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1. Introduction
The Early Help system is an important part of safeguarding in England. It offers support to children, young people and families at the earliest point that a need emerges, and it sits between universal services and statutory child protection. Early Help is underpinned by the Children Act 1989, the Children Act 2004 and, more recently, by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education [DfE], 2023), which places greater emphasis on preventative support. At a strategic level, Early Help is co-ordinated through local safeguarding partnerships, which bring together councils, integrated care boards, police, schools and voluntary organisations.
This report examines how three local authorities communicate their Early Help offer to families through their websites: Tower Hamlets Council (www.towerhamlets.gov.uk), Leicester City Council (www.leicester.gov.uk) and Nottinghamshire County Council (www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk). These councils were chosen because they represent different demographic and geographic contexts — an inner-London borough with a highly diverse population, a unitary urban city with high levels of need, and a large mixed urban-rural county. The report first explains the Early Help system and the role of multi-agency working. It then evaluates each of the three websites, compares their strengths and weaknesses, and ends with a conclusion and recommendations.
2. Main Body
2.1 The Early Help System
Early Help is defined as support offered to children, young people and their families at the first sign of emerging difficulty, whatever the child’s age. The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2022) describes it as a framework that helps local partnerships assess and improve the quality of their Early Help offer across the whole system. The main purpose is prevention: intervening early so that problems do not escalate into situations that require statutory child protection (DfE, 2022).
The main assessment tool used in practice is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), which replaced the older Common Assessment Framework. The EHA is a whole-family assessment that identifies both needs and strengths and produces a co-ordinated support plan (SSS Learning, 2024). Participation is voluntary and requires parental consent, which makes the way services are communicated especially important; if families feel judged or confused, they may choose not to come forward.
Family Hubs are now the main delivery model, funded through the government’s Supporting Families programme. They act as single access points, bringing together health, social care, education, housing and voluntary sector services (DfE, 2022). Each family is supported by a lead practitioner who co-ordinates the team around them and holds an overview of their needs (SSS Learning, 2024). The statutory basis for all of this rests on section 17 of the Children Act 1989 (duty to support children in need), section 10 of the Children Act 2004 (duty to promote co-operation between agencies) and Working Together 2023 (DfE, 2023).
2.2 The Importance of Multi-Agency and Inter-Disciplinary Working
Early Help cannot be delivered by any one agency working on its own. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023) makes clear that good outcomes for children depend on strong multi-agency partnerships. The 2023 update introduced new national multi-agency child protection standards and widened the safeguarding role to include education settings, voluntary and faith groups, sports clubs and childcare providers (Child Protection Company, 2024).
The lead practitioner model is central. Rather than a family seeing several different professionals, each dealing with only part of the picture, one named worker co-ordinates the team around the family and keeps a consistent relationship (DfE, 2022). This approach was developed in response to serious case reviews which repeatedly identified a lack of co-ordinated oversight between agencies as a contributing factor in tragic outcomes (SSS Learning, 2024).
Working Together 2023 also strengthened the Family Network Approach, drawing on family group conferencing and the informal networks around a family — relatives, friends, community and faith groups — alongside professional services (DfE, 2023). For inter-disciplinary practice to work, agencies must also share information appropriately under the Data Protection Act 2018 and the UK GDPR, which Working Together 2023 clarifies for practitioners.

2.3 Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
2.3.1 Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets has one of the most structured Early Help web presences of the three councils. Its content is located within the Health and Social Care section, under a page called “MAST Early Help and Children and Families Service” — MAST stands for Multi-Agency Support Team (Tower Hamlets Council [THC], 2024a). This integrated model is described on the website as enabling “quicker decision-making, stronger collaboration and more effective support” for families (THC, 2024b).
The “About Early Help” page is written in clear language and explains the difference between universal and targeted support. It states that Early Help is “available for all families living in Tower Hamlets when they need it, from pregnancy through to young people turning 19 (or up to 25 with SEND)” (THC, 2024b). A downloadable Early Help leaflet is also provided for those who prefer print. Tower Hamlets was one of the first 75 councils to pilot the government’s Family Hubs model and now has four Best Start Family Hubs (THC, 2024c; Healthwatch Tower Hamlets, 2023). In October 2025 the council launched its Early Help Strategy 2025-2028, following an Outstanding Ofsted rating that specifically highlighted Early Help as a strength (THC, 2025).
The main weakness is accessibility. Early Help sits under “Health and Social Care”, which may put off families who do not see themselves as needing those services. The self-referral route is also less prominent than professional referral, and there is limited translated content despite the area’s large Bangladeshi and Somali communities.
2.3.2 Leicester City Council
Leicester arguably offers the most family-centred Early Help presence of the three. Alongside its main council website, it runs a dedicated Family Hub site (families.leicester.gov.uk) which is organised around life stages — pregnancy and birth, early years, young people, health and wellbeing, SEND, money and housing — rather than around council departments (Leicester City Council [LCC], 2025a). A clearly visible “I need help right now” button offers a direct route to urgent support.
The Early Help page on the main site is written in plain English. It defines Early Help as “support for families when problems first emerge”, lists what it can help with (parenting, school attendance, mental health, housing, domestic abuse) and makes it clear that anyone — including parents, carers and young people over 16 — can request it without a professional referral (LCC, 2025b). Contact is available by phone and email, and an online multi-agency referral form is easy to locate.
Leicester has also developed its Early Help Assessment in two parallel versions — one for families and one for professionals — which is a strong sign of co-production (LCC, 2024). Google Translate is available on the main site, providing some multilingual support. A weakness is that the Family Hub site and the main council page are not always clearly cross-linked, so a user arriving at one may not realise the other exists.
2.3.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire has a functional Early Help presence, but it feels more aimed at professionals than at families. The Early Help Unit is described as the central referral and co-ordination point, with contact details on the relevant pages (Nottshelpyourself, 2024). The Family Hub Networks offer universal and targeted support for families from conception to age 19, including parenting programmes, family support and emotional wellbeing services (Nottinghamshire County Council [NCC], 2024a). The council also publishes a Pathway to Provision document which gives practitioners a framework for identifying levels of need (NCC, 2024c).
A real strength is that self-referral is clearly permitted: the website states that parents and carers can complete an online enquiry form or drop in to their local Family Hub (NCC, 2024b). However, some family-facing pages still use terminology such as “Level 2 and 3 needs” and “Early Help Assessment Form (EHAF)” which is likely to confuse lay readers. The information is also spread across several platforms — the main council site, the Nottshelpyourself directory and partner sites — which makes navigation harder. Unlike Tower Hamlets and Leicester, Nottinghamshire does not have a dedicated family-facing digital hub organised around lived experience. This is a notable gap for a county with a large and rurally dispersed population.
2.4 Comparative Analysis
All three councils meet the basic duty to provide Early Help information online, in line with the Children Act 1989 and Working Together 2023. The quality and accessibility of what they provide, however, varies noticeably.
Leicester is the most effective of the three. The dedicated families.leicester.gov.uk website, organised by life stage rather than by service department, is clearly designed for families rather than for staff. The explicit self-referral messaging, the dual-audience EHA documents, the “I need help right now” button and the translation tool all show real thought about how a family in difficulty would actually use the site. This aligns with the emphasis in Working Together 2023 on building trusting, cooperative relationships with families and carers (DfE, 2023).
Tower Hamlets performs strongly on service quality and strategic ambition. The Outstanding Ofsted rating, the MAST model, the four Best Start Family Hubs and the 2025-2028 strategy all show a serious commitment. The “About Early Help” page itself is well written. Compared to Leicester, however, the placement inside “Health and Social Care” and the less prominent self-referral route are accessibility limitations.
Nottinghamshire’s offer is competent but practitioner-facing. The jargon used on family pages and the fragmentation across several platforms are real limitations, particularly for a family living in a remote village who may rely heavily on the website to find support. A shared weakness across all three councils is the limited provision of multilingual content, Easy Read versions and explanatory videos — which is out of step with the inclusive practice expected in Working Together 2023.
3. Conclusion
This report has looked at how Tower Hamlets, Leicester and Nottinghamshire councils communicate the Early Help offer to families through their websites. Early Help plays a vital preventative role within the broader safeguarding system, and how councils communicate it online matters because families need to be able to find support before things become a crisis.
Of the three authorities, Leicester City Council is the most effective and accessible. Its dedicated Family Hub website, plain-language explanations, clear self-referral pathways, dual-audience EHA documents and translation function work together to create a digital environment that puts the family first. Tower Hamlets is impressive on service quality and strategy, with Ofsted-recognised Early Help provision, but would benefit from making its online information easier for families to find. Nottinghamshire provides a workable service offer, but the family-facing content needs plainer language and would be stronger if brought together on a single platform.
All three authorities would be strengthened by better multilingual and accessible-format content. This is not a cosmetic issue — it reflects the inclusive, whole-family practice that Working Together 2023 expects local authorities to deliver.
4. Recommendations
Based on the analysis above, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Make Early Help easy to find. Each council should signpost it clearly from the homepage or from a “Children and Families” section, rather than hiding it under “Health and Social Care” or spreading it across several platforms.
1. Make self-referral as visible as professional referral on family-facing pages, with clear reassurance that Early Help is voluntary and does not automatically lead to children being removed.
1. Develop dedicated family-facing digital hubs organised by life stage, as Leicester has done through families.leicester.gov.uk. This model has clearly worked and could be adopted more widely.
1. Provide Early Help information in the main community languages spoken in each area. At a minimum, each council should also produce an Easy Read version and a short explanatory video.
1. Review Early Help web content and strategy documents at least once a year so they stay aligned with current statutory guidance.
1. Co-produce Early Help content with families who have used the service. Families notice barriers that professionals and web designers often miss.
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