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An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website

Introduction
Early Help is a preventative approach in the UK focused at helping and supporting children, youngsters, and families at the earliest occasion to tackle appearing needs before they develop into bigger problems (Dor et al, 2022). It plays a crucial role in safeguarding by providing targeted, timely interventions and promoting the wellbeing of families through multi-agency collaboration. Local authorities are responsible for providing Early Help services and making sure that families can access the support available and are aware of it.
In the digital era, local authority websites often provide as the first point of contact for anyone looking for information, making efficient online signposting critical.  This analysis examines how local authorities in the UK signpost and communicate the Early Help system via their websites, highlighting challenges, strengths and best possible practices in promoting early intervention within safeguarding structures (Working Together to Safeguard Children, 2023).

Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system in health and social care sector is a preventative model made to support children and families at the earliest opportunity, addressing developing difficulties before they grow into more serious problems that need lawful intervention (Webb, 2023). It runs on the principles of multi-agency collaboration, family-centred planning, prevention and customized support to meet the individual needs of each family. Health services, including school nurses, mental health practitioners, health visitors and GPs, play a crucial role in recognising early issues, while social care professionals assess family essentials and organise interventions, and schools contribute by recognising emotional, behavioural or attendance issues (Department for Education & Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities, 2022). The system usually involves assessment, planning, delivery of tailored support—such as counselling, parenting programs, financial advice or housing assistance, and continuing monitoring to ensure progress. Many local authorities implement a “Team Around the Family” approach, bringing together professionals from different sectors to deliver collaborated support. By combining social care, health and education services, Early Help System strengthens family resilience, reduces the need for legitimate child protection interventions and contributes to wider safeguarding purposes set by Local Safeguarding Children Partnerships.

Explanation of multi-agency working
Multi-agency working in health and social care refers to the coordinated collaboration of organisations from different sectors—including health services, local authorities (social care), education, police, housing, and voluntary or community providers—to deliver holistic support and protection to individuals, children, young people, or families whose needs cut across multiple areas of care ( Abbott, Townsley & Watson, 2005). This approach involves sharing information, pooling expertise, jointly assessing needs and risks, and developing a unified support or safeguarding plan rather than separate, fragmented efforts by individual agencies. In practice, multi-agency working may take the form of joint case conferences, strategy meetings, co-located teams, or a designated lead professional who coordinates the contributions of different services. By working together, agencies can identify risks earlier, respond more effectively to complex needs, ensure continuity of care, reduce duplication or gaps in services, and make more informed decisions that take multiple perspectives into account (Gledhill et al, 2023). Multiagency working is particularly critical in safeguarding, as it enables a comprehensive approach to protecting vulnerable children and adults, supporting families in a proactive manner, and improving long-term outcomes for those at risk.

Leicestershire County Council provides Early Help to families through its Family Help Service, which supports children, young people, and families at the earliest opportunity before problems escalate to require lawful intervention (Leicestershire County Council, 2025). The service is available to families whose needs cannot be met by universal services, such as GP’s or schools and can be obtained at any stage of a child’s life. Early Help in Leicestershire is delivered through a multi-agency and partnership approach, involving social care, education, health services, voluntary companies, and community partners, ensuring that families experience correlate, “no wrong door” approach. Support varies from parenting programmes, standard family support and youth services to interventions involving a committed keyworker, as well as specialist services for children with special additional needs. Referrals can be made by professionals on their behalf or by families themselves and are properly checked to decide whether Early Help or statutory intervention is needed. The county’s strategy highlights building family resilience, improving positive outcomes, and reducing demand on services. Family Hubs acting as main points for coordinated support. Leicestershire County Council website clearly outlines services that are available as well as referral routes, outcomes, voluntary sector partners and details on eligibility thresholds, are less clear.
 
Tower Hamlets Council provides Early Help, also referred to as early intervention, to support children and families at the early stage when difficulties growing, aiming to prevent problems from escalating to require statutory intervention. The service is available to all families living in the area of Tower Hamlets, covering children from birth up to 19 years old, and up to 25 years old for those with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities. Early Help is delivered through the council’s network of Children and Family Centres and   Family Hubs which act as a main access point for both targeted and universal support. Services include early years and child development support, SEND support, mental health and emotional wellbeing services, parenting programmes, domestic abuse support youth services, and advice on education, financial hardship and employment. Families can self-refer or ask to be referred by professionals using online form or by contacting the Early Help Hub. Support may involve completing an Early Help Assessment to recognise needs and make a plan. Multi-agency collaboration is central to the service, ensuring coordinated support from social care, education, health services and voluntary sector partners. While the council provides wide information on access routes, details on eligibility thresholds, available services, outcomes, and non-digital referral options are less clear. Recent strategic developments, including the 2025–2028 Early Help Strategy, emphasise, accessibility, early support and multi-agency working to improve family wellbeing across the council.

Leeds City Council provides Early Help as a city-wide, multi-agency approach to support children and families as soon as problems grow, aiming to prevent issues from escalating to statutory social-care intervention. The service is available from pregnancy through adolescence, with support up to age 25 for people with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities. Early Help is delivered primarily through a network of Family Children’s Centres Family Hubs, where families can receive targeted support. Services include early years support, child development and wellbeing, parenting programs, emotional and mental health support, youth services, domestic abuse services, SEND support, employment, advice on education, and social issues (Leeds City Council, nd). Families can be referred by professionals or are able to self-refer, and support may involve completing an Early Help Assessment to identify needs and agree an individual plan. The approach is flexible, family-led and grounded in multi-agency collaboration, drawing on health, social care, education and voluntary and community partners to deliver tailored support. While publicly available information outlines the width of services and access routes, details on waiting times, eligibility thresholds and outcomes are less clear. The Early Help framework in Leeds is rooted within the city’s safeguarding strategy and coordinate with national statutory expectations for child welfare and early intervention (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). 



Comparison of Online Communication of Early Help

Visibility and Accessibility
Leicestershire: The Family Help service is presented on a dedicated Early Help section, linked from the children’s services pages. Multiple entry points exist, though it may require navigating through sub-pages to find specific support.
Tower Hamlets: Early Help information is clearly visible through Family Hubs pages. The homepage and children’s services sections link to hubs, referral information and services with phone and online access options. The “no wrong door” concept is highlighted, improving accessibility.
Leeds: Early Help is integrated with Children’s Centres and Family Hubs information. Pages describe the hubs, referral pathways, services and multi-agency working. There is a strong visual focus on hubs, but information is spread across multiple pages, requiring users to take time to explore several links.


Clarity of Information
Leicestershire: Provides comprehensive details on service types, referral routes and target groups. However, thresholds for support and outcome measures are less clear.
[bookmark: _Int_ecTiHhz1]Tower Hamlets: Uses clear, family-friendly language, describing services by life stage (early years, adolescence, SEND). Referral steps are easy and contact information is noticeable
Leeds: Explains the Early Help approach in detail, accenting multi-agency collaboration. Services are set by category, but practical details such as waiting times, outcomes and eligibility thresholds are limited.

Multi-agency Signposting and Integration
Leicestershire: Emphasises multi-agency working; links to health, education, social care, and voluntary sector services. Some external partnerships are not fully detailed on the website.
Tower Hamlets: Strong emphasis on multi-agency coordination through Family Hubs, Children and Family Centres, and the Early Help Hub. Partners are mentioned broadly but not all are listed individually.
Leeds: Multi-agency collaboration is highlighted throughout, with descriptions of hub teams and front-door teams. Clear explanation of roles (health, social care, education, voluntary sector), but some service delivery details are distributed across multiple web pages.

Referral and Contact Information
Leicestershire: Offers phone numbers, online referral forms and professional referral routes. Instructions are clear but disperse across different sections.
Tower Hamlets: Families and professionals can self-refer or use the Early Help Hub; online forms and phone contacts are clearly shown.
Leeds: Referral via Family Hub contact numbers or email, with the option for online enquiries. Families may need to explore several pages to find needed contact points.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths
Leicestershire Council offers a comprehensive service list, clear referral routs and multi-agency approach
Tower Hamlets offers visible contact information, ‘’ no wrong door’’ approach and clear family-focused language.
Leeds City Council offers detailed hubs structure and strong emphasis on multi-agency teams.


Limitations
Leicestershire Council shows less clarity on eligibility thresholds, some services are buried in subpages

Tower Hamlets shows outcome data unclear and limited detailed info on voluntary partner's sector

Leeds City Council shows limited outcomes, thresholds, waiting times and some information are spread over multiply pages



	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Overall Observations
All three councils emphasise strong multi-agency collaboration and provide Family Hubs or equivalent integrated access points for families. Tower Hamlets stands out for clarity and usability, offering a well-structured, life-stage approach with clearly visible referral routes. Leeds presents rich strategic context and a well-defined philosophy of family support, though practical information is spread across multiple pages and requires more navigation. Leicestershire provides extensive service details, including specialist areas such as SEND and domestic abuse support, but some content is less visible or dispersed across subpages. Across all three sites, common limitations include a lack of transparent eligibility thresholds, publicly available outcome data, and accessible non-digital referral options, which may reduce overall accessibility for families with lower digital access or literacy.
Based on the examination of the three local authorities, Tower Hamlets Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible information regarding Early Help and other family support services. Its website presents services in clear, family-friendly language, organised by life stage, with prominent contact details and multiple referral options, reflecting a “no wrong door” approach. The use of Family Hubs as visible, central points of access, along with explicit explanations of multi-agency working, makes it easier for families to understand what support is available and how to access it. In comparison, Leicestershire offers comprehensive service details, but some information is scattered and thresholds are unclear, while Leeds provides extensive strategic context and multi-agency explanations, but practical guidance is distributed across multiple pages and lacks clarity on eligibility, waiting times, and outcomes. Therefore, for families seeking Early Help, Tower Hamlets’ approach to online communication is the most user-focused, accessible, and straightforward of the three.

Conclusion
In conclusion, while all three local authorities—Leicestershire, Tower Hamlets, and Leeds—offer comprehensive Early Help and family support services online, Tower Hamlets provides the most effective and accessible information. Its website uses clear, family-friendly language, structures services by life stage, and provides prominent contact details and multiple referral routes, reflecting a “no wrong door” approach. Leicestershire presents detailed service information, but some content is dispersed across subpages, and eligibility thresholds are unclear. Leeds highlights multi-agency collaboration and strategic context but requires families to navigate multiple pages to find practical information, with limited details on waiting times, thresholds, or outcomes.
Recommendations for improvement across all three councils include clarifying eligibility thresholds and prioritisation criteria so families can understand which services they can access and when and providing outcome data and performance measures to demonstrate the effectiveness of Early Help interventions. Accessibility for non-digital users could be strengthened through clearer guidance on phone referrals and in-person options, while consolidating information into centralised, user-friendly pages would reduce the need to navigate multiple subpages. Councils should also offer clearer details on voluntary and community sector partners to highlight the full range of local support available. Implementing these improvements would make Early Help and family support services more transparent, navigable, and equitable for all families, ensuring support is easier to find, access, and understand.
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