible information overall. It combines a family-friendly explanation, a recognisable list of concerns, one multi-agency access route, named partners, direct contacts, online referral, a clear account of consent and assessment, and safe escalation routes. This makes both universal/targeted Early Help and safeguarding thresholds easier to understand. Leeds is a close second because of its transparent explanation of coordinated work and wide information ecosystem, while Norfolk has a valuable strengths-based and community-connected offer but is less unified for the first-time family user.
All three authorities should adopt five improvements. First, place a permanent ‘Get help for my family’ button on relevant Children and Families, housing, SEND and wellbeing pages. Second, offer an issue-led pathway before service terminology, with plain-language choices and a one-screen explanation of what happens next. Third, clearly distinguish advice, Early Help, safeguarding, emergency and out-of-hours routes without expecting users to know acronyms. Fourth, publish accessible, translated and easy-read content, plus a call-back or assisted-digital option. Finally, test navigation with parents and young people, including those with SEND and limited English, and publish changes made in response. These steps would turn signposting into a practical expression of family voice, early intervention and multi-agency responsibility.
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