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1. Introduction 
Early Help is a central component of the United Kingdom’s child and family support system, designed to provide timely assistance to children, young people and their families when difficulties first arise, before needs escalate to statutory social care intervention. National policy frameworks most notably Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023/24) emphasise that local authorities must ensure Early Help pathways are clearly accessible, well-communicated and easy for families to navigate. As a result, local authority websites play a crucial role as the primary public-facing gateway through which families seek information, self-refer, and understand what Early Help support entails.
However, research into local government digital practice shows significant variation in how Early Help is defined, explained and signposted across different councils. These differences have implications for accessibility, equity of service, digital inclusion and public trust. Families may arrive at a council website with limited knowledge of service terminology, varying levels of digital literacy, and pressing concerns; therefore, the usability of online Early Help signposting can directly influence whether families obtain support promptly.
This comparative study examines how Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Leicestershire County Council present and signpost Early Help on their public websites. The three authorities represent diverse local contexts urban and suburban environments, differing demographic characteristics and varying service pressures. Through evaluation of visibility, navigation structure, clarity of explanation, accessibility and practical referral pathways, this analysis highlights each council’s distinctive model, identifies strengths and limitations, and offers insight into how Early Help signposting can be optimised to better meet families’ needs.

2. Comparative Analysis
2.1 Public-facing doorway to Early Help
Leeds City Council
 Leeds positions Early Help access through the Family Hubs network, described as the central route into support. There is a clear explanation of how families can engage (drop-in, appointment, email, phone) located under the Children and Families section, a well-placed area for general public navigation.
Tower Hamlets Council
 Tower Hamlets uses a multi-step structured pathway: Family Hubs → Children and Family Centres → “About Early Help” → “Early Help at the front door”. The “front door” (MAST) is clearly described as the single point of contact for Early Help requests.
Leicestershire County Council
 Leicestershire’s public-facing entry point is the “Help for children and families” section, with Early Help (referred to publicly as Family Help) embedded within wider support information and linked to a universal Request for Services online form.
2.2 Website structure: visibility and “findability” of Early Help
Leeds
 Leeds uses a “One minute guide: Early Help” page that explains the concept and links to Family Hubs for practical access. This structure is clear for those familiar with the term “Early Help”, but less intuitive for families searching by issue rather than terminology.
Tower Hamlets
 Tower Hamlets offers a highly scaffolded navigation structure, breaking Early Help into labelled tiles and layered options. This reduces the risk of users reaching professional-only pages or taking incorrect routes.
Leicestershire
 Leicestershire’s structure is issue-led, allowing families to begin with pages focused on their specific concerns (e.g., mental health, SEND, domestic abuse). Early Help is integrated into this family-support ecosystem, which benefits users unfamiliar with specialist terminology.

2.3 Clarity and tone: explaining Early Help to families
Leeds
 Leeds presents Early Help as enabling “the right conversations at the right time”, focusing on educational outcomes (“3As”: attendance, attainment and achievement). This language makes Early Help sound collaborative and strength based.
Tower Hamlets
 Tower Hamlets provides a highly concrete presentation, listing issues Early Help can support, such as family breakdown, finances, housing, mental health and substance misuse helping families confidently identify their needs.
Leicestershire
 Leicestershire clearly explains that Early Help (Family Help) supports complexities that universal services cannot meet alone. This helps families understand its purpose and when it is appropriate to seek support. 

2.4 Access pathways: how families are told to request help
Leeds
 Leeds offers two straightforward access routes:
· Visiting or contacting a local Family Hub
· Using a central phone number or email
Tower Hamlets
 Tower Hamlets provides a single, transparent front door (MAST), detailing the steps after a request is submitted (screening → practitioner contact → routing).
Leicestershire
 Leicestershire uses a universal Request for Services online form, which families, young people and professionals can all complete. Practical guidance and a supplementary phone contact make this accessible to users with different preferences.

2.5 Integration with wider support services
Leeds
 Early Help is linked to Family Hubs and the safeguarding partnership, along with related one-minute guides, creating a coherent ecosystem of family services.
Tower Hamlets
 Tower Hamlets embeds Early Help within a multi-agency framework, emphasising collaboration across social care, health, education, police and housing services at the MAST front door.
Leicestershire
 Leicestershire provides a comprehensive family-support index, signposting to themed areas such as SEND, domestic abuse and youth support, enabling families to navigate support according to need.

	2.6 Summary of comparative strength 


Local Authority                                                          Strength
	Leeds                                                                                         
	Strong practical accessibility via Family Hubs and clear contact routes.

	Tower Hamlets
	Exceptional procedural transparency through a single front door (MAST).

	Leicestershire
	User-centred, issue-led navigation for families searching by problem rather than terminology.






3. Conclusion
This comparative analysis demonstrates that while all three local authorities Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Leicestershire County Council provide broadly accessible information about Early Help, they each adopt distinctive digital strategies that shape how families encounter and interpret the service. Leeds prioritises a community-based and relational model, foregrounding Family Hubs as the primary access route and offering clear, practical contact options. Tower Hamlets employs a highly structured and transparent front-door system, giving families a centralised entry point (MAST) and a detailed explanation of what happens after a request for help. Leicestershire favours an issue-led navigation model, embedding Early Help within a wider set of support pathways that families can explore according to their presenting concerns.
Across the three councils, examples of good practice can be identified: clear contact details, plain-English explanations, and multiple access routes. However, a number of limitations are also evident, including uneven visibility of Early Help content, variable levels of detail about post-referral processes, and inconsistent use of terminology that may disadvantage families unfamiliar with professional language. The analysis highlights the broader challenge facing local authorities: the need to make Early Help accessible not only to those who know its name, but also to those searching for support in moments of uncertainty, stress or crisis. 



Overall, Tower Hamlets excels in procedural clarity, Leeds in practical accessibility, and Leicestershire in user-centred navigation. Together, these approaches suggest that an optimal model of Early Help signposting would integrate the strengths of all three: clear terminology, visible pathways, simple contact options, transparent processes and problem-led navigation. As Early Help continues to form a critical part of the national child-welfare landscape, the design and usability of local authority websites remain essential to ensuring that families can find and access support at the earliest possible stage.
4. Recommendations
1. Implement dual navigation: term-led and issue-led routes
 Provide both a clearly signposted Early Help page and an issue-led navigation pathway (e.g., behaviour concerns, mental health, housing, SEND) to help families access support regardless of prior knowledge.
2. Provide a single, visible front door for Early Help enquiries
 Ensure a clearly identifiable central route through which families can request Early Help support, prominently displayed and consistent across the website.
3. Use plain, consistent language across all pages
 Adopt straightforward, family-friendly terminology, maintain consistency across all pages, provide definitions, and use visual summaries or infographics.
4. Expand and unify access options
 Include multiple ways for families to request support: phone, email, online referral forms, and walk-in access through local centres such as Family Hubs.
5. Strengthen integration with related support pathways
 Cross-link Early Help to related services, including SEND support, domestic abuse services, financial/housing support, mental health services, parenting support, and youth services.
6. Offer transparent information about post-referral processes
 Provide clear guidance on how referrals are screened, response times, who will contact the family, and what an Early Help assessment involves.
7. Improve digital accessibility and inclusion
 Comply with WCAG 2.2, offer easy-read content, mobile-optimised pages, non-digital routes, and minimise PDF-only content to support accessibility for all families.
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