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An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website  
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Introduction
In England, to protect children, there is a need for effective early intervention and partnership working to ensure that children and families are supported when problems arise from their behaviour before they become statutory child protection matters (Baxter, Boydell and McPherson, 2023). The Early Help approach is at the heart of national safeguarding policy, seeks to enhance outcomes and build resilience and is time-bound, voluntary and family-centred (GOV.UK, 2022). It is vital these services are communicated effectively, with local authority websites being a key source of information, understanding of referral pathways and access to support for parents, carers and professionals (Avari et al., 2022). This report critically analyses and compares the way that Early Help and family support services are communicated on the website of each of the following Councils: Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. It assesses the effectiveness of their practice in light of statutory guidance, and then the most accessible and comprehensive way of supporting families.

[bookmark: _Toc235006598]Understanding the Early Help System 
Early Help is the provision of coordinated help to children, young people and families from the moment needs are identified, to prevent issues becoming more serious safeguarding issues (El‐Hoss et al., 2023). Early Help is not one service, but a network of services from government, education, health, and social care and other organisations coming together to support family resilience and improve the outcomes for children. It is voluntary in nature and must be based on informed consent of families and must take a family systems and child-focused perspective, taking into account the whole family’s needs (Bacon et al., 2023).
The main aims of Early Help are to: Recognise need as early as possible; Support the capacity of parents and carers; Enhance the capacity of the family; Ensure children's health, education and wellbeing; Reduce inequalities; Minimise the need for statutory intervention. Recent research suggests that preventative support can have a positive impact on child development, on family functioning and on the demand for crisis services when delivered in a coordinated multi-agency way (El‐Hoss et al., 2023).
Legislative provisions for Early Help have been built on the Children Act 1989 which put children at the heart of decisions and the Children Act 2004 which has reinforced inter-agency working, following the changes to Early Help brought about by Every Child Matters. The duties are supported by Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) and the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (2022) where emphasis is placed on the importance of working together, partnership working and integrated family support in relation to an effective safeguarding system, alongside the importance of prevention (Bacon et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc235006599]Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working is about the joint assessment, planning and provision of support to children and families with emerging and/or complex needs by professionals and organisations, who work together in a coordinated way (Moran et al., 2007). However, the integration of effective practices from all agencies is critical when working within the Early Help framework as no single agency has the expertise or resources to tackle all the social, educational and health related issues that impact on family wellbeing (Baxter, Boydell and McPherson, 2023). Key partners are: Social workers, schools, health visitors, general practitioners, NHS services, police, Family Hubs and voluntary organisations all provide specialist expertise and share responsibility for children's welfare and wellbeing (El‐Hoss et al., 2023).
The statutory guidance on Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) further reinforces the expectations that will be raised for integrated safeguarding and the role of the appropriate lead practitioner to act as co-ordinator for multi-agency support, shared responsibility and family-centred practice (Hood et al., 2017). By recognising needs earlier, effective communication, full assessment of needs and interventions that are holistic rather than fragmented, statutory intervention is less likely to be required as a result of collaborative working (Driscoll et al., 2022). Despite the clear value of partnership working, there are barriers that need to be overcome to ensure that the information is shared consistently, effective communication is in place, that resources are not stretched across the organisations and that the professional priorities are aligned, otherwise the benefits of partnership working will be limited and intervention may be delayed (Hood et al., 2017). The evidence indicates that tackling these challenges by establishing effective inter-professional relationships and shared accountability, alongside good governance, can make a significant difference to safeguarding practice and outcomes for children and families (Driscoll et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc235006600]Leeds City Council Website Evaluation 
Leeds City Council offers an extensive and structured Early Help offer which is reflective of current statutory guidance and is a good example of a foreward thinking, family centred approach. Navigation is easy and clear, with specialist pages on Early Help available on the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership website, which allows both the professionals and families to find guidance easily. The website clearly communicates the purpose for Early Help, who is eligible for early help, pathways to referral and services available including signposting to Family Hubs and wider community services (leedsscp, 2025). Practitioner resources, such as a guide on coordinated Early Help and downloadable assessment materials, complement further accessibility and consistency of practice (Leeds, 2026).
One of the strengths that come from Leeds is their unique approach of "Right Conversation, Right Person, Right Time" that encourages timely intervention, working collaboratively, strengths-based and family-led practice (leedsscp, 2025). The website is a reinforcement of the principle that Early Help is everybody's business and includes information about working together across agencies and departments, the Early Help Assessment and the role of the Early Help lead practitioner when multiple agencies are involved. Responding to Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) is evidence of a sophisticated understanding of integrated safeguarding and shared professional responsibility (Department for Education, 2025).
However, while the site has a wealth of practitioner advice, some families with a lower digital literacy or less understanding of safeguarding processes may find the amount of information and the terminology used by professionals to be daunting. To enhance the accessibility of the website for a wider audience of diverse communities, it could be beneficial to include more simplified language, visual referral pathways, and multilingual resources (Fitzpatrick, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc235006601]Tower Hamlets Council Website Evaluation 
Tower Hamlets Council offers a well-structured and accessible Early Help service that is effective at providing information for families as well as professionals. The navigation is simple with dedicated Early Help pages clearly connected to the Best Start Family Hubs and the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) which ease users to find appropriate support pathways without too much difficulty. The website details the nature of Early Help and the need to intervene early, volunteer and prevent escalation. A key asset is the MAST referral process, which is used as a hub for Early Help and safeguarding issues, enabling agencies to work together in conducting assessment and making decisions in a timely fashion (Tower Hamlets, 2025).
The website clearly identifies services that are available to all families (universal services) with those that are targeted to those who need extra support (targeted interventions) and Family Hubs offer integrated access to parenting programmes, health services and community-based support (Tower Hamlets, 2024). Accessibility is improved with clear contact details, self-referral opportunities and succinct, public facing language, demonstrating family-centred principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) (Department for Education, 2025).
Despite the benefits of a coordinated safeguarding and referral process brought about by the MAST model, there can be a learning curve for users who are not used to the process of a local authority system (Jarvis et al., 2022). The use of visual flowcharts, multi-language resources and simplified navigation could be utilized to increase user experience. The website, however, shows a good level of adherence to statutory expectations in terms of the promotion of integrated safeguarding, partnership working and early help being provided in a timely fashion, with a well-co-ordinated referral system (Department for Education, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc235006602]Nottinghamshire County Council Website Evaluation 
Nottinghamshire County Council have a detailed and easy-to-use Early Help website which demonstrates a preventative approach and is based on the family centred approach which aligns with national guidance on safeguarding. Information is presented in a logical order and the Early Help Offer, pathways of referral and Family Hub services are made accessible to families and professionals without being overly complicated. Early Help is clearly defined on the website as the right support at the right time for the child and family which could prevent needs moving into statutory provision. Specific areas are used to highlight family and professional information, making it more accessible and meeting the needs of different audiences (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025).
One of the strengths is the clear referral and assessment procedure. The Early Help Unit and the Family Hub Network allow families to self-refer and there is detailed guidance for professionals on self-referral, a web-based family and carer request form, consent requirements and assessment documentation (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). Establishing contact routes, providing downloadable guidance and setting response times increases transparency and enables uniform multi-agency practice. In addition, the links between Family Hub Networks and the targeted Early Help services shows a good continuity of the universal and specialist provision, in line with the principles of collaboration promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) (Department for Education, 2025).
While the strengths are apparent, much of the detailed guidance is geared towards practitioners and may lessen accessibility to those who are less digitally literate or knowledgeable about safeguarding. Simplified visual referral pathways and increased interactivity with public information might further enhance accessibility. In general, Nottinghamshire provides a good, evidence-based Early Help offer that provides professional advice alongside family friendly support, and which is robust and meets statutory safeguarding requirements (Department for Education, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc235006603]Comparative Critical Analysis 
All 3 local websites have information reflecting the statutory principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) but vary in accessibility, integration and quality of information.
[bookmark: _Toc235023079]Table 1: Comparative Critical Analysis
	Theme
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets
	Nottinghamshire

	Accessibility
	Excellent
	Very Good
	Very Good

	Navigation
	Clear and intuitive
	Well organised
	Logical but practitioner-focused

	Early Help explanation
	Comprehensive
	Clear and family-friendly
	Comprehensive

	Referral guidance
	Strong
	Excellent (MAST)
	Strong

	Multi-agency emphasis
	Excellent
	Excellent
	Very Good

	Family resources
	Extensive
	Extensive via Family Hubs
	Good

	Contact information
	Clear
	Excellent
	Clear

	Downloadable guidance
	Extensive
	Good
	Extensive

	Family-centred language
	Excellent
	Excellent
	Good



There is strong alignment to family centred and preventative practice with the most detailed information about early help available in Leeds, which includes clear explanations and in-depth practitioner guidance, downloadable resources and its unique 'Right Conversation, Right Person, Right Time' approach (Leeds, 2026).
Tower Hamlets is the most accessible website for parents as it adopts a simple language, clearly identifies those services that are available to everyone and those that are available to specific children and families, includes Best Start Family Hubs and has one MAST referral pathway – making it easy for families to self-refer and professionals to refer (Tower Hamlets, 2025).
There is good professional guidance and referral information available in Nottinghamshire but comparatively more practitioner focused, and may therefore be less accessible to families who are not familiar with the language of safeguarding (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025).
Accessibility and referral efficiency is the strongest area in Tower Hamlets, with the rest reflecting Working Together (2023) well, particularly in terms of integrated safeguarding, co-ordinated multi-agency working and a lead practitioner approach, as well as family centred support.

[bookmark: _Toc235006604]Conclusion and Recommendations
The evaluation establishes that all three local authorities deliver good information about Early Help which reflects statutory safeguarding principles, with Leeds City Council having the most extensive and well-integrated approach in terms of coordinated multi-agency working, a family-centred approach and detailed professional guidance.
Local authorities should also make their websites easier to navigate, increase multilingual resources and provide visual signposting, improve accessibility for disabled users, increase family signposting within Family Hubs and standardise the way that information about Early Help is presented across council websites to increase consistency, inclusivity and ease of user experience for families and professionals alike.
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