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[bookmark: _Toc237425511][bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
Family issues can be cumulative, and families may lack sufficient understanding of where to seek support. Problems such as rent arrears, school attendance or attainment, and parental stress can become more difficult when they are not addressed early (Azhar et al., 2025). The idea of Early Help is to meet these needs prior to their escalation and the need to resort to a more intensive statutory intervention (NSPCC Learning, 2024). The presentation of Early Help and broader family support services on the websites of three English local authorities, Leicestershire County Council, Leeds City Council and the Tower Hamlets Council are discussed in the report. The websites are evaluated against three criteria: findability, referring to how easily a family can locate Early Help; understandability, referring to how clearly the service is explained; and actionability. The report describes the Early Help system and multi-agency working, assesses each site, and compares the three, and ends with recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc237425512]The Early Help System
Early Help is a range of support provided when needs first arise, with the aim of preventing problems from escalating to the point where statutory social work intervention is necessary. The statutory guidance that all safeguarding partners should follow, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, says that it is support that increases resilience and decreases the possibility of a problem escalating, provided at any time between pre-birth and adulthood (Department for Education, 2023).
Practically, this may include parenting support, assistance with school attendance, support for young carers, or advice on household finances. Families may first be identified as needing support through universal services such as schools, GPs and health visitors. If sufficient support is not available in-house, they may make a referral to a coordinated Early Help response, commonly following an Early Help Assessment done with the permission of the family (NSPCC Learning, 2024).
Early Help is intended to be preventative. By recognising needs before they become critical, services will work to enhance results and decrease the chances that families will need statutory intervention that is more intensive. This reasoning is relevant in the context of web design: without being able to locate the offer, a family cannot do anything on a timely basis.
[bookmark: _Toc237425513]Multi-Agency Working
Effective Early Help depends on collaboration between different organisations and professionals. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 describes multi-agency working as organisations operating across boundaries to address the needs of children, by sharing information, making joint decisions and working together. It is connected with multi-disciplinary working: specialists of various fields, including a teacher, a health visitor and a youth worker, share their expertise to support one family (Department for Education, 2023).
Multi-agency working offers several important benefits. Information sharing can support the timely identification of problems, while combining professional knowledge can provide a more comprehensive assessment. Coordinated planning can also reduce duplication and provide families with a more coherent support plan. Leeds articulates this as a single family, a single lead worker, a single plan, in its Think Family Work Family approach (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026).
The obstacles are also highly tangible. Information sharing may depend on consent, which families may be reluctant to provide in some circumstances. Different agencies may also operate with different thresholds, priorities and record systems. This can delay decision-making, create uncertainty about responsibility and result in families having to repeat their circumstances to multiple professionals. As Ball et al. (2024) note, effective multi-agency working therefore requires information sharing, trust, clear accountability and effective governance.
Local authorities use various structures to facilitate this support, based on Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH), Family Hubs and other integrated teams. Tower Hamlets already has a Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) as a one-stop shop for Early Help requests and safeguarding concerns, bringing together social care, Early Help, health, housing, education and police (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.a). Section 10 of the Children Act 2004 places a responsibility on agencies to collaborate (Children Act 2004) (fig.1).
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Figure 1: Tower Hamlets' MAST front-door page
[bookmark: _Toc237425514]Evaluation of Leicestershire County Council Website
The Early Help offer in Leicestershire is an aspect of its Family Help Service (formerly Children and Family Wellbeing Service). The site describes that Family Help was developed in 2019 as a result of the combination of Children Centres, the Information, Support and Assessment Service, Troubled Families programme and the Youth Offending Service (Leicestershire and Rutland Safeguarding Partnerships Business Office, n.d.). This structure helps families understand why a single service addresses a broad range of needs.
Findability is relatively strong but contains some potential sources of confusion. The council has re-packaged the Children and Family Wellbeing Service as Family Help, and on the main page it clearly mentions that Family Help offers targeted early help. However, the use of both "Family Help" and "Early Help" may create confusion for parents who search specifically for the term "Early Help". Using two related names may create a minor searchability issue to a parent searching the phrase in national guidance or within the school of their child. Clarity is a definite strength. The main ‘Help for children and families’ page uses simple and reassuring language and indicates that the support is free and may be provided in a place that is convenient to the family or over the Internet (Leicestershire County Council, 2026).
Despite this clear presentation, the website could make the distinction between the service name and the Early Help concept more explicit. A telephone number is provided boldly and there is a separate, clearly presented section informing families that they, or a representative with the family’s permission, may complete an online request-for-service form. The page states that completing the form may take up to an hour and explains what information families need to provide (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). In 2024, Ofsted inspected the children's services of the council and rated them Outstanding; targeted early help was one of these inspections (Leicestershire Traded Services, 2024) (fig.2).
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Figure 2: Leicestershire's online request-for-services form 
[bookmark: _Toc237425515]Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds introduces Early Help as a local city-wide commitment, not a departmental commitment, and this is achieved by local clusterings that combine schools, health services and social workers. The Leeds approach is founded on a city-wide, multi-agency model in which the right people support children and their families at the right time, with services working collaboratively within the local communities (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026).
The weakest criterion is findability. Findability has improved, although the information architecture remains more complex than that of Tower Hamlets. In April 2025, Leeds City Council launched a new Early Help and Family Information section on Leeds.gov.uk to bring previously fragmented information together in a single area. This represents a significant improvement in digital signposting. However, Early Help information is also available through the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, meaning that families may still encounter information across more than one platform. Family facing pages on the council themselves talk of family hubs and services to families, but seldom refer to the term Early Help, meaning that a parent searching for the term may not be directed to the right place.
Readability and accessibility are good. The Family Information Service page provides one telephone number and email address, links to interpreting and translation support, provides British Sign Language video calling, and divides the information by the child’s age and provides an easy-to-understand route that anyone concerned with a child should take (Leeds City Council, 2026a). These features help address potential language and communication barriers and strengthen the accessibility of the service for families with different communication needs (Fig.3).
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Figure 3: Contact and accessibility options on the Leeds’ page 
Actionability is adequate. The council launched seven new Family Hubs in 2025, located on top of the existing community hubs, to bring Early Help further to the community, all in a single location (Leeds City Council, 2025). The hubs page provides the addresses, information on families dropping in or calling ahead, and the direct number and email (Leeds City Council, 2026b). However, the website provides less detail about what happens after the family's initial contact. Unlike Tower Hamlets, which explains what happens after contact, Leeds provides clear initial routes but limited detail on subsequent stages and timescales.
[bookmark: _Toc237425516]Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council's Website
Tower Hamlets provides a dedicated Early Help section with a clear and memorable web address, which appears on leaflets and describes Early Help as a way for families to access support when you need it in your family (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.b). Findability is therefore strong and improving. In 2026, the council created a Family Information Hub that combined the Best Start Family Hubs, the Family Information Service and the SEND Local Offer into a single platform (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). This represents a significant move towards a single digital access point. However, the continued availability of older Early Help pages may create some duplication and potential confusion for users. 
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Figure 4: Tower Hamlets' announcement of the Family Information Hub
Understandability is high. The MAST page presents common reasons for seeking support, including family breakdown, housing, emotional wellbeing, financial difficulties, parenting and children's behaviour, using relatively accessible language rather than technical service terminology.
Actionability is the strongest aspect of the three sites. On the same page, what occurs after a request is received is established: a review by a manager, contacts made by a practitioner, an Early Help Assessment might proceed via the locality teams, and cases at risk of harm are referred to social care. Families can access the service by telephone, email or online (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.a). The Early Help Strategy 2025–2028 is easy to find and sets out six priorities such as support during the first 1,001 days of a child's life, following an Ofsted rating of Outstanding, which identified Early Help as a strength (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025). One of the minor weaknesses is that sufficient parent-facing content is not in searchable web pages but is available as downloadable PDF leaflets that are more difficult to search or read over the phone.
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Figure 5: The Tower Hamlets page (Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.a).
[bookmark: _Toc237425517]Comparative Analysis
All three councils demonstrate a strong institutional commitment to Early Help, although this commitment is communicated differently through their websites. The Family Hub model is also the primary access point of each of the sites, which demonstrates national similarity in the policy of family support. The ratings are qualitative judgements based on the extent to which each website enables families to locate Early Help, understand the available support and identify a clear next step.
	Authority
	Findability
	Understandability
	Actionability
	Overall

	Leicestershire
	Good
	Very-good
	Very-good
	Strong

	Leeds
	Fair
	Very-good
	Good
	Strong

	Tower Hamlets
	Very good
	Very-good
	Excellent
	Strongest



All three authorities have received strong recent Ofsted judgements for their children's services, although the ratings for individual aspects of help and protection differ. Leicestershire was awarded an overall Outstanding judgement after its 2024 inspection, and Leeds and Tower Hamlets were also awarded an Outstanding in their last inspections. However, the individual judgements for help and protection were not uniformly Outstanding, so these ratings should not be interpreted as direct ratings of Early Help signposting. Unlike Leicestershire, where families have a relatively direct self-referral route, Leeds presents a more fragmented digital pathway, while Tower Hamlets combines accessible information with the clearest explanation of what happens after initial contact.
Tower Hamlets is strongest in actionability, Leeds in accessibility, while Leicestershire performs strongly in service clarity and self-referral. However, Leeds’ fragmented platforms, Tower Hamlets’ overlapping old and new webpages, and Leicestershire’s dual service terminology show that organisational change can weaken digital signposting even where service provision is strong. 
[bookmark: _Toc237425518]Conclusion and Recommendations
Based on the three assessment criteria used in this report, Tower Hamlets demonstrates the strongest overall approach to Early Help signposting among the three authorities examined. It includes a committed Early Help framework, an articulation of who is served and what issues the service addresses, direct access pathways, an understanding of what happens after the contact with the Early Help Assessment and statutory services referral, multi-agency provisioning via MAST, an existing 2025-2028 plan, and a new single platform Family Information Hub. Leeds follows closely in the second place and scores high on language and disability accessibility. Leicestershire also offers a strong Early Help service, particularly through its self-referral pathway. 
Based on these findings, councils should make the term ‘Early Help’ visible on key family facing pages, even where a locally branded service, such as Family Help is in place. This would improve search visibility and make the service easier for families to recognise. Second, partnership websites providing detailed Early Help information should include a prominent, clearly labelled link to the relevant local authority family-support pages. Third, the Early Help access journey should be presented in one clearly identified section. It should include whether families can self-refer, which contact route to use, what information they might need, what happens upon contact, and when an Early Help Assessment may be appropriate. 
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Early Help at the front door

What is MAST?

The Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) is the single point of contact for all Early Help requests and
safeguarding concerns. It brings together professionals from Social Care, Early Help, Health, Housing,
Education, and Police to ensure families get the right support at the right time.

How can Early Help in MAST support you?

Our Early Help team works with families and young people who need extra support with challenges such
as

« Family breakdown

* Housing issues

« Emotional well-being and mental health
« Finandial difficulties

o Darenting cimmar
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Request for services - children and families

Consent
step1of6

Please choose one of the following options

lama.. * professional on behalf of a child or family

friend on behalf of a child or family

‘ parent / carer completing for my own family

child / teenager completing for my own family
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Family Information
Service

Find information on childcare, family services, and support for families wi
children and for young people in Leeds.

Call the Family Information Service team on 0113 378 9700 or email
family.info@leeds.gov.uk

For translation support, refer to Languages: interpreting and translation.

If you need sign language interpreting, you can call using British Sign Language (BSL)
video calling,
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New Family Information Hub launches to
help residents find support

Families, children and young people in Tower Hamlets can now access a wide range of local

support, services, and activities through the new Family Information Hub website.

‘The Family Information Hub brings together information about Best Start Family Hubs, the Family
Information Service, and SEND Local Offer. The new platform provides a single place where residents can
access advice, guidance and local opportunities for children, young people, and families

The website was officially launched at an event in May, where more than 250 families, professionals and
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What happens when | submit a request for support form?

AMAST Early Help Manager will review your request to check f any supportis already in place and assess
the level of need.

If Early Help is suitable, an Early Help Practitioner will contact you to discuss the support available.

If an Early Help Assessment (EHA) is required, your request will be directed to the Locality Teams, who will
complete the assessment with the family.

In addition, we may redirect your request to the following specialist teams for support:

« Social Workers in Secondary Schools (SWISS)
« Social Workers in Primary School - SWIPS

* Targeted Youth Service (TYS)

* Resettlement & Migration Team (RMT)

« Play and Early Intervention Team

These teams provide specialist and targeted support to meet specific needs.

If a family is already known to Children's Social Care or a child is at risk of harm, the case will be escalated
appropriately.




