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1. Introduction 
The Early Help System is an approach used in England to provide timely and appropriate support to children, young people and families before difficulties become more serious or reach crisis point. The Early Help System Guide (publishing.service.gov.uk) highlights the importance of early intervention, multi-agency working and a whole-family approach to improve outcomes for families and reduce the need for more intensive statutory services. The system brings together different services and organisations so that support can be provided according to the individual needs of each child, young person and family

2. Main body
An effective Early Help System depends on multi-agency working, where teachers, health professionals, social workers and police share appropriate information to identify concerns and provide early support. This whole-family approach recognises that children’s difficulties may be linked to wider family circumstances, and that coordinated support can prevent problems from escalating. The Early Help System Guide provides a framework for local authorities and partners to identify strengths, weaknesses and areas for improvement (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
Early Help includes three main types of support. Universal services include schools, early-years settings, GPs and other health services. Community support includes family, friends, voluntary organisations, faith groups and community networks. Acute and targeted services provide specialised support for more complex needs, including social care, mental health, housing, domestic abuse, police and substance-misuse services. Connecting these services ensures support matches the level of need and helps prevent difficulties from escalating.
For this assessment, I have chosen Tower Hamlets Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council, focusing on the accessibility, clarity, range and effectiveness of Early Help and family support information available on their websites.
Tower Hamlets Council                                                                        The Tower Hamlets Council website provides a comprehensive, family-focused explanation of Early Help. It explains that Early Help supports children, young people and families when difficulties first arise, aiming to prevent problems from becoming more serious. This reflects the national Early Help System Guide, which highlights early intervention, coordinated services and partnership working (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
The website explains who can receive support and links Early Help with Best Start Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. These provide support with parenting, child development, health, wellbeing, childcare, training and employment. Tower Hamlets identifies four Best Start Family Hubs and eight Children and Family Centres, offering universal and targeted support. This makes it easier for families to understand available services and reflects the national Family Hub approach (Department for Education and Department of Health and Social Care, 2024).
Another strength is multi-agency working. The Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) brings together professionals from social care, Early Help, health, housing, education and police. This supports quicker decision-making and coordinated support, reflecting national safeguarding guidance on partnership working (Department for Education, 2026).
Tower Hamlets also provides a clear route into Early Help, with MAST acting as a single contact point. The website explains what happens after a request, including assessing needs and referring families to appropriate services.
However, the large amount of information across different webpages may make navigation difficult, particularly for families under stress. Professional terminology may also create barriers. A simple “I need help” pathway explaining available support, eligibility, referral steps and what happens next would make the website more accessible and user-friendly (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).

Southwark Council   
 Southwark Council provides clear information about Early Help and family support, distinguishing between universal and targeted services. Universal services are available to most families, while Family Early Help provides additional support when universal services are insufficient. This reflects the Early Help System Guide, which promotes different levels of support according to family needs (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
The website identifies a wide range of needs, including parenting difficulties, children’s behaviour, mental health, financial problems, bereavement and domestic abuse. This supports the Supporting Families Outcomes Framework, which recognises interconnected family needs involving education, health, relationships, housing and financial stability (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
A major strength is the wide range of services available, including health visitors, GPs, school nurses, youth services, SEND support, mental health, housing, domestic abuse services, Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. Southwark also provides targeted Family Early Help through partnership working with schools, health services, parenting services and social care.
Another strength is the flexible referral process. Families can seek help through professionals they already know or self-refer. Where several services are needed, an Early Help plan can coordinate support around the family’s needs.
However, information is spread across multiple webpages, which may make it difficult for families to find the most appropriate service. A single, clearly organised webpage showing support levels, available services and referral routes would improve accessibility and make Early Help easier to access.
                                                                          
Nottinghamshire County Council                                                  Nottinghamshire County Council provides Early Help information through its children’s services and Family Hub webpages. It aims to provide the right support at the right time, addressing family needs before problems escalate, in line with the national Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
A key strength is its clear referral process. Families can self-refer through the Early Help Unit or local Family Hub, while professionals can use an online referral system. Self-referral gives families greater control over accessing support.
Nottinghamshire also uses a graduated approach, offering universal and Early Help support through Family Hub Networks, with more targeted support for complex needs. Family Hubs work with different partners to provide coordinated, whole-family support.
Another strength is the Family Hub “front door” model, which aims to connect families with joined-up services and reduce the need for families to repeatedly explain their circumstances. This supports the whole-family approach described in the Supporting Families Outcomes Framework (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
However, some information is aimed mainly at professionals and childcare providers, which may confuse parents unfamiliar with social care terminology. The website could improve accessibility by making family information more prominent and clearly separating “I am a parent/carer” and “I am a professional” pathways.

Comparison and Analysis
All three local authorities provide information about Early Help and wider family support, but they communicate it in different ways.                                                                             Tower Hamlets places strong emphasis on community-based support through Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. Its MAST model provides a particularly strong example of multi-agency working, bringing together health, education, housing, police, social care and other services. This is consistent with national guidance supporting coordinated multi-agency approaches to safeguarding and family support (Department for Education, 2026). Its main weakness is that the amount of information and number of services may make navigation more difficult for some families.
Southwark provides a particularly clear distinction between universal and targeted support. It gives examples of services available to families, including health, education, parenting, mental health, SEND and domestic abuse support. This broad range is consistent with the National Supporting Families Outcomes Framework, which recognises that family needs can occur across several areas of life (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). However, information being spread across several webpages may make it difficult for some families to identify the most appropriate first point of contact.

Nottinghamshire is particularly strong in explaining referral pathways and levels of need. It provides routes for both self-referral and professional referral and describes the role of Family Hub Networks in providing support before difficulties escalate. Its Family Hub model also aims to provide a joined-up “front door” to family support. However, some information is more professionally focused, which could create barriers for families who are unfamiliar with professional terminology.
The three websites therefore have several common strengths. They all provide information about Early Help, identify different forms of family support and demonstrate the importance of working with other services. This reflects the national Early Help System Guide, which aims to encourage local partnerships to develop coordinated systems of support for families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
From a family perspective, Tower Hamlets provides extensive information about services and locations and has a single MAST contact route; Southwark provides a broad explanation of universal and targeted support and allows self-referral; while Nottinghamshire provides clear information about Family Hub access and professional referral routes.
The comparison of Tower Hamlets, Southwark and Nottinghamshire shows that accessible digital communication is an important part of an effective Early Help System. Council websites are often the first-place parents and carers look for information. Online services can help families who are unable or reluctant to visit council offices. However, information must be presented clearly using plain English, clear headings, simple navigation and visible contact details. Websites should also explain who can access support, how to request help and what happens after a referral.
Digital accessibility is particularly important because Early Help aims to identify and address difficulties before they become more serious. If families cannot easily understand where to seek help, they may delay accessing support. A clear “I need help” or “Find support for my family” pathway could make it easier to find services for parenting, mental health, education, housing, financial difficulties and other needs.
Multi-agency working is another important feature of effective Early Help. Families may experience several difficulties at the same time, requiring support from education, health, social care, housing, police and voluntary organisations. National safeguarding guidance emphasises the importance of agencies communicating and working together rather than operating independently (Department for Education, 2026).
The three councils demonstrate different approaches to partnership working. Tower Hamlets uses its Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), bringing together professionals from different services. Nottinghamshire uses Family Hub Networks to connect families with local services, while Southwark promotes partnership working through Family Early Help and a range of universal and targeted services. These approaches support coordinated care and reduce the need for families to contact several organisations separately.
The whole-family approach is also important because children’s difficulties can be linked to wider family circumstances. For example, problems at school may be connected to housing, parental mental health, financial difficulties or family relationships. The Supporting Families Outcomes Framework includes outcomes relating to education, health, family relationships, domestic abuse, housing and financial stability (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This demonstrates why Early Help should consider the needs of the whole family.
The comparison shows that Tower Hamlets is strong in Family Hub and multi-agency information, Southwark in explaining universal and targeted services, and Nottinghamshire in referral pathways and coordinated support. However, all three councils could improve the organisation and accessibility of their information. Multiple webpages and professional terminology may make it difficult for families to identify the most appropriate service.
Overall, Early Help should be easy to find, understand and access. Councils could improve their websites through plain English, clearer referral pathways, family-friendly information and separate sections for parents and professionals. Combining accessible digital information with effective multi-agency and face-to-face support would help families receive the right support at the right time, reducing the risk of difficulties escalating (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
3. Conclusion
In conclusion, Tower Hamlets, Southwark and Nottinghamshire County Council provide a wide range of Early Help and family support services, focusing on early intervention, Family Hubs and multi-agency working. However, challenges remain, including complex webpages and professional terminology. Clearer, family-friendly information, simple referral pathways and better digital accessibility could make support easier to find and access. Overall, improved communication and coordination would help families receive the right support at the right time, reducing the risk of problems escalating.
4. Recommendations 
Based on the research, several improvements could strengthen the Early Help System across Tower Hamlets, Southwark and Nottinghamshire. All three local authorities should provide a clear “I need help” or “Find support for my family” pathway on their websites, making services, eligibility and referral processes easier to understand.
Councils should use simple, family-friendly language and clearly separate information for parents from professional guidance. They should also strengthen Family Hubs and multi-agency working across health, education, social care, housing, mental health and voluntary services. This would support a whole-family approach and reduce duplication.
Local authorities should regularly collect and act on feedback from parents, carers, children and young people to identify barriers and improve services. Overall, Early Help should be easy to find, understand and access, ensuring families receive appropriate support before difficulties escalate.
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