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[bookmark: _Toc235552772]Introduction
Early Help is intended to ensure that children and families receive coordinated support before difficulties become entrenched or require statutory intervention. However, a system can only be accessed if families can find, understand and act on the information made available to them. This report examines how three local authorities - Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Southwark Council - communicate Early Help and related family services through their websites. The sites were reviewed on 21 July 2026 against six criteria: findability, clarity, actionability, accessibility, safeguarding distinction and transparency about the support process. The analysis is anchored in the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide and the version of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 specified in the assessment brief. Although statutory guidance has since been updated, using the named 2023 document permits direct alignment with the task.
[bookmark: _Toc235552773]The Early Help system
The Early Help system is not one service. It is the local network of universal, targeted and specialist support that identifies emerging needs, works with the whole family and coordinates help at the lowest safe level of intervention. The Early Help System Guide describes a mature system through shared partnership vision, an effective workforce, strong communities, responsive services and the use of data and evaluation (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Early Help may address parenting, emotional wellbeing, school attendance, housing, debt, substance use, domestic abuse or SEND. It should be voluntary and collaborative unless safeguarding duties require a different response.
Working Together 2023 positions early support within a continuum of help, support and protection. It requires practitioners to understand children’s lived experiences, work with parents and carers, and respond when needs increase (Department for Education, 2023). Children Act 1989 is still important, e.g. section 17 states that children in need must be identified, and section 47 lays down that enquiries are ongoing if significant harm is suspected. The information in the website thus must serve two objectives. It should help to de-stigmatise and promote early contact, and ensure that the urgency of threat and child-protection matters are addressed through a different route. Unnecessary or delayed safeguarding may result in poorly separated routes.
[bookmark: _Toc235552774]The Importance of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working brings together the knowledge and authority of local government, health, education, police, housing and voluntary organisations. Families do not usually have needs in one category, and a single agency response may tackle a symptom and not the relationship between school absence, parents' mental health, debt or domestic abuse. Statutory thresholds, sharing of information and pathways are expected to be agreed with partners through statutory safeguarding partner arrangements, as introduced in Children and Social Work Act 2017, and Working Together 2023.
Effective integration is more than referral. It needs a common assessment, a lead practitioner, shared outcomes, the timely provision of information and professional challenge. However, research on integrated children's services indicates that structural co-location does not necessarily lead to collaboration, as differences in thresholds, language and accountability can remain (Hood, 2014). The site is thus a part of a partnership practice. It can reveal if or how families are given a clear route or are made to cross institutional borders. Also, information sharing explanations are important. Early Help should be supported by consent, except in exceptional circumstances and it cannot be said that there is anything in the Data Protection Act 2018 to stop necessary and proportionate sharing where this is needed to protect a child (HM Government, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc235552775]Method and evaluation criteria
Each website was accessed through its public children-and-families pages rather than a search-engine snippet alone. The parents' review was about their ability to understand Early Help, identify for whom or what it is for, select a contact route, discern the urgency of safeguarding, expect the consequences to follow, and access support without having high literacy or professional knowledge. This is structured usability testing, not technical accessibility testing. Findings refer to the pages that are available on the review date and may change when the council updates its services.
	Criterion
	Question applied to each website

	Findability
	Is there Early Help in the public children-and-families area for a family to find?

	Clarity
	Does the purpose and target group are clearly worded?

	Actionability
	Is there direct telephone, e-mail, form or on-site availability?

	Accessibility and equity
	Are there alternatives to non-digital, inclusive?

	Safeguarding distinction
	Do urgent danger and statutory concerns are clearly distinguished?

	Process transparency
	Is there consent, assessment, ownership and next steps within the family?


[bookmark: _Toc235552776]Evaluation 1: Leeds City Council
A good conceptual explanation is given at Leeds. It recommends that support starts early in the life of a problem, is voluntary and adopts a graduated Thrive model as stated in its “One minute guide: Early help.” It differentiates between universal help, more targeted help and risk support and clearly links in section 17 and 47 concerns to the Duty and Advice team (Leeds City Council, 2025a). This provides professionals with a clear threshold narrative and is a reflection of the alignment with Working Together 2023.
Family Hubs pages enhance the actionability. Seven multidisciplinary hubs offer a central telephone number and email, and families may drop in or arrange an appointment. The Early Help Front Door page explains that hubs include social work, substance-use, domestic-abuse, mental-health, SEND and police expertise, and states that a conversation is preferred to an immediate form (Leeds City Council, 2025b). This human-first contact is a significant strength for families unsure how to describe their need.
The main weakness is fragmentation. Useful information is distributed across one-minute guides, age-banded service pages, Family Hubs, children’s centres and a separate Family Information Service. The “one minute” format is concise but uses system language such as clusters, Thrive and targeted service leaders. A parent can find practical contact details, yet may need several clicks to understand the complete journey. Leeds therefore communicates a sophisticated service system more successfully than it communicates one simple public pathway.
[bookmark: _Toc235552777]Evaluation 2: Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets offers the clearest integrated front door. Its “About Early Help” page uses plain language, explains that support is available from pregnancy to age 19, or 25 with SEND, and separates universal from targeted help. It names common reasons for seeking support, including parental conflict, attendance, mental health and language barriers. This helps families recognise themselves without first translating needs into a professional category (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a).
The strongest feature is MAST, the Multi-Agency Support Team. The website explains that the Early Help Hub and MASH are merged and co-located, lists contributing agencies, and provides one telephone number, email address and request-for-support form. It also clearly separates immediate danger, office-hours safeguarding and out-of-hours duty arrangements. The Early Help Assessment page explains that assessment is voluntary, records what is going well and what is worrying, creates an agreed plan and may reduce repeated storytelling (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). The information provided makes the process transparent and links digital signposting to on-the-ground multi-agency practice.
Weaknesses remain. The acronym MAST is defined, along with other terms such as MASH and service-specific terms. Some pages are supposed to be meant for professionals, and have duplicated routes and a lot of information in a dense block. The request form could be formal for a parent who just wants some help. However the extent of the channel availability (phone, email and form) and the clear safeguarding split minimises the impact of these restrictions.
[bookmark: _Toc235552778]Evaluation 3: Southwark Council
Southwark has a clear two level structure: ‘early help for everyone' and ‘extra early help'. The universal page includes details of services available to all including health visiting, school nursing, GPs, youth clubs, CAMHS, domestic abuse support, housing, family hubs. It then encourages families to consult a trusted professional, or to seek further support if required (Southwark Council, 2024a). This is a word for word explanation that is easy to comprehend and justifies self-referral.
The additional Early Help pages detail partner services and who can refer. Any parent, family member, school, social worker or other professional can make a referral. Useful practical elements are a referral form, email and a duty manager telephone number for advice. The ‘what happens next’ section indicates that a weekly-allocation meeting is held to consider referrals and that the council will explain the reasons for refusal and alternatives (Southwark Council, 2025). This is a proper way of transparency in procedure. A dedicated telephone number and MASH route are also in place to separate urgent safeguarding separately.
One of the main limitations is the lack of threshold presentation. The whole family page says that if extra help is being offered, then three of the listed criteria must apply. While it is designed to point to resources, this could come across as a gate keeping test and may turn off a family with one severe problem or several problems which do not appear on the list. The service is also split into four pages (parenting, education inclusion, mental and physical wellbeing), each with different pathways. Southwark therefore should be easily readable at entry, but the path becomes more complicated towards referral.
[bookmark: _Toc235552779]Comparative analysis
All three councils state that the aim of Early Help is to prevent problems escalating and all have alternative ways to contact them apart from digitally. There is also evidence of some multi-agency arrangement in each of these. Their differences are where they think the websites are successful or unsuccessful in making this policy a family journey.
Tower Hamlets excels in terms of actionability and safeguarding clarity. All Early Help requests and concerns are integrated and presented in one contact with clear alternatives provided for emergency and out-of-hours. Assessment process, consent and range of partner agencies is visible. A family will know not only where to go, but what is likely to occur. The risk is acronym overload, yet the pathway itself remains coherent.
Southwark has the highest initial readability score. It de-professionalises its universal/extra distinction and explicit assertion that parents can self-refer. It also provides information about the result of allocation. The “three criteria” threshold, however, could result in the feeling that “eligibility” is mechanical. Families should not be asked even to evaluate their score before seeking guidance. The division of service strands can also result in the fragmentation that whole family working aims to address.
Leeds has the most diverse and complex service ecosystem, and perhaps the best practice explanation. It's accessed with hubs, has multi-expertise and conversation-led access, and exhibits escalation in the Thrive model. However, valuable information is distributed across various pages and audiences. The public route is a rival to one-minute guides and child-specific guides. This can overload cognition, especially for English or digital non- or under-confident users and limited-literacy users.
Accessibility must be thought of beyond compliance. Under the 2018 Regulations, public-sector websites must be accessible, conform to WCAG 2.2 AA and offer alternatives. In practice, accessibility also involves plain language, mobile-friendly design, translation, access by telephone and minimal repetition and descriptive link labels. None of the three reviewed pathways prominently displayed a single visual journey with expected response times at every stage. The idea of waiting time uncertainty is significant because a family might think that silence equates to rejection or that if they put their information online, then they are protected.
Overall, Tower Hamlets is the best and most accessible of the three. It is not about the amount of information but on the recognition of the target audience, front door integration, multi-contact points, clear safeguarding pathways and explanation of assessment. Second only to Southwark, in terms of plain-language entry and self-referral. Leeds has good provision, but needs consolidation.
	Authority
	Strongest feature
	Main limitation
	Family-facing judgement
	Overall position

	Leeds
	Conversation-led multidisciplinary hubs
	Information fragmented across audiences and pages
	Strong system; more effort to navigate
	3

	Tower Hamlets
	Integrated MAST front door and clear safeguarding routes
	Acronyms and some professional density
	Most complete actionable pathway
	1

	Southwark
	Plain-language universal/extra structure and self-referral
	Three-criteria threshold may deter contact
	Easy entry; more complex at referral
	2


[bookmark: _Toc235552780]Conclusion and recommendations
The comparison makes it clear that website signposting is not just a communications ‘add-on' but a safeguarding and equity issue. It should be clear to see that there is one system of Early Help which is visible even if delivered by many organisations. Tower Hamlets currently does this best, with both Southwark and Leeds demonstrating important strengths.
There are 5 recommendations for each of the three sites. First make one family friendly landing page with a short definition, “get advice now” button, route and postcode / locality search for urgent safety. Second, share a visual journey of contact, consent, assessment, lead practitioner, decision and review and set realistic response time. Third, clarify or define acronyms and professional standards with examples in everyday language. Fourth, provide equivalent telephone, in-person, translated, and Easy Read and assisted-digital routes and pilot them with the families most likely to have barriers to access. Fifth, acknowledge all requests, identify the owner of the request, give updates on request status and explain alternative support when a referral is not being accepted, using closed-loop communication.
This would not take away professional judgement. They would make it more easily accessible to the families. The best website is, however, the one that enables a family to make the next step safely, effectively and with the least avoidable effort, not the one that lists the most services.
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