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[bookmark: _Toc241772189]1. Introduction
The purpose of Early Help is to recognise early signals of need within families and provide responses in advance of the level of need moving towards statutory safeguarding and/or crisis support. The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide makes it clear that early help is a whole system issue because it demands coordinated partnerships and accessible pathways and that families are consistently engaged in them (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 also focuses on agencies working together as opposed to professionals working alone (Department for Education, 2026). But, for a policy to be effective, it is important that families are able to see what support is available and how they will connect with it. In examining the publishing of Early Help on local authorities' websites, it looks at how clarity, accessibility, navigation, referral pathways and multi-agency signposting are used before identifying the best practice overall in this report between Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Nottinghamshire County Council.
[bookmark: _Toc241772190]2. The Early Help System
Early Help is a preventative and relational response that aims to recognise early signs of need, to always collaborate with the family and to deliver proportionate support prior to the escalation of need. The national Early Help System Guide includes as key attributes of effective systems partnership working, family voice, and coordinated pathways to information sharing and evidence-informed decision making (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Horwath and Platt (2019) emphasise that coordinated assessment and integrated support are essential when responding to complex needs within children and families. The Children Act 1989 provides for responsibilities in respect of children in need and protective interventions if significant harm is suspected (Children Act 1989). So, Early Help exists not only in parallel but also different from statutory safeguarding thresholds. Lucas and Archard (2021) conclude that a different way in which English local authorities approach and plan for Early Help services means that national expectations do not necessarily lead to consistent local pathways. Sapiets et al. (2021) also contend that access means the ability to recognise need, to have relevant services offered and to receive help. As such, a site that provides (just) a list of services is not enough if families still don't know if they're eligible or what they need to do to be eligible. Therefore, effective digital communication should change difficult organisational structures into an easy-to-understand pathway to support.
[bookmark: _Toc241772191]3. Multi-Agency Working in Early Help and Safeguarding
Multi-agency working is key as family needs can span across the boundaries of each of these agencies in particular the education, health and social care and policing sectors and the voluntary sector. Cooperation is at the heart of helping, supporting and protecting children in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026). However, working together is not a given. Caffrey (2020) demonstrates the emergence of interprofessional role ambiguity; that is, practitioners assuming responsibility is the remit of other professionals. Families can thus experience a lack of unity even when the partnership form is in place. McCarry et al. (2021) demonstrate that the continuity, as well as the key-worker relationship and trust, can enhance the effectiveness of early intervention and that this is something that must be felt by families and not merely recorded across agencies. The Family Hubs and Start for Life programme tries to tackle the fragmentation by being integrated access to services (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2023). Signposting on the website should therefore be provided not only to incorporate the information of what services are available, but image how families get into the system and what happens once they are in the system. This is especially critical because of the potential for fuzzy digital pathways that can re-create the siloed fragmentation that multiagency policy is supposed to address.
[bookmark: _Toc241772192]4. Evaluation of Leeds City Council
Leeds provides detailed Early Help information alongside wider family support and safeguarding pathways, although these are distributed across related pages. One-minute guide - Early help is voluntary, ‘right support at the right time', and has a graduated approach of universal, targeted and more intensive support (Leeds City Council, 2025). This provides users with information about service structures at a local level, and demonstrates the national model of integrated working (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2023). But the comprehensiveness does not necessarily imply accessibility. Leeds employs jargon, like “graduated approach” and “Duty and Advice" and these terms may be understood by practitioners but less familiar for families. Government guidance on accessibility for public sector websites is based on the underlying principle that it's not about whether the information exists or can be made available to those who need it, but whether it's understood and can be used by diverse audiences (Government Digital Service and Central Digital and Data Office, 2021). Leeds consequently excels on strategic explanation and struggles on simplifying the user journey as information is spread across related pages. Its greatest strength is depth; its weakness is that the framework of the professionals may need to be interpreted before the path to assistance is immediately obvious to the families.
[bookmark: _Toc241772193]5. Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council
The approach in Tower Hamlets is more direct towards families. The information about the service is written in relatively clear terms in its Early Help page, which includes the age range, a practical way to request help – a MAST request form, safeguarding information and an out of hours pathway (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.). This makes getting information faster. Sapiets et al. (2021) state that progression from recognising a need to identifying and receiving support, Tower Hamlets present an information set together to support this progression. A key strength is the clear distinction between Early Help, wider family support and safeguarding pathways, helping families identify the appropriate response. But these terms like “MAST” are still something in organisational language that one might not appreciate. Families using family hubs are encouraged to use formal joined up access and effective communication across the systems of their needs (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2023). Tower Hamlets fits this criterion due to the key information being concentrated, and not widely dispersed. The biggest problem it has is not the pathway visibility but in terms of terminology, that is more straightforward to correct as opposed to the case of fragmented pathway visibility.
[bookmark: _Toc241772194]6. Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council
Clear routes into Early Help are clearly identified in Nottinghamshire and distinctions are made between information for families and professionals. According to its referral information families are able to refer themselves via the Early Help Unit or their local Family Hub, including telephone and email contacts (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a). The Early Help Unit page states that advisers provide guidance to them, signpost to the appropriate teams, and signpost to another service if better suited for the family (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-b). This aligns with the joined up routes that have been identified in the national landscape (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The primary bug is that it is broken up into various service labels and web pages. They may have to work out in the family that the Early help Unit is being used to coordinate support, Family Hubs can also give support, MASH and referral pathways are available and then decide which one is most relevant. The Family Hubs Innovation Fund evaluation shows that effective linkages between services are key to integrated models, and not just branding (Department for Education, 2023). Nottinghamshire therefore provides strong Early Help, Family Hub and safeguarding referral options, although these wider family-support pathways are not presented as one coherent journey. From a practical point of view, the system seems well organised, but is not as directly understandable to the users.
[bookmark: _Toc241772195]7. Comparative Analysis
Each of these three sites show varying degrees of detail and accessibility/actionable. Leeds has the most detailed description of the Early Help system, but has professionalised the terminology and a more diffuse pathway of how to use the system. Nottinghamshire has a clear communication of referral processes and can accept self-referral although a number of service labels need to be interpreted. Tower Hamlets does not give as much detail in terms of strategy but does give the clearest immediate line from a concern identified to a service contacted immediately. It provides a centralised display of information on eligibility, referral and safeguarding which is particularly effective in presenting information to a non-specialist family audience (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.). This is important, because accessibility should be determined on "what is the information for and what can the families do with it"- and not simply on the quantity of information available. Studies indicate that there may be several barriers stopping people from moving from awareness to service use with Sapiets et al. (2021) highlighting that barriers can occur at multiple stages of help-seeking and navigation. Similarly, the Government's accessibility monitoring demonstrates that, even if there is extensive information available, public-sector digital services can be challenging to use (Government Digital Service and Central Digital and Data Office, 2021). From this perspective, Tower Hamlets might seem to be the best at Communication of Early Help as it is the least burdensome in terms of interpretation.
This judgement is a judgement around digital communication and not necessarily about the Early Help system itself. While Leeds may have more advantageous strategic depth and Nottinghamshire could have more robust referral pathways, it is impossible to draw conclusions about effectiveness of services or outcomes from website analysis alone. The evaluation framework for the Family Hubs Innovation Fund also highlights the importance of evaluating integrated services in implementation – this considers reach and user experience (Department for Education, 2023). The more recent Family Hubs Transformation Fund evaluation also focusses on promotion and reaching families that have not been targeted, as well as family voice (Department for Education, 2025). A correct understanding of the level of clear signposting, therefore, can be expected to be appreciated as part of a broader service accessibility. From a practical perspective this translates to whether a parent can easily find out the purpose of Early Help, understand the relevance of Early Help to them and identify that the right method for approaching with Early Help and that they can easily anticipate the next step in relation to that without having to already know 'professional' terms and language.
[bookmark: _Toc241772196]8. Conclusion and Recommendations
Each of the three authorities identify pathways to Early help; however, the variation in how they link services to families is the extent of complexity of services to guidance. The strongest component here is Leeds explaining what the strategic model consists of, although they could do more to have a clear pathway into support in plain English. Nottinghamshire offers some clear referrals routes, but should streamline information about the Early Help Unit, family hubs and other routes. Among the three, Tower Hamlets is the easiest area to access as all eligibility, referral, safeguarding and contact information is only a short, relatively straightforward journey. From the analysis comes three improvements. Leeds need to streamline the navigation at the front, but provide more information as supporting content. Nottinghamshire needs to develop one family pathway to demonstrate the links between the various services. There is a need for more from Tower Hamlets to explain the acronyms used (such as MAST) and also to explain the process following a request. These recommendations are based on evidence of the importance of accessible pathways, continuity and responsive relationships (McCarry et al., 2021) for effective early intervention. They also conform to the national vision for Early Help to be a cohesive family-focused system of processes, rather than separate organisational processes (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
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