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Introduction


This report explores how three different local authorities communicate Early Help on their websites because families often rely on online information before reaching out for support. Early Help is an approach used across England to support children, young people and families as soon as difficulties begin rather than waiting until problems escalate into safeguarding concerns or social services involvement (Department for Education, 2022)Research has shown that early intervention can make a significant difference to outcomes for children prevent long term harm and reduce the need for statutory services (Early Intervention Foundation, 2023) Early Help is also encouraged nationally in policy with Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) stating that local authorities must work with partners to identify needs early and provide timely support.

[bookmark: _Int_oPua2gCz][bookmark: _Int_EMMSBNFL]Every council has some form of Early Help but each one presents and organizes it differently. Because of this families may have completely different experiences finding information depending on where they live, for this assignment I selected three councils Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Nottingham City Council. The purpose is not to decide which council is “better” but to evaluate how clearly each one communicates Early Help to families online. This includes looking at website layout accessibility, clarity, information provided contact details, reassurance and how easy it is to understand the support available. By comparing the three councils the report aims to identify strengths weaknesses and what could be improved to help families access Early Help more confidently.







What is early help? 
[bookmark: _Int_92Gke0bx][bookmark: _Int_sXTSUCEj]Early Help sometimes referred to as early intervention is a support approach designed to help children young people and families at the earliest opportunity before challenges develop into serious or complex safeguarding issues. According to the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) Early Help focuses on prevention responding to emerging needs and ensuring families receive the right support at the right time. The aim is not to replace statutory services but to reduce the need for them by providing support earlier.

[bookmark: _Int_9CGTrLU0]Early Help can support a wide range of situations including behavioral concerns, emotional wellbeing, mental health difficulties, parenting challenges, housing or financial issues, parental conflict, SEND or anything that affects a child’s safety, development or daily life. The end goal is for every family to receive support when they need it without stigma or judgement. Support can include parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing support, youth activities, school-based help referrals to community organizations and practical advice.

[bookmark: _Int_BTONDBOv][bookmark: _Int_Ea67oyq1]Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) explains that Early Help must be a multi agency responsibility, meaning education, health, housing, police, voluntary organization’s and local authorities must work together to identify needs. Early Help is voluntary requiring family consent and should focus on building strengths, resilience and independence rather than taking over or creating dependency.

[bookmark: _Int_qAkXnJ2W][bookmark: _Int_ty3wnfk5]Most Early Help begins through universal services such as schools, GPs, health visitors or Family Hubs. If more support is needed a professional or family member may complete an Early Help Assessment which records needs strengths and goals and helps coordinate support. This whole family and preventative approach reduces the likelihood of concerns escalating into safeguarding referrals or statutory social work involvement (Early Intervention Foundation, 2023)
Overall Early Help exists to protect children, empower families and prevent problems from becoming crises.

Multi-agency working 
Multi agency working means different professionals and organisations working together to support children and families. It recognises that no single service can meet every need, so collaboration is essential. Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) explains that local authorities, education, health services, police and voluntary organisations all share responsibility for identifying concerns early and offering the right support. This joint responsibility helps ensure children do not fall through gaps in the system.

In Early Help, multi agency working can look like schools working with Family Hubs, GPs, health visitors, children’s centres, youth workers or housing services. Families may have one main professional but several services communicate and contribute to a coordinated plan. This joined up approach prevents families from repeating their story multiple times reduces confusion and ensures support is holistic rather than focused on one issue.

Multi agency working is especially important when families face multiple challenges such as mental health needs, financial pressures, SEND or parental conflict, because these issues often overlap. By sharing information appropriately and with consent agencies can understand the full picture and offer more effective support.

Research also shows that early multi agency responses reduce long term costs to public services by preventing escalation to crisis interventions or child protection. For families, it can feel more reassuring because support is delivered alongside them rather than to them.

However, Working Together (2023) also highlights challenges such as communication barriers, unclear referral pathways and inconsistency between local authorities, meaning families may experience Early Help differently depending on where they live. Effective multi agency working needs shared language, clear expectations, good leadership and accessible pathways so professionals and families understand how to access support. Therefore it is a core foundation of Early Help because it ensures support is coordinated, preventative and centred around the child and family.




Leeds city council- evaluation of early help 
When I first went onto the Leeds City Council website Early Help was not visible at all. There was no link on the homepage nothing at the bottom of the page and nothing that stood out. To find anything I had to click on the menu button and only then did the search bar appear. When I typed “Early Help” the first results were the OneMinute Guide to Early Help and the OneMinute Guide for the Family Hub and Early Help Front Door Team. A few related results appeared but overall it took several clicks to reach the actual Early Help page. For someone stressed or looking for support quickly this would be frustrating because the information is not presented upfront and you need to know what to search for.

[bookmark: _Int_iaD4nowi]Once I finally reached the Early Help page everything was laid out neatly in one place. The page explains what Early Help is, its aims and how it prevents cases from escalating into statutory services. The layout is simple and readable, but the content does not go deep enough. It does not explain step by step how a family would access Early Help. There is no guidance on who to contact first whether a form is needed or what the referral process involves. 

The page does highlight services such as Family Hubs, youth services, Early Start, schools, GPs and Multi Systemic Therapy.it noticeably misses important support such as parenting programmes, CAMHS, housing support and financial help leaving gaps in practical information families may need.

There are also issues with outdated or unhelpful links. The “Key Contacts” section leads to a PDF that does not explain anything and there is no Early Help phone number or email. The only contacts listed relate to Family Hubs, Universal Credit, and the Family Information Service, which is not helpful for someone specifically searching for Early Help support.
Overall, Leeds has a clear layout, but the missing contact details, unclear referral steps and broken links make the page harder to use than it should be.


Nottingham council-evaluation of early help
When I first went onto the Nottingham City Council website, the homepage was centred on general services instead of Early Help. At the top it showed “Nottingham City Council” in green with a large search bar and a web chat option called “Ask Nova” Under that were bins, council tax, adult social care, housing and benefits. Straight away I could tell this was not going to be easy when trying to find Early Help.

When I opened the menu using the three lines at the top Early Help still wasn’t shown anywhere. I typed “Early Help” into the search bar but nothing with that title appeared. The closest result was “Children and Families Nottingham City Council” with Early Help only mentioned in the description underneath and not in the title. Anyone rushing stressed or not reading properly could easily miss it because Early Help is hidden and not obvious at all.

When I clicked “Children and Families” the layout was not helpful. It showed a list of links such as Family Support, Family Information Services, Family Hubs and Childcare but none of them clearly explained Early Help. Even clicking into a Family Hub only showed activity timetables for different age groups with nothing direct or simple about Early Help.

After scrolling for a long time, I eventually found a small paragraph saying Early Help support could be accessed by completing the Family Hubs Registration and Self Referral Form. That was the first proper mention and it still didn’t explain what Early Help actually is.

Overall the website barely explains Early Help. It only mentions it a few times and never gives a clear definition or breakdown. Most of the page focuses on activities, childcare, parenting programmes and CAMHS. The layout is hard to navigate and not accessible for someone who is stressed or has additional needs. The only clear contact was City MASH, and the Early Help email at the bottom wasn’t labelled properly. Out of all the councils, this was the worst for Early Help because it was hidden, unclear and not helpful for families needing support quickly.

Tower hamlets-evaluation of early help

When I first went onto the Tower Hamlets website there was nothing about Early Help on the homepage at all. The front page only showed general things like Contact Us, Council Tax, Housing, Parking and other usual services. I clicked the three lines at the top right to open the menu but there was still nothing linked to Early Help. The menu had sections like Advice and Benefits, Housing, Council and Democracy, Education Jobs and Health and Social Care but Early Help wasn’t visible anywhere. I tried Advice and Benefits first, but it only showed cost of living help, welfare reform and legal advice.

So I used the search bar instead, and as soon as I typed “early” all the Early Help links appeared straight away. The search results were much better than the other two councils and included Early Help at the Front Door, the Early Help Assessment, About Early Help, MAST Early Help and Children and Families, training programmes, reducing parental conflict and information for professionals. It still took around three to four clicks but the search made it much quicker.

The Early Help page itself is very clear. The headings are bright green, the layout is spaced out properly and the bullet points make it easy to read especially for someone who gets overwhelmed or distracted. The wording is simple and everything is explained clearly. You can click links inside the text instead of scrolling to the bottom like Leeds.

Tower Hamlets explains Early Help properly, including family breakdown, housing issues, emotional wellbeing, mental health, financial difficulties, parenting support, behaviour concerns and drug or alcohol misuse. They clearly explain MAST as the single point of contact with professionals from social care, health, housing, education and police. They also give a full step by step process of what happens after a request and list the specialist teams involved.

Their referral section is one of the clearest with direct links, emails and a main phone number. It also includes Early Help extensions. Everything is easy to find, understand and use, making it much more accessible and reassuring than the last two councils.



Comparative analysis


[bookmark: _Int_nDZRYZxM][bookmark: _Int_NYNQWB4a][bookmark: _Int_HPusV3Zk][bookmark: _Int_iTZN5gYD]Comparing the three councils showed big differences in how Early Help is communicated online. Tower Hamlets presented Early Help the clearest the search bar made it easy to find, the layout was organized, the headings stood out and all the practical details like emails, phone numbers and referral steps were clearly displayed. Leeds offered a simple and readable explanation, but it lacked depth. Important things like how to get Early Help, who to contact and whether families could self refer were missing. Nottingham was the hardest to use and gave the least information. Early Help was barely mentioned, hidden inside Family Hub pages and with no clear explanation. A parent dealing with stress, language difficulties or learning needs would struggle to know where to start.

Overall, Tower Hamlets was the most accessible, Leeds was average but needed improvement, and Nottingham did not communicate Early Help effectively, creating post code differences in support.


Conclusion and recommendations 
[bookmark: _Int_pKJz3n3g]The evaluation shows that even though Early Help is a national expectation families experience it very differently depending on where they live and how each council communicates the information. Clear online guidance is important because many families look for help on the website before speaking to a professional. Tower Hamlets showed the strongest practice by giving clear explanations, visible contact routes and simple referral steps. Leeds was readable but needs to improve by adding proper referral guidance, clearer contact information and fixing broken links. Nottingham needs the most improvement, especially in making Early Help visible defining what it is and showing families how to access support.

[bookmark: _Int_M5sejXOx]All councils should use clear language, simple navigation and offer different ways to contact Early Help, including email, phone, forms and Family Hubs. More consistency across councils would reduce confusion and help ensure every family receives Early Help when they need it, no matter their post code.
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