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

Local authorities in England are required to provide accessible information and clear pathways for families to access support services that prevent problems escalating to statutory intervention. The concept of Early Help which is defined nationally as timely support for children, young people and families where needs are emerging, is central to this approach. This report will examine how three English local authorities: Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets London Borough Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council. signpost Early Help and family support information on their public websites. It will evaluate the clarity, accessibility, completeness, and practical usefulness of information for families, with reference to national guidance from Supporting Families: The Early Help System Guide (2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (statutory guidance). The report will explain the Early Help system and the requirement for multi-agency working under current safeguarding guidance before evaluating each website and making recommendations.
    National guidance describes Early Help not as a single service but as a system of support involving multiple agencies to respond at the earliest point when a child, young person or family has emerging needs. It emphasises timely, proportionate, and collaborative support that prevents escalation into crisis and reduces the need for statutory services. Early Help is voluntary and should start as soon as needs are identified regardless of the child’s age with consent sought from families. It covers a wide range of issues such as parenting challenges, behaviour concerns, attendance, mental health, housing, or family breakdown. The Early Help System sets a national vision for a mature Early Help system that brings together agencies around common goals and shared outcomes. It encourages self-assessment and strategy development at the local level to improve practice. Similarly, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 reinforces Early Help as effective when agencies collaborate; it broadens expectations for multi-agency working and emphasises practitioners sharing information and coordinating support early before risks escalate.
     Multi-agency working is central to Early Help and safeguarding. It means professionals from across health, education, social care, police, housing and voluntary sectors sharing information, resources, expertise, and planning to identify and respond to risk and need effectively. Under Section 10 of the Children Act 2004, local authorities must arrange cooperation between relevant partners to improve children’s welfare. Working Together 2023 extends this by setting common standards for partnership working and stressing shared responsibility across agencies to protect and support children and their families. In practice, multi-agency working is implemented through joint assessments, shared action plans, and forums such as Team-Around-the-Family or Early Help Panels, which bring together professionals to coordinate support.
    The Leeds City Council website includes Early Help within its Children and Families section and provides a specific One Minute Guide explaining Early Help.  The website shows clear definition and approach by explaining Early Help in straightforward language, outlining principles like right conversation, right people, right time and a graduated model of support. There is evidence of integration with family hubs, the website clearly signposts Family Hub networks as the main access point and describes how hubs work (e.g., multi-disciplinary teams, venues across the city). Another strength is that the website references multi-agency working and aligns practice to Working Together 2023, making strategic links between local delivery and national guidance. On the other hand, there is a navigation complexity as the Early Help content is spread across multiple sites (the council main site, Safeguarding Partnership site, and Local Offer), which can be confusing for families seeking immediate support. Also, while Family Hub contacts are listed, Leeds lacks an explicit family-facing referral form or clear step-by-step guidance on how a family contacts services directly.
     Nottinghamshire publicises Early Help within its Care & Safeguarding area via its Early Help Unit and links to referral pathways. The council explicitly provides contact details (phone, email) for families to self-refer to the Early Help Unit or Family Hub Network. Furthermore, it outlines that Early Help is not for safeguarding concerns (which are directed to MASH) and explains that advisors help with navigation and referrals to external services. However, there is no structured narrative or walk-through for families, important context like who qualifies, what services are available, or illustrative examples are missing compared with Leeds or Tower Hamlets. Nottinghamshire’s site gives only minimal explanation of what Early Help is, how it works, or what families can expect from support. The main emphasis is telling families to call or email which, without explanatory content, may act as a barrier to access for some users.
     Tower Hamlets presents Early Help under a Children and Family Care section, with clear navigation options including About Early Help, Early Help at the front door (MAST), and Early Help Assessment (eEHA). The website has an accessible menu structure, it’s About Early Help page outlines what Early Help is, who it's for (from pregnancy up to 19 or 25 with SEND), and what it looks like. It also distinguishes between universal and targeted support. Another strength is that the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) is described clearly as the point of contact for Early Help and safeguarding, including which services are involved. Also, the page links to family hubs, children’s centres, and steps to make a support request, with contact details and forms accessible directly. Despite this, some pages such as the Early Help Assessment section use jargon (e.g., eEHA, Social Inclusion Panel) that may be difficult for non-professional families to understand without explanation. Also, whilst the site mentions many mechanisms, it could provide more visible, simplified content for families such as a quick start guide or video overview rather than relying on multiple subpages.
      In terms of clarity and accessibility, Tower Hamlets is arguably the most user-friendly in navigation, with well-organised pages and clear menus explaining service scope, access points, and next steps. Its MAST model is explained in plain language, and contact details are clear. Leeds provides rich contextual content and explicit alignment to national and local strategy, but families may struggle to find straightforward access routes due to dispersed content. Nottinghamshire is the least developed in narrative clarity, focusing heavily on contact points without much explanation of what support looks like or who might benefit.
When looking at muti-agency framing, both Tower Hamlets and Leeds emphasise multi-agency working, linking Early Help to family hubs and professional partners. However, Tower Hamlets explains its multi-agency MAST team more concretely, helping families understand who is involved and why. Nottinghamshire mentions agencies but lacks embedded context, reducing families’ ability to see how services coordinate support.
When it comes to practical signposting, Tower Hamlets offers direct email and phone contacts, referral forms, and linked family centre services, which improve accessibility. Leeds focuses on family hubs and strategy but could improve by adding one-page family-focused guidance and clearer referral options. And Nottinghamshire’s reliance on phone and email without explanatory web content is a clear weakness.
       From the three authorities, Tower Hamlets currently offers the most effective and accessible information for families seeking Early Help. Its web content is structured, relatively easy to navigate, and links directly to practical pathways (MAST, contact forms, referrals) while explaining what Early Help is and who it is for. However, there are areas of improvement for all three websites. 
For Leeds City Council whilst they provide detailed strategic information and demonstrate strong alignment with national policy. However, information is dispersed across multiple platforms (main council site, safeguarding partnership pages, Local Offer, Family Hubs), which may reduce accessibility for families seeking straightforward help. They could consolidate Early Help information into a single navigable family-facing hub page rather than splitting content across different sites, they could also add a step-by-step family referral pathway with clear next steps, forms, and visuals and include FAQs or video explainers tailored to families’ needs. Visual process mapping reduces anxiety and increases parental confidence, particularly for families wary of statutory services. The Early Help System Guide highlights the importance of building trust and preventing escalation; clarity in process is central to this aim. Doing these things would align with Working Together (2023), which stresses transparency and accessibility in safeguarding arrangements.
For Nottinghamshire County Council, they could expand the website content to clearly define Early Help, list services available, and explain how support is delivered. They could also Provide visual signposting, simplified guides, and a clickable referral form embedded within webpages.
As for Tower Hamlets, they could simplify technical language in certain sections (e.g., assessment processes) and provide family-friendly summaries. They could also highlight everyday scenarios where families might seek help (e.g., schooling, behavioural issues) to make content more relatable.
   The Early Help System Guide emphasises that Early Help should function as a coherent, accessible system rather than fragmented services. Working Together (2023) reinforces transparency, partnership, and early identification of need. Local authority websites are often the first point of contact for families; therefore, digital clarity is not merely administrative but central to safeguarding effectiveness.
If implemented, the recommendations above would strengthen accessibility, reduce barriers to engagement, and align digital communication more closely with national policy ambitions for early intervention and multi-agency collaboration.
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