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Early Help is an important part of the safeguarding and family support system in England. It is intended to identify and respond to difficulties before they become more serious, while recognising that families may require different forms and levels of support at different points in a child’s life. The effectiveness of Early Help therefore depends not only on the quality of services available, but also on whether families can understand what support exists, recognise when they may need it and know how to access it. Local authority websites are particularly important because they provide a publicly accessible route into information, advice, referrals and safeguarding services. This report examines how Early Help is communicated to families through the websites of Tower Hamlets Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. The analysis considers the clarity, accessibility and usefulness of information about Early Help and related family support services. Whilst also considering how effectively the websites communicate the principles of multi-agency working. The assessment is informed by the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026). 


The Early Help System Guide makes an important distinction between Early Help as a system and Early Help as a particular service. It states that the Early Help System is “not a single service” but a network of services, processes and interactions intended to help children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). This is significant because families may associate Early Help only with children's social care, whereas the system includes a much wider range of universal, community, and targeted provision. The Guide identifies universal services such as schools, early years settings, family hubs, GP surgeries, libraries and maternity services, alongside community support from families, voluntary organisations, faith groups and local communities. Targeted services can include family support, social care, mental health, SEND, domestic abuse, housing, substance misuse and youth services (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). The purpose of Early Help is consequently preventative. The Guide defines Early Help as the total support that improves family resilience and outcomes or reduces the likelihood that a problem will become worse (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). It also identifies family voice and experience as a key measure of an effective system. Families should understand how to navigate local services and how to obtain help, while families with multiple needs should experience coordinated support rather than having to repeatedly explain their circumstances to different organisations (DLUHC and DfE, 2022).  This principle has become particularly important following the publication of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026. The revised guidance explains that Family Help combines targeted Early Help and section 17 support into a more seamless offer, with consistent practitioner relationships and a Family Help plan led by a multi-disciplinary team (DfE, 2026).  Meaning that local authority websites need to communicate Early Help as part of a connected system rather than as an isolated referral service.

Multi-agency working refers to organisations and professionals working together to understand and respond to the needs of children and families. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 states that strong multi-agency and multi-disciplinary working is vital to identifying and responding to children's and families' needs. It includes local authorities, police and health services, but also education, early years, youth services, probation, voluntary and third-sector organisations and other agencies (DfE, 2026). The guidance also stresses that a whole-family approach should involve children's and adult services working together where this is necessary to identify needs and provide support. Multi-agency working is particularly relevant to Early Help because family difficulties rarely exist in isolation. A family experiencing school attendance problems, financial difficulty, poor mental health or domestic abuse may need several services simultaneously. The Early Help System Guide therefore promotes integrated working in which professionals operate as part of a wider system and ensure that different presenting needs are aligned into a whole-family response (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). The 2026 guidance also places importance on communication with families. Information should be clear, inclusive, jargon-free and accessible, with translation or other communication support provided where necessary (DfE, 2026). Practitioners should also signpost parents and carers to local sources of support. This provides a useful standard against which local authority websites can be assessed: good multi-agency working should be reflected in the way information is presented to families, not merely in internal professional arrangements.


Tower Hamlets provides a relatively clear entry point through its “MAST Early Help & Children Families Service” page. The page directly presents Early Help as “right help at the right time” and provides separate routes to information about Best Start Family Hubs, Children and Family Centres, Early Help and “Early Help at the front door” (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). The “About Early Help” page is particularly effective because it begins by explaining who the service is for. It states that Early Help is available to all families living in Tower Hamlets from pregnancy to age 19, or to age 25 for young people with SEND (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). It then distinguishes between universal and targeted services and gives practical examples, including parental conflict, SEND, poor school attendance, parental mental health difficulties and language barriers. This approach is consistent with the Early Help System Guide because it shows that Early Help is broader than a single intervention. The website also explains that universal and targeted support often begins through Best Start Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres. These hubs provide services covering health and wellbeing, childcare and employment, parenting, development, housing, financial advice, mental health and domestic abuse (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). A major strength is the explicit explanation of multi-agency working. Tower Hamlets explains that its MAST team includes professionals from children's services, health, education, police, probation, housing, Early Help, youth offending, CAMHS, Barnardo's and domestic abuse services. The council states that bringing these services together supports quicker decision-making and more effective support (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). This makes the partnership model understandable to families rather than presenting multi-agency working as purely professional terminology. There are nevertheless some weaknesses. The website contains several different pages, downloadable leaflets and documents, meaning that information is not entirely consolidated. The distinction between Early Help, MAST, Family Hubs and safeguarding may still be confusing for a parent unfamiliar with the system. The requirement for an Early Help Assessment to access targeted services may also make the process appear more formal than the preventative nature of Early Help suggests. Nevertheless, Tower Hamlets provides a strong combination of explanation, service examples, eligibility information, contact details and referral routes.

Southwark provides substantial information about Early Help and has a particularly clear explanation of the concept. Its “About Early Help” page explains that Early Help is support for children and families to remain healthy, safe and able to achieve their potential. It also distinguishes between universal services and more targeted Family Early Help services (Southwark Council, 2026). The website is strong in explaining the circumstances in which families may seek additional support. Examples include parenting and children's behaviour, health and emotional needs, financial difficulties, crisis or bereavement and domestic abuse (Southwark Council, 2026). This makes the service more recognisable to families because it describes everyday problems rather than relying exclusively on professional terminology. The website also makes clear that Early Help is available throughout childhood and adolescence, including to young people with SEND up to age 25. Southwark also provides detailed information about Family Early Help. The service includes whole-family casework, school and education inclusion, parenting, Early Help CAMHS and integrated health, children and family centres and partnership with children's social care (Southwark Council, 2024). The referral information is practical: parents and family members can make referrals, and the council provides telephone and email routes. The website also explains that a duty manager can provide advice before a referral is made (Southwark Council, 2026). This is an important strength because it reduces the assumption that Early Help is something that professionals access on behalf of families. The website explicitly states that parents and family members can refer themselves. It therefore supports the family voice and accessibility principles identified by the Early Help System Guide. However, the Southwark offer is somewhat fragmented. There are separate pages for the general Early Help explanation, extra Early Help, individual services, the Local Offer and parenting support. Some information on the Local Offer is also older than the newer council pages, with dates such as October 2024, while other pages have more recent updates. This does not necessarily mean that the information is incorrect, but it may make it harder for families to identify the most current route into support.


Nottinghamshire provides a broad range of information but has a more complex website structure. Early Help information is distributed across pages dealing with the Early Help Unit, Family Hubs, family services and referrals. The council describes Early Help as support that helps children, young people and families receive the right support at the right time and addresses needs before they escalate (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). The Family Hub model also provides support from pregnancy through childhood and into young adulthood, including support for children and young people with SEND. The Nottinghamshire Family Service page gives useful examples of targeted support, including school attendance, behaviour, employment, homelessness, young carers, kinship care, substance misuse and health or emotional difficulties (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). This demonstrates the whole-family perspective promoted by the Early Help System Guide. The Early Help Unit is another strong feature. It provides information, advice and guidance and can help professionals and families navigate services. Where another organisation is more appropriate, the Unit can direct referrals to external services such as domestic abuse or substance misuse provision (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). This is a good practical example of the connected system described in the national guidance. The weakness is principally navigation. Some pages are clearly aimed at professionals, with terminology such as “service request form”, “Level 2 and 3 needs”, “referrers” and “Early Help Assessment Form”. Although useful to practitioners, these terms can be less accessible to families. The Family Hub information also directs families towards the This is a good practical example of the connected system described in the national guidance. The weakness is principally navigation. Some pages are clearly aimed at professionals, with terminology such as “service request form”, “Level 2 and 3 needs”, “referrers” and “Early Help Assessment Form”. Although useful to practitioners, these terms can be less accessible to families.  wider “Your Notts Directory”, creating another layer of navigation. Consequently, Nottinghamshire appears to have a comprehensive service infrastructure, but the website does not always make the pathway through that infrastructure immediately obvious.


All three authorities demonstrate important strengths in their communication of Early Help. They recognise the importance of Family Hubs or children and family centres, provide targeted support across a wide range of needs and provide routes for families to obtain advice. This broadly reflects the Early Help System Guide, which identifies universal services, community support and targeted services as interconnected parts of the local system (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). Southwark is particularly strong in explaining what Early Help means and identifying the types of problems for which families might seek support. It also performs well in providing self-referral information. Nottinghamshire has a particularly broad range of services and a strong Early Help Unit that can help families navigate between services. Tower Hamlets, however, provides the clearest combination of a family-facing explanation, a visible Early Help “front door”, Family Hub information and an explicit description of multi-agency working. The difference is important because Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 states that local authorities should clearly signpost contact details so children, parents, family members and community partners know who to contact for advice or support (DfE, 2026). The strongest website is therefore not necessarily the one with the greatest quantity of information, but the one that enables a family to understand its situation and identify the next step with the least confusion. On this basis, Tower Hamlets appears to provide the most effective and accessible information of the three. Its MAST model provides a recognisable front door and its website explicitly links Early Help with health, education, housing, police, mental health and voluntary-sector services. Its Family Hub information also makes clear that support is available for ordinary family difficulties as well as more complex needs. This is closely aligned with the national expectation that Early Help should operate as a connected, multi-agency system. The comparison demonstrates that Early Help is increasingly presented by local authorities as a broad family support system rather than simply a children's social care intervention. This is consistent with the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises universal, community and targeted services, whole-family working and family voice (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). It is also consistent with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, which places Family Help within a seamless system of support and emphasises coordinated multi-agency practice (DfE, 2026).
Tower Hamlets is the strongest of the three websites overall because it combines clear explanations with an identifiable front door and strong communication of multi-agency working. Southwark is also highly accessible, particularly in its explanation of Early Help and self-referral arrangements, although information is distributed across several pages. Nottinghamshire offers an extensive range of services and good professional support but requires families to navigate a more complicated collection of webpages and directories. All three authorities could improve by creating a single, consistently maintained family-facing Early Help landing page. This should begin with simple questions such as “What is happening?”, “What support do I need?” and “How do I get help?” rather than professional service names. Each authority should also provide a clear distinction between universal help, targeted Early Help and safeguarding, with prominent referral and emergency contact information. Information should be regularly reviewed, dated and consolidated so that families are less likely to encounter duplicated or outdated material. Finally, websites should incorporate accessibility, translation, easy-read and alternative communication formats in line with the 2026 guidance that information for families should be clear, inclusive, jargon-free and easily understood (DfE, 2026). 

In conclusion, effective signposting is itself part of effective safeguarding. A well-designed website cannot replace professional relationships or multi-agency practice, but it can provide the first opportunity for a family to recognise that help is available and identify where to go. The most effective local authority website is therefore one that makes the Early Help system feel connected, understandable and accessible from the family's perspective.
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