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An Evaluation of How Local Authority Websites   Communicate and Signpost Early Help Services to Families in the UK
Tower Hamlets Council • Southwark Council • Leicester City Council
 
1. Introduction
Early Help is the coordinated support offered when difficulties first emerge, before they become more serious or require intensive statutory intervention. It is not one discrete service. Rather, it is a local system linking universal provision, such as schools, health services and community organisations, with targeted, whole-family support. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 positions this continuum as part of the overall strategic safeguarding system. Local authorities, integrated care boards, and the police share equal responsibility as safeguarding partners, while education and other key agencies work together to help, protect, and promote the welfare of children (Department for Education, 2026). Effective signposting therefore matters. A family can only benefit from a coordinated system if it recognises that help is relevant, understands what will happen, and finds a safe way to provide support.
This report evaluates the family-facing information on the websites of Tower Hamlets Council, Southwark Council and Leicester City Council. The assignment list describes the third authority as Leicestershire County Council but provides the URL for Leicester City Council; this report follows the supplied website and uses its correct organisational name. The review, conducted on 5 August 2026, examines clarity, navigation, breadth of support, routes to self-referral, explanation of multi-agency practice and distinction between early help and urgent safeguarding. It starts by talking about the Early Help system and how different agencies can work together. Then it looks at and compares the three websites, finds the best one, and suggests ways to improve them. This is a content and user-journey review, not a technical WCAG audit.
2. The Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide emphasises collaboration among various partners rather than solely focusing on council initiatives. Its framework encompasses the perspectives of families, workforce training, community involvement, leadership, and data use. Key elements include a unified vision, timely recognition of needs, comprehensive family assessments, a designated lead practitioner, a single-family plan, evidence-based interventions, easily accessible support options, and ongoing service enhancements (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Research highlights that early intervention can significantly improve outcomes for children and families, addressing issues before they develop into more serious challenges (Forrester et al., 2019). Additionally, Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) indicates that focused early help should be integrated into family help, offering clear referral paths, coordinated multi-agency support, and a lead practitioner. Effective websites must clarify eligibility, minimise access barriers, and assist families in understanding the support available.
3. Multi-agency and interdisciplinary working
Multi-agency working means that different organisations collaborate to meet the needs of children and their families. Interdisciplinary working brings together the expertise of professionals such as teachers, health visitors, social workers, housing officers, and police. A lead practitioner coordinates support so that families don’t have to keep repeating their stories. Information is shared appropriately, strengths and needs are assessed jointly, and outcomes are reviewed together. Research suggests that effective multi-agency collaboration improves communication, reduces duplication and supports better outcomes for children, although clear roles and information sharing remain essential (Morris et al., 2018). This reflects Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026), which promotes collaborative leadership and timely decision-making, and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022), which highlights family voice, shared practices, and workforce development. Public-facing information should therefore explain referral routes, consent, assessment and the role of the lead practitioner in supporting families.
4. Evaluation of local authority websites
4.1 Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets has the most prominent Early Help offer. The It’s About Early Help page details support from conception to age 19, or 25 for young people with SEND, using positive language to encourage families to seek help early (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-a). This is consistent with the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022), which advocates for accessible services and early intervention to prevent issues escalating.
The Early Help at the Front Door page clearly explains how the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MAST) brings together children’s social care, health, education, housing and police to co-ordinate support and provides online forms, email addresses and telephone numbers alongside emergency contacts (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.-b). For example, a parent concerned about their child's school attendance or emotional wellbeing can quickly identify the correct service and request support. This reflects Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026), which emphasises coordinated multi-agency work and clear referral pathways.
The website's main strength is the wide range of information and support available. However, information is spread across several pages and includes terms such as “MAST”, “EHA”, and “SEND”, which may be unfamiliar to some families. Simplifying the language and reducing the number of pages would make the website easier to navigate and improve access to Early Help services.
4.2 Southwark Council
Southwark explains the Early Help pathway in a clear and friendly way. Its landing site breaks down information into About Early Help and Extra Early Help, assisting families to realise that support is offered at different levels according to their requirements (Southwark Council, 2024a; 2024b). Everyday examples, including parenting, emotional wellbeing, domestic abuse and financial difficulties, make it easier for families to recognise when they may need support. This is in line with the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022), which advocates services being easy to understand and obtain. The website is accessible because it uses plain language, clear headings and a straightforward layout. For example, a parent struggling with debt and their child's behaviour can quickly identify that early help is available and find the relevant services without reading lengthy information. However, the website provides limited information about what happens after families make contact. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) highlights the importance of families understanding how professionals work together and what support they can expect. Providing additional information about the assessment process, lead practitioner role and online self-referral would improve confidence and encourage earlier engagement with support services.
4.3 Leicester City Council
Leicester offers the clearest single-page account of targeted early help. The council page defines the service, provides recognisable reasons to ask, lists support areas, and places a telephone number and parent email close to the action. Crucially, it explains the next stage: a lead professional completes an early help assessment with the family, agrees on an action plan, brings together the right people and reviews progress. It also describes the team-around-the-family approach and coordination with EHC plans (Leicester City Council, n.d.-a). This makes multi-agency working understandable rather than merely naming it. Translation and “found a problem” links are visible. The guide reflects the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022), which encourages local authorities to explain how families can access coordinated support clearly.
A separate, strongly family-orientated hub site broadens access through topic navigation, including health, relationships, parenting, SEND, money, work and housing, and ‘I need help right now’ (Leicester City Council, n.d.-d). Twelve hub venues, a map, self-referral and Family Hub Navigators offer practical alternatives to formal referral (Leicester City Council, n.d.-c; n.d.-b). Weaknesses arise from this two-site structure: users may move between the corporate council domain and the Family Hub domain, where terminology and navigation differ. The long council page dilutes essential family actions by mixing family guidance with professional systems, panels, forms, and training. The description also says support extends to age 25 generally, whereas the usual extension to 25 is specifically associated with SEND; this discrepancy could be clarified.
5. Comparative analysis
All three authorities reflect prevention, whole-family support and a spectrum from universal to targeted help. Each connects families to hubs and recognises needs beyond parenting, including health, education, housing or finance. Their emphasis differs. Tower Hamlets demonstrates organisational integration most visibly; Southwark provides the least demanding explanation; and Leicester most clearly illustrates the family’s process after requesting help.
	Criterion 
	Tower Hamlets

	Southwark

	Leicester


	
Clarity

	
Rich but acronym-heavy

	
Best plain-language hierarchy

	
Clear, detailed explanation


	
Accessibility and access

	
Form, email, phone, hubs

	The phone option and hubs are more prominent, while the online route is less emphasised.

	
Phone, email, hubs and navigators


	
What happens next?

	
Triage and allocation explained

	
Limited process detail

	
Assessment, plan and review explained


	
Multi-agency working

	
MAST membership is explicit.

	
Implied through services and hubs


	
Team-around-family process is explicit.


	
Main weakness

	
Fragmented across many pages

	
Thin operational detail

	
Two domains, mixed audiences



Table 1. Comparative summary based on council pages accessed 5 August 2026.

Each website has strengths. Leicester explains Early Help most clearly, Tower Hamlets demonstrates multi-agency working, and Southwark is easiest to understand.
Based on the Guide’s criteria that families should understand how to navigate services and obtain help, Leicester performs the best overall. Its core page combines eligibility, examples, contact options and expectations after referral; its hub site then offers broader, lower-stigma support. Tower Hamlets is a close second because MAST and hub coverage demonstrate a mature multi-agency front door, but duplication and acronyms make navigation heavier. Southwark is highly accessible at first glance but provides less reassurance about consent, assessment, coordination and follow-up. Besides the access journey, family feedback, or simple service measures showing whether users found the information and received timely help, nothing is published—an omission against the guide's emphasis on family voice and evidence.
6. Conclusion
Early Help works best when families can quickly find out that help is available and how to obtain it. The Early Help System Guide (2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) both suggest that information must be easy to find, easy to comprehend and supported by effective work across multiple organisations. 
Overall, Leicester City Council communicates early help most effectively because it clearly explains what families should expect after making contact, who will support them and how different agencies will work together. This transparency is likely to give families greater confidence to seek help at an early stage. Tower Hamlets Council performs well by demonstrating strong multi-agency partnership working and offering a wide range of services through Family Hubs and MAST. However, simplifying the website structure and reducing the use of professional acronyms would make it easier for families to navigate.
Southwark Council provides the most user-friendly language and straightforward navigation, making it accessible for parents who may feel anxious or overwhelmed. However, providing additional information about the assessment process, the role of the lead practitioner, and self-referral options would improve users' understanding of what happens after they ask for help.
Clear and effective communication is crucial for safeguarding, as it encourages families to seek support when information is easy to understand, friendly, and readily available. Accessible and straightforward websites lower the hurdles for families seeking help, promote earlier intervention, and ensure that children and families receive the appropriate support at the right moment. This strategy aligns with the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026).
7. Recommendations
All three councils should adopt one prominent ‘get help for my family’ route from their home and family pages, followed by a short choice between everyday support, extra coordinated help and urgent safety concerns. The journey should offer online, phone, email and face-to-face access; state that targeted help is voluntary and consent-based; explain in five plain-language steps what happens next; and define acronyms on first use. Each authority should maintain a single service directory with filters for postcode, age, need, accessibility and language, alongside translated and Easy Read summaries.
Tower Hamlets should consolidate overlapping pages, archive outdated leaflets and present MAST first in family language before organisational details. Southwark should add a confidential online request route and explain assessment, lead-practitioner coordination, consent and review. Leicester should unify navigation and terminology across its council and Family Hub sites, keep the parent route above professional resources and clarify the age-25 eligibility statement. Finally, each council should test the journey regularly with diverse parents, young people and disabled users, publish page-review dates and brief performance information, and use feedback and analytics to improve failed searches, form abandonment and referral completion. These steps would turn the principles of the Early Help System Guide—family voice, accessible navigation, and evidence-led improvement—into visible practice.
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