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1. Introduction
Top of Form
Bottom of Form
Early Help plays a crucial role in England's safeguarding and family-support framework by aiming to recognize early signs of distress and offer suitable assistance before issues worsen and necessitate more severe governmental intervention. The Early Help System comprises a collaborative network rather than a standalone service, integrating local authorities, health services, education, law enforcement, non-profit organizations, and community resources (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).


Accessible information is essential for families, as they must comprehend what Early Help entails, who it benefits, how to access support, and the process for making contact. The 2026 Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance places a stronger focus on a coordinated Family Help strategy, consolidating targeted Early Help and support outlined in section 17 of the Children Act 1989 into a more unified framework. This guidance also enhances the importance of collaboration among multiple agencies, sharing information, and maintaining consistent relationships with families (Department for Education, 2026).


This report analyses how three local authorities—Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Southwark Council—present Early Help and broader family-support services on their websites. It assesses the clarity, accessibility, comprehensiveness, and practicality of the information provided and compares the strengths and weaknesses of each site. The findings indicate that Tower Hamlets offers the most thorough and easily navigable Early Help information, while Leeds excels in integrating support through Family Hubs and Southwark presents services in a user-friendly format.

2. The Early Help System


The Early Help System is founded on the belief that families should receive assistance as soon as challenges arise, rather than waiting for issues to escalate. The national Early Help System Guide defines it as a collective effort of various services rather than an isolated intervention. Its goal is to empower local collaborations to create effective systems rooted in local needs and evidence (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2023).


Early Help encompasses support in various areas, including parenting, emotional health, education, domestic abuse, housing, financial issues, substance misuse, behaviour, disabilities, and other factors impacting a child's development or family wellbeing. Its preventative approach is vital; unresolved issues can become complex and may ultimately require statutory social care involvement.


The 2026 Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance has further reinforced this methodology. Family Help now merges targeted Early Help and section 17 support, prioritizing consistent relationships with families and the delivery of support through multi-disciplinary teams (Department for Education, 2026).

Research indicates significant variability in Early Help services across English local authorities. A study by Lucas and Archard (2021) found differences in referral categories, professional involvement, and Early Help models. This variation underscores the importance of local authority websites in clarifying local pathways and thresholds.

Accessibility is paramount as well. According to Sapiets et al. (2022), families often face challenges in accessing early intervention, leaving unmet support needs prevalent. Thus, it is crucial that services not only exist but are also easily understood and reachable.


3. Multi-agency Working and Safeguarding


Multi-agency collaboration entails sharing responsibilities, knowledge, and resources among various professionals and organizations with the aim of enhancing outcomes for children and families. These agencies may include social care, schools, health services, police, housing, mental health services, youth organizations, and community groups.

This principle is vital as children's challenges typically intersect multiple professional domains. For instance, a family facing housing difficulties may also experience financial issues, parental stress, poor school attendance, or emotional health challenges, which can make it difficult for a single agency to have a holistic understanding of the family's situation.

The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 guidance reinforces safeguarding as a collective responsibility and emphasizes the need for effective multi-agency safeguarding protocols. It also highlights the importance of improved information sharing and analysis across different organizations (Department for Education, 2006).

Information sharing is critical. The Department for Education (2023) has identified obstacles and areas for improvement regarding multi-agency information sharing across local authorities, health, police, and education sectors. Effective sharing allows professionals to develop a more complete understanding of a child's situation and minimizes the chances of crucial information remaining siloed within specific organizations.

This principle aligns with section 10 of the Children Act 2004, which mandates local authorities and pertinent partners to collaborate to enhance children's wellbeing. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 outlines the local authority's obligation to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need by providing appropriate services tailored to their requirements (Local Government Association, 2023).

4. Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website

Leeds City Council shares Early Help information via its Early Help guidance, Family Hubs, and other family service web pages. The council describes Early Help as a proactive approach that should commence early in the issue's development to prevent the need for statutory intervention. It also notes that Early Help is voluntary, with consent typically required from families and children (Leeds City Council, 2026).

One notable strength is Leeds’ tiered approach. The website details various levels of support, starting from universal services and advancing to targeted and intensive aid as needs escalate. Schools, clusters, youth services, children’s centres, and Family Hubs are highlighted as key components of Early Help.


The Family Hub model enhances accessibility as families can access diverse services at community-based sites. Leeds describes these hubs as venues where families can obtain advice and support across parenting, health, education, and assistance in navigating local services.


Another advantage is the clear emphasis on partnership collaboration. Leeds articulates that Family Hubs work alongside children’s centres, health services, early years settings, and community organizations, illustrating that Early Help extends beyond a mere social care service.

However, the volume of information may also pose a challenge. Families might find themselves needing to navigate various pages, such as Early Help guidance and Family Hub information, which, while informative, can be overwhelming for those in urgent need. A more prominent, easily identifiable "I need help" pathway may be preferable for families facing immediate challenges.

In summary, Leeds effectively communicates the structure of Early Help and community-based support, but the user experience could be enhanced by making the transition from initial concern to assessment and multi-agency support more straightforward.

5. Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website

Tower Hamlets offers comprehensive information regarding Early Help. Its website outlines what Early Help is, who it is intended for, the various forms it takes, how families can access it, and the circumstances under which safeguarding services should be activated (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).

A major advantage is the clear differentiation between universal and targeted support. The site conveys that universal services may include schools and healthcare, while targeted support can address challenges such as parental conflict, special educational needs, school attendance issues, parental mental health, and language barriers. This clarity helps families understand that Early Help encompasses a wide range of scenarios.
Tower Hamlets excels in illustrating the initial point of contact for Early Help. Its Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) integrates professionals from social care, Early Help, health, housing, education, and law enforcement, demonstrating a tangible application of multi-agency collaboration rather than just mentioning it as an abstract idea.

The website also clearly delineates the next steps following initial contact. Families can receive information and advice or undergo an Early Help Assessment. If multiple professionals are involved, a Lead Professional coordinates support, and a Team Around the Family meeting may be held. This clarity is particularly beneficial as it allows families to understand the process before committing to support.

A potential drawback is the use of multiple terms—such as Early Help, MAST, MASH, Early Help Assessment, and Team Around the Family—which could be confusing for families unfamiliar with children's services. Nevertheless, the level of detail provided exceeds that of the other reviewed councils.


Overall, Tower Hamlets showcases excellent signposting, transparency regarding processes, and effective multi-agency integration.


6. Evaluation of Southwark Council Website


Southwark Council features Early Help information prominently in a dedicated section that covers universal services, Family Early Help, and family centres. The website defines Early Help as support aimed at preventing problems from worsening and 


clarifies that services can be universal or targeted (Southwark Council, 2024).

A key strength is the variety of services highlighted. Southwark directs families to health visitors, school nurses, GPs, youth services, specialized educational needs services, mental health support, domestic abuse resources, housing assistance, Family Hubs, and children’s and family centres. This comprehensive approach acknowledges the multifaceted nature of family wellbeing.


The website also details how families can seek further support. They can reach out to school personnel, health visitors, or youth workers, while more complex needs may necessitate an Early Help plan involving multiple services. This aligns with the collaborative principles espoused in national safeguarding guidance.

Southwark also provides extensive information about its Family Early Help program, which encompasses parenting support, school inclusion initiatives, and mental and physical health services for children. Its parenting programs aim to enhance resilience, parenting skills, and community engagement (Southwark Council, 2024).

7. Comparative Analysis of the three Local Authority websites. 
The three councils demonstrate the same broad preventative principle but communicate Early Help different. Tower Hamlets 
Leeds
Southwalk 
Area of comparison


	Explanation of Early Help 
	Strong 
	Very strong
	Strong 

	Universal target support 
	Strong 
	Very strong 
	 Very Strong 

	Multi-agency explanation 
	Strong 
	Very strong 
	Strong 

	Referral pathway 
	Moderate/strong 
	Very strong 
	Strong 

	Family – friendly information 
	Strong 
	Very strong 
	Strong

	Family Hub information 
	Very strong 
	Very strong 
	Strong

	Explanation of what happens next 
	Moderate 
	Very strong 
	Moderate/strong







Top of Form
Bottom of Form
The primary commonality among the three councils is their agreement on the importance of Early Help as a preventative, family-focused, and multi-agency strategy, which aligns with the national Early Help System Guide and the 2026 Working Together guidelines.

In contrast, the main difference lies in how information is structured. Leeds stands out with its robust community and Family Hub model, allowing families to access various services in local settings. Its graduated approach effectively highlights that support can escalate based on need.

Southwark offers a particularly extensive range of universal and targeted services, conveying to families that Early Help encompasses health, education, parenting, mental health, housing, and more.

On the other hand, Tower Hamlets excels in signposting. Its website not only clarifies what Early Help entails but also outlines a straightforward entry system through MAST, identifies involved professionals, and details the process from initial contact through MN assessment, involvement of a Lead Professional, and Team Around the Family arrangements.

This clarity is crucial as research has shown discrepancies in Early Help frameworks among English local authorities (Lucas and Archard, 2021). A website that clearly outlines local procedures can alleviate uncertainty for families and professionals.


8. Conclusion

Early Help is a vital aspect of safeguarding, as it allows children and families to receive assistance at the onset of difficulties before they escalate into more complex issues. The national Early Help System Guide advocates for a coordinated approach involving various services, while the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 emphasizes the need for integrated Family Help, multi-agency collaboration, and efficient information sharing.

The analysis of Leeds, Tower Hamlets, and Southwark reveals that all three councils offer significant information regarding Early Help. Leeds particularly excels in conveying its graduated approach and Family Hub model. Southwark provides comprehensive details on its universal and targeted services. However, Tower Hamlets communicates its Early Help offerings most effectively overall, as its website delivers a clear explanation of eligibility for support, the process for requesting assistance, subsequent steps after contact, collaborative efforts among professionals, and how safeguarding issues are escalated.

Consequently, effective online signposting should be regarded as an integral component of safeguarding practice rather than merely an administrative task.



9. Recommendations

Based on the comparison, the following recommendations are made:

1. Develop a unified Early Help landing page
Each local authority should feature a prominent “I need help” pathway that directs families to assessment, advice, and referral options.

2. Utilize clear, family-friendly language
Terms like MAST, MASH, EHA, and TAF should be explained right away or replaced with simpler terms that non-professionals can easily understand.

3. Clearly outline the post-contact process
Websites should illustrate the journey from initial inquiry to assessment, planning, review, and necessary escalation.

4. Enhance multi-agency information
Websites should clearly state how education, health, social care, police, housing, and voluntary organizations contribute to Early Help efforts.

5. Ensure consistency and up-to-date information
Councils should routinely review their webpages, remove outdated details, and confirm that referral routes, contact information, and service descriptions are accurate.
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