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1. Introduction

Why Early Help is important Families should not have to wait until a problem is a crisis before they get real support. Local authorities and their safeguarding partners in England have responsibility for a wide range of provision including guidance, early years services, school-based assistance, health care, community groups, targeted family work and when appropriate safeguarding intervention. A municipal website is therefore not just an information store. It might be a first place to go when a parent is feeling concerned, exhausted, isolated or unsure whether their worry is severe enough to talk about.

This paper looks at the family-facing information given by Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. The three authorities are reviewed via a digital access lens: can a user obtain help in everyday language; is it clear what the service is for; is it clear what a safe step to take is; how do different agencies work together; and how do you separate support from an urgent child protection reaction. The study is confined to publicly available web information and reviews communication rather than quality, capacity or outcomes of the services themselves. Leeds, Tower Hamlets and Nottinghamshire were selected to trial three distinct models of organizing the public offer: an information service gateway; an integrated multi-agency front door; and a Family Hub network.

2. Early Help, accessibility and multi-agency working

The Early Help System Guide Supporting Families defines Early Help as a system of services, procedures and interactions which works with children, young people and families at the earliest possible time. This is not one council team. The goal is prevention—developing strengths, addressing problems early, and decreasing the possibility that needs will develop. The Guide describes an effective system as one where families can access help without having to repeat their story unnecessarily, professionals coordinate their activity, and provision is available thru universal, community and targeted routes (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Family Hubs can give a known physical and virtual point of access but the guide also makes clear that a system is more than a building or a designated software.
For families, there are two meanings of accessibility. The first is a technological and practical one: information should be searchable, readable, compatible with assistive communication and telephone or face-to-face alternatives. The second is emotional and navigational. The examples should be familiar to families such as concerns about a child’s growth, parenting, money, housing, wellbeing or school attendance. They should not need to know internal labeling to decide where to ask for help. An easy site explaining what happens following contact and a different route for urgent risk, so getting help for ordinary worries doesn’t feel like filing a child protection referral.

The model is based on multi-agency working. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 names the local authority, the integrated care board and the police as statutory safeguarding partners. Education, health, housing, adult services and voluntary organizations are also part of the successful arrangements (Department for Education, 2026). Early Help uses those ties to build a richer picture of the strengths and needs of the family. A school, health visitor, GP, youth worker or community organization can be a trusted first point of call and a co-ordinated plan can prevent different institutions working in isolation. The website need not be a mirror of professional practice but it must make this collaboration understandable, who may participate, why information might be given, and how the family can be involved.

3. Evaluation approach

The assessment asks if a family can: Access help using everyday language Understand it with common examples Take a visible next step See how universal, targeted and safeguarding services link together Use the information regardless of age, disability, communication need or limited digital access. The criteria are based on national priorities around family-centred, co-ordinated and proportionate support (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; Department for Education, 2026).

4. Website review: Leeds City Council

Leeds has a wide ranging Family Information Service that delivers family help, rather than front loading the term ‘Early Help’. That’s a useful external option. The landing page includes a telephone number and an email address and then divides material into recognizable stages of life: early years, primary school, young people and new parents. It also includes resources for families, SEND support, activities and a pathway for those worried about a kid. British Sign Language video calling and translation support is signposted on the same page (Leeds City Council, 2026a). This structure provides a parent with numerous legitimate avenues to enter the system, and lowers the pressure to decide if their condition crosses some internal threshold before seeking help.
The children’s centers website which demonstrates what support looks like in practice underpins this offer. It lists parenting advice, one to one family support, health links, childcare, education, employment and training. It also includes outreach home visits to families unable to access a center and links to housing, welfare, food-bank and domestic abuse support. Leeds demonstrates the multi-agency nature of family assistance thru working with health visitors, Early Start Services and other agencies, avoiding professional jargon (Leeds City Council, 2026b). I would prefer see a location search function, not some generic descriptions.
Leeds’ best feature is its inclusive navigation. Accessible communication alternatives are available early in the process. A family can access via a child’s age, a new-parent pathway, SEND, an activity search or a request for contact. The problem is that ‘Early Help’ is not as discrete as specific programs. This minimizes stigma, and may be easier to grasp but a parent looking particularly for Early Help may need to infer that children’s centers and family programs are part of the wider preventative system. Leeds might retain its welcome wording but include a short and clear declaration that these linked services are its Early Help offer, and include a brief description of when a co-ordinated assessment may be useful.

5. Website review: Tower Hamlets Council

Tower Hamlets has a very visible Early Help offer with Best Start Family Hubs and Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) as anchors. The Best Start page refers to the network as "a cross-sector network of charities, faith organizations, healthcare services and schools". It is for children and young people up to the age of 19 and up to the age of 25 for those with SEND. The range of support is particularly clear: family therapy, mental health, domestic violence, housing guidance, baby feeding, special educational needs, benefits, debt, employment, health visiting, midwifery and school transition all feature (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a). This is because Early Help can address family circumstances that are interlinked rather than a restricted child welfare concern.
MAST is the most powerful operating element of the site. The team brings together the council’s old safeguarding hub and the Early Help function enabling agencies to share information and identify risk at an early stage. It provides a single form to request support, phone number, e-mail address, office hours, emergency-duty contact and explicit direction to call police in situations where a child is at urgent risk. The page identifies the agencies engaged, which include children’s services, health, education, police, housing, CAMHS, probation, youth offending, a domestic-abuse adviser and Barnardo’s (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). It also states that universal services can be considered before an assessment and that an Early Help Assessment can coordinate work with teachers and health visitors. This is a brilliantly simple public presentation of multi-agency decision making and aid and protection.
Tower Hamlets offers an extensive service menu with a clear contact method. The MAST merger limits the possibility of a household to switch between two front doors. But ‘MAST’ is an acronym for an institution and the page is full with protective material. Parents coming in for general guidance on parenting or finances may feel that they have come to a crisis service. Start here – links to local support, coordinated help and urgent safety advice – on a small panel would make it less daunting.

6. Website review: Nottinghamshire County Council

Early Help in Nottinghamshire is offered thru Early Years and Family Hubs. Their summary says Family Hubs are universal early years support services for children and young people and families and help is available up to age 19 and with a specific focus from conception to a child’s fourth birthday. The page also connects the offer with daycare, the Families Information Service and the SEND Local Offer (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026a). It is a consistent story of a preventative system, including advising, early development, childcare and special needs alongside family assistance rather than in distinct administrative categories.
You can enter the system via the local-hub contact site. It urges a parent, caregiver or young person expecting a baby or with a child aged between 0 and 19 to contact their local team. An online form is provided, however the page also offers a direct contact alternative for those who are unable to complete the form, and links to the Virtual Family Hub (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026b). This is a key inclusion feature, digital access is provided but not at the expense of digital form completion being the sole way in. The safeguarding partnership’s plans and strategies page also details priorities including community resilience, Family Hubs, context approaches and better use of data, suggesting the public offer is within a wider partnership ambition (Nottinghamshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026).
Nottinghamshire is strong in offering a local place-based access, with an internet option. The age range is explicit and the prominent contact page will probably reassure those who don't know which professional to turn to. It is not strong since the trip is scattered over council pages, the Virtual Family Hub and the safeguarding-partnership site. The user can see the elements but has less description of what a first conversation will lead to, or how a problem may go from universal counsel to a coordinated Early Help answer. A single ‘what happens next’ page for families would increase continuity and transparency of the multi-agency process and could be linked to from each hub contact channel.

7. Cross-area discussion

“The three websites demonstrate that good signposting is more than simply slapping an Early Help label on a page. Leeds normalizes access, making it non-stigmatising by utilizing an age-based Family Information Service, and by discussing practical types of support. It’s particularly good on translation, BSL video calling, outreach and a search tool. The trade off is conceptual visibility, the user sees services but may not perceive the overall Early Help system or route into coordinated help.
Tower Hamlets does the reverse. The system is highly apparent, with an explicit Early Help part, Family Hubs and MAST. It provides the clearest picture of what agencies may cooperate and the most positive single way of help and protection. This meets the national expectation for safeguarding decisions to be co-ordinated but the very extensive MAST page can place normal family support alongside urgent harm in a way that can be overwhelming. “We need more triage language on the site for families prior to a complex multi-agency front door.
Nottinghamshire is in the center. This is when Family Hubs and local interaction are useful. when a family needs a human reaction nearby. There is also an age inclusive offer and an alternate form. But the connections across pages are not always clear. Early years, Family Hubs, virtual assistance and safeguarding strategy are connected in practice but not necessarily in a story of one family journey. The key question in all three categories is whether the user can safely progress without first learning the language of the council. On this measure Leeds is the most accessible overall. Tower Hamlets delivers a clearer description of formal multi-agency processes. But its language, contact options and inclusive navigation are most suited to an ordinary family’s starting point.

8. Conclusion and recommenddations

The Early aid System Guide demands a joined-up local system and Working Together 2026 requires comprehensive multi-agency arrangements to aid, protect and promote the welfare of children. The sites featured here show distinct facets of that desire. Leeds is strongest in providing accessible entry and inclusive family information; Tower Hamlets is strongest in describing an integrated multi-agency route; Nottinghamshire is strongest in combining local Family Hub contact with an online alternative. Leeds was the best overall website for a family when it first looked for aid since it gave straightforward categories and immediate contact and communication support without the user having to pick a professional level first.
Three adjustments would improve all three bids. Firstly, each council needs a clear problem oriented entry point e.g. ‘I need guidance for my family’, ‘I need aid from more than one service’ and ‘I am worried about a child’s safety’. Secondly, it would be good if each route contained a few simple phrases about what the next step is likely to be, whether there will be any discussion of consent, who might contact the family and how support might be arranged. Thirdly, the entire web journey needs to be tested with parents, young people, disabled users, individuals using translation or with limited digital access. This would make a technically comprehensive website a more reliable avenue to early, humane and proportionate support.

9. Reference list

Department for Education (2026) Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026: A guide to multi-agency working to help, protect and promote the welfare of children. London: Department for Education. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-safeguard-children--2 (Accessed: 12 August 2026).
Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022) Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide. London: Department for Education and DLUHC. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-families-early-help-system-guide (Accessed: 10 August 2026).
Leeds City Council (2026a) Family Information Service. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/family-information-service (Accessed: 8 August 2026).
Leeds City Council (2026b) Children’s centres. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/early-years/childrens-centres (Accessed: 2 August 2026).
Nottinghamshire County Council (2026a) Early years and family hubs. Available at: https://www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/care/early-years-and-childcare/early-years-and-family-hubs (Accessed: 6 August 2026).
Nottinghamshire County Council (2026b) Contact your local family hub for support. Available at: https://www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/care/family-hub-networks/find-your-nearest-family-hub-team/contact-your-local-family-hub-for-support (Accessed: 1 August 2026).
Nottinghamshire Safeguarding Children Partnership (2026) Plans and strategies. Available at: https://nscp.nottinghamshire.gov.uk/about-the-partnership/plans-and-strategies/ (Accessed: 10 August 2026).
Tower Hamlets Council (2026a) Tower Hamlets Best Start Family Hubs. Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/health__social_care/children_and_family_care/Early_Help/Tower-Hamlets-Best-Start-Family-Hubs.aspx (Accessed: 8 August 2026).
Tower Hamlets Council (2026b) Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST). Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/health__social_care/children_and_family_care/Multi-Agency-Support-Team-MAST.aspx (Accessed: 5 August 2026).

image1.png
N Prifysgol Cymru
3N ¥ Drindod Dewi Sant
S University of Wales

Trinity Saint David




