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Introduction
Early Help is a central part of safeguarding and family support within the UK health and social care system. Rather than waiting until problems become severe, the Early Help approach aims to identify emerging needs and provide support as early as possible. The Early Help System Guide explains that Early Help is not one single service, but a wider network of services, processes and interactions intended to support children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Likewise, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 places strong emphasis on timely intervention, shared responsibility and coordinated support across agencies (Department for Education, 2023). 
This report examines how the Early Help system is signposted to families through the websites of Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Southwark Council. These websites are important because local authority webpages are often the first place families or professionals go when seeking information, guidance or referral routes. The report will explain the Early Help system and thte importance of multi-agency working before evaluating each website in turn. It will then compare the strengths and weaknesses of the three approaches and conclude which local authority appears to communicate Early Help and wider family support most effectively. 





Explanation of the Early Help system
The Early Help system is designed to ensure that children, young people and families receive support as soon as difficulties begin to emerge. According to the Early Help System Guide, Early Help should be understood as a whole system rather than a stand-alone intervention. It includes universal services such as schools, GPs and health visiting, as well as targeted support from family workers, housing services, mental health services, youth provision and voluntary organisations. The aim is to prevent needs from escalating and to improve outcomes for families before statutory intervention becomes necessary (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
A major strength of the Early Help model is that it is preventative and family-centred. Families often experience several connected issues at the same time, such as poor housing, low income, school attendance problems, domestic abuse, parental mental health difficulties or behavioural concerns. Early Help recognises that these issues are rarely isolated and that support is most effective when it considers the family as a whole. The Early Help System Guide therefore promotes a shared vision across services and highlights the value of involving families themselves in planning and receiving support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 
This approach is also reflected in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which makes clear that providing help early is more effective than intervening only after harm has intensified. Early Help therefore sits within the wider safeguarding framework. It is voluntary and supportive rather than punitive, but it also contributes to child welfare by reducing the risk of problems becoming more serious. This means that the success of Early Help depends not only on the services that exist, but also on how clearly those services are explained and made accessible to families. 
Explanation of multi-agency working
Multi-agency working refers to professionals and organisations from different sectors working together to identify need, share information, assess risk and coordinate support. In Early Help, this can include schools, health professionals, social workers, housing services, police, youth workers and voluntary sector organisations. The Early Help System Guide states that an effective system depends on services working together as one network rather than operating in isolation. This is especially important because family difficulties are often complex and cannot usually be resolved by one service alone. 
The legal basis for this joined-up approach can be seen in section 10 of the Children Act 2004 (Children Act 2004), which requires children’s services authorities in England to promote cooperation between relevant partners in order to improve children’s wellbeing. This demonstrates that supporting children and families is a shared responsibility across agencies. In addition, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 is itself multi-agency statutory guidance, showing that safeguarding and support are intended to be collaborative at every level. 
In practice, multi-agency working makesr it more likely that support will be timely, coordinated and appropriate. For example, poor school attendance may be linked to mental health problems, housing instability or parental difficulties. If education, health and family support services work together, they can build a fuller picture of need and respond more effectively. However, this only works well when communication is clear and when families know how to access help. This is why local authority websites matter: they are part of the Early Help system because they signpost available support, explain referral routes and make partnership working more visible to the public. 
Evaluation of Leeds City Council website
Leeds City Council provides one of the clearest and most developed explanations of Early Help among the three websites. A major strength is that Leeds presents Early Help as an approach and pathway, not just as a named service. Its guidance states that Early Help is about providing children, young people and families with “the right support at the right time”, which closely reflects the preventative principles of national policy. The Leeds website also gives more detail than many council pages by setting out a graduated “Thrive” approach, moving from universal and targeted support to Family Hubs and, where risk is higher, more intensive services. This is useful because it helps families and practitioners understand that Early Help is part of a wider pathway rather than a single stand-alone intervention (Leeds City Council, n.d.a). This makes the purpose of Early Help easier to understand and gives the site a strong conceptual foundation (Leeds City Council, 2025a).
Another strength is the visibility of Family Hubs. Leeds explains that Family Hubs are the point of access for early help support for families with dependent children up to age 18, with some support up to 25 for young people with SEND. The council also describes the hubs as multi-disciplinary teams involving early help practitioners, social workers, domestic abuse coordinators, mental health coordinators, SEND coordinators and police officers. This is highly effective because it gives concrete evidence of multi-agency working rather than speaking about partnership in general terms only (Leeds City Council, 2025b). 
The page is also specific about the locations of the seven Family Hubs and explains that families should only need to explain their needs once in this “one stop shop” model. This makes the website stronger because it shows how multi-agency working could reduce duplication and make support easier to access in practice, not just in theory (Leeds City Council, n.d.b).
Leeds also communicates pathways well. Its material explains when families may continue to receive support through universal or targeted services and when they may be referred to Family Hubs or the Early Help Front Door team. This structured signposting helps users understand where support begins and how it can escalate appropriately without immediately moving into statutory intervention. 
However, Leeds does have a weakness. Some of its Early Help information is spread across multiple “one minute guide” pages and practitioner-oriented materials. This means the content is rich, but families may need to navigate across several pages to build a full picture. Therefore, Leeds is particularly strong in depth, system explanation and evidence of partnership working, but slightly weaker in offering all family-facing information in one simple location (Leeds City Council, 2025a; Leeds City Council, 2025b). 
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council website
Tower Hamlets presents Early Help in a very practical and accessible way. One of its main strengths is that it speaks directly to families and clearly explains what kinds of issues Early Help can support with, including family breakdown, housing issues, emotional wellbeing, financial difficrulties, parenting support and concerns about children’s behaviour. This style is useful because it helps users quickly recognise whether the service may be relevant to their situation (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a). The website strengthens this further by distinguishing between universal and targeted services and by giving concrete examples such as poor school attendance, parental mental health difficulties, language barriers, parent groups and debt and budgeting sessions. This makes the page feel more relatable and practical for families who may not recognise their situation in more formal safeguarding language (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.a).
Tower Hamlets is also strong in terms of contact and accessibility. The website provides a phone number, referral routes and links to the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), which acts as a single point of access for Early Help advice and support. This is an advantage because families and professionals are not left searching for how to act once they have identified a need. The council also links Early Help to its Best Start Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres, making the support feel visible and locally rooted (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). The page is especially strong in accessibility because it includes a direct phone number, email address and a MAST request for support form. Compared with Leeds, this information is more immediately action-focused, which may make it easier for families or practitioners to move quickly from reading about support to actually requesting it (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.a; Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.b).
The Tower Hamlets website also demonstrates multi-agency working reasonably well. The MAST structure shows that support is coordinated through a central team rather than left to fragmented services. In practical terms, this may help families access the right support more quickly (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). 
Its main weakness is that it is not as strong as Leeds in explaining the wider system of Early Help. The website is good at practical signposting, but it focuses more on immediate service access than on helping families understand how Early Help fits into the broader safeguarding and support framework. As a result, it is highly user-friendly and action-oriented, but slightly less detailed and analytical in its explanation of the overall model (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a; Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). 

Evaluation of Southwark Council website
Southwark provides a well-organised and reasonably accessible explanation of Early Help. One of its clearest strengthes is that it separates universal early help from more targeted Family Early Help support. The website explains that some early help services are universal and available to everyone, while other families may require more focused assistance when multiple problems exist at the same time. This is a helpful distinction because it makes the support structure easier to follow (Southwark Council, 2024a). Southwark becomes more specific through its Family Early Help information, which lists areas such as whole family casework, schools work, parenting, Early Help CAMHS and integrated health, children and family centres, and partnership with children’s social care. This is a strength because it shows families that support is broad and joined up, rather than limited to one narrow intervention (Southwark Council, 2024; Southwark Council, 2025).  
Southwark also performs well in relation to referral and contact information. The site provides practical routes for families and professionals, including a duty manager contact number and referral information. This means that the site is not only descriptive but also functional. Users are given a clearer idea of who to contact and what to do next (Southwark Council, 2025). This is made even clearer by the inclusion of different routes for urgent and non-urgent referrals, a duty manager number for advice before referral, and separate school referral guidance. These details make the page practically useful, particularly for professionals who need to act quickly and correctly (Southwark Council, 2025).
Another strength is that Southwark emphasises a whole-family approach and explains that Family Early Help aims to resolve issues rapidly and effectively before they escalate. This reflects the core prfinciples of Early Help and suggests alignment with national guidance e(Southwark Council, 2024b). 
However, Southwark is slightly less effective than Leeds in communicating the wider multi-agency system in a detailed and visible way. Although partnership working is present, it is less strongly embedded in the public-facing explanation than on the Leeds website. In addition, compared with Tower Hamlets, the signposting is somewhat less immediate and family-friendly in tone. Overall, Southwark is organised and useful, but less comprehensive in public explanation than Leeds and less practically direct than Tower Hamlets (Southwark Council, 2024a; Leeds City Council, 2025b). 
Comparative analysis
When the three websites are compared, each shows different strengths. Leeds is strongest in explaining Early Help as a wider system and in making multi-agency working visible through its Family Hubs and Front Door model. Tower Hamlets is strongest in practical signposting, family-friendly language and clear contact routes. Southwark performs well in structuring information and distinguishing between universal and targeted support, but it is slightly less detailed overall (Leeds City Council, 2025a; Leeds City Council, 2025b). 
In terms of accessibility, Tower Hamlets has the advantage of making support easy to identify and act on. In terms of depth and strategic explanation, Leeds is clearly the most developed. Southwark sits between the two, offering a logical structure but less visible detail about the full Early Help system. This comparison shows that effective communication is not only about having information online, but about balancing clarity, depth, navigation and action (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a; Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). Leeds is strongest in explaining the system and pathway of Early Help, Tower Hamlets is strongest in immediate contact and referral accessibility, and Southwark is strongest in setting out practical referral expectations such as consent and school-specific routes. This shows that “effective” communication can mean different things depending on whether the priority is understanding, access or procedural clarity (Leeds City Council, n.d.a; Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.b; Southwark Council, 2025). 










Conclusion and recommendations
In conclusion, all three local authority websites provide useful information about Early Help and wider family support, but they do so in different ways. Leeds City Council appears to communicate Early Help most effectively overall because it combines clear explanation, visible multi-agency working, defined pathways and strong links to Family Hubs. Tower Hamlets is particularly effective for quick and practical access to help, while Southwark is organised and informative but slightly less comprehensive in explaining the broader system. 
Several recommendations can be made. First, Leeds could improve family accessibility by bringing more of its Early Help content into one clearly signposted public-facing page. Second, Tower Hamlets could strengthen its website by explaining the overall Early Help model in greater depth, not only the services available. Third, Southwark could improve by making multi-agency working and service pathways more visible to families. Overall, the comparison shows that strong Early Help communication depends on more than informghation alone: it requires clear language, visible partnership working, easy navigation and practical routes into support. 
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