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Introduction 
Early Help is an approach that provides support to children, young people and families as soon as difficulties begin to emerge, with the aim of preventing problems from becoming more serious or requiring statutory intervention (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). Rather than responding only when families reach crisis point, Early Help promotes prevention, partnership working and timely access to services through initiatives such as the Supporting Families Programme and Family Hubs (DfE, 2022). However, the effectiveness of Early Help depends not only on the availability of services but also on how clearly local authorities communicate this information to families. If websites are difficult to navigate or lack clear guidance, families may struggle to access support when it is most needed (NSPCC, 2024a). This report critically evaluates how Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Staffordshire County Council present Early Help information on their websites. It compares their accessibility, clarity and available support before identifying the most effective approach and recommending improvements.
[bookmark: _Toc235354462]The Early Help System 
The Early Help System is a network of services, professionals and organisations that work together to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families at the earliest possible stage. It is not a single service but a coordinated approach that aims to improve family outcomes before difficulties become safeguarding concerns or require statutory intervention (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). This approach recognises that timely support is generally more effective and less costly than responding to crises after problems have escalated (DfE, 2022).
A key principle of Early Help is the whole-family approach, which considers the needs of parents, carers and children together rather than focusing on one individual. Through the Supporting Families Programme, local authorities and partner agencies work collaboratively to address issues such as poor school attendance, domestic abuse, mental health, unemployment and financial hardship (DfE, 2022). Family Hubs further strengthen this approach by providing a single point of access where families can obtain advice and support from different services in one place, making support easier to access and reducing fragmentation (Birmingham City Council, 2024; Sandwell Family Hubs, 2024).
                                             [image: The Early Help Pathway diagram illustrates a five-step process for identifying and addressing family difficulties, including requesting help, multi-agency assessment, receiving support, and achieving improved outcomes.
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Figure 1: Early Help Pathway (created using Canva)
Early Help also plays an important role in safeguarding by identifying risks early and encouraging agencies to intervene before children experience significant harm (NSPCC, 2024a). This preventative approach is particularly relevant during the current cost-of-living crisis, as financial pressures can increase family stress and create additional safeguarding concerns (LSE, 2022; Trussell Trust, 2024).
Despite these strengths, Early Help has some limitations. Its success depends on effective multi-agency collaboration, sufficient funding and families knowing how to access services. Differences between local authorities can result in unequal access and inconsistent support. Furthermore, families experiencing poverty or digital exclusion may struggle to find online information or seek help. Therefore, clear and accessible local authority websites remain essential to ensure Early Help achieves its preventative purpose and reaches those most in need (NSPCC, 2024a).
[bookmark: _Toc235354463]Multi-agency Working 
Multi-agency working means professionals from different organisations coordinating knowledge, decisions and services around a child and family. Interdisciplinary working goes further by combining different perspectives into one assessment and support plan, rather than agencies acting separately. Working Together to Safeguard Children states that effective safeguarding depends on local authorities, police and health services sharing responsibility as statutory safeguarding partners (Department for Education, 2023). 
Within Early Help, schools can identify changes in attendance, behaviour or learning and provide trusted contact with families. Health professionals may recognise developmental, physical or mental health needs, while social workers assess family risks and coordinate support. Police contribute information about domestic abuse, exploitation and community risk. Voluntary organisations can provide food, housing, advocacy and emotional support, sometimes reaching families who distrust statutory services. Safeguarding partnerships should connect these contributions, agree thresholds and monitor outcomes. This supports the whole-family model promoted by the Supporting Families Programme (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 
The main strength of multi-agency working is that it creates a fuller understanding of connected difficulties and may prevent families from repeating their story. Earlier information sharing can reduce missed warning signs and enable faster support (NSPCC, 2024b). However, cooperation is not automatically effective. Different thresholds, professional language, workloads and data-sharing concerns can delay decisions or create unclear accountability. Reviews continue to identify communication and information-sharing failures, showing that several agencies being involved does not itself protect a child (NSPCC, 2024b). Therefore, multi-agency working is strongest when roles are explicit, families are included, information is shared lawfully and one lead practitioner coordinates a plan. 
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Figure 2: Multi-agency Working within the Early Help System (created using Canva).
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Figure 3: Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website (Source: Leeds City Council, 2026a)

As shown in Figure 3, Leeds City Council provides a clearly organised Early Help and Family Hubs section, using simple headings and short explanations that make the main information understandable to families. Its Family Hubs page explains who can receive support, what services are available and how to make contact by telephone or email. The hubs support families with children aged 0–19 and young people with special educational needs and disabilities up to 25, which demonstrates an inclusive approach (Leeds City Council, 2026a). 
A major strength is the Early Help Front Door, which creates a clearer entry point into support and reflects the national aim of providing the right help at the right time (Leeds City Council, 2026b; DfE and DLUHC, 2022). Leeds also provides One-Minute Guides, Family Information Services and safeguarding contacts. By providing accessibility features such as translation and British Sign Language support, the website reflects the principles of the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) Accessibility Regulations 2018, helping reduce barriers for users with disabilities and diverse communication needs (UK Government, 2018).
 
However, information is spread across the council website, Leeds Local Offer and separate guidance pages. This may confuse users with limited digital skills or urgent needs. Some referral guidance is also written mainly for professionals rather than families. Therefore, Leeds offers strong and inclusive resources, but a single family-facing referral page with a visible step-by-step process would improve navigation and reduce uncertainty.
[bookmark: _Toc235354465]Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website 
Tower Hamlets Council provides a dedicated Early Help webpage that clearly explains the purpose of the service and the support available to children, young people and families. The website uses straightforward language and logical headings, making it relatively easy for users to understand when Early Help may be appropriate (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). The information emphasises early intervention, partnership working and improving family wellbeing, which reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide and the Supporting Families Programme (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022).
A notable strength is the clear explanation of available services, including parenting support, emotional wellbeing, education, housing advice and help with family relationships. The website also provides referral information and contact details for professionals and families, which may encourage earlier engagement with support services and reduce the likelihood that family difficulties escalate to the point of requiring statutory intervention. This aligns with the national objective of preventing difficulties from escalating into safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2023).
However, compared with Leeds, the website offers fewer practical resources, downloadable guidance and visual navigation tools. This may reduce families' ability to locate appropriate support independently, particularly those with limited digital skills or those experiencing crisis. As a result, access to Early Help could be delayed, potentially weakening one of the core aims of the Early Help System, which is to provide timely intervention before problems escalate (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). Some information is spread across different webpages, requiring users to search further for related services. Families experiencing financial hardship may also benefit from more visible links to food, welfare and community support, particularly given the continuing impact of the cost-of-living crisis (LSE, 2022; Trussell Trust, 2024). Therefore, although Tower Hamlets communicates Early Help effectively, integrating all family support information into a single, user-friendly portal would improve accessibility, encourage earlier engagement with support services and strengthen the preventative aims of Early Help.

[bookmark: _Toc235354466]Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website 
Staffordshire County Council provides a well-structured Early Help section that explains the purpose of early intervention using clear and straightforward language. The website highlights that Early Help is available when families need additional support before problems become more serious, which reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide and the Supporting Families Programme (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). The website is easy to navigate, with direct links to Family Hubs, Staffordshire Connects, the Families First service and safeguarding information, allowing users to access a broad range of support. 
A key strength is the variety of available services, including parenting programmes, one-to-one family support, community groups, emotional wellbeing services and specialist support for families with multiple or complex needs. The website also explains how families and professionals can access support through local Early Help Teams and provides clear contact details, promoting timely intervention before statutory services become necessary. 
However, the referral pathway is spread across several webpages, including Families First, Getting Access to Support and Staffordshire Connects. This increases the number of steps required to access support and may discourage families with limited digital confidence or those seeking urgent assistance. Delays in accessing support could reduce the effectiveness of Early Help, whose primary aim is to provide timely intervention before problems escalate (DfE and DLUHC, 2022). Although the website contains extensive information, a simplified referral pathway with visual step-by-step guidance would improve accessibility.
Table 1: Comparison Matrix of Early Help Website Features Across Three Local Authorities
	Feature
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets
	Staffordshire

	Family Hubs
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Clear referral pathway
	✓
	✓
	◐

	Translation support
	✓
	✗
	✗

	Welfare support
	✓
	◐
	✓

	Professional guidance
	✓
	✓
	✓



Key: ✓ = Strong provision  ◐ = Moderate provision ✗ = Limited provision
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Comparative Analysis 
The three local authority websites all aim to help families access Early Help before problems become more serious. They reflect the national principles of prevention, partnership working and whole-family support promoted by the Supporting Families Programme and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). However, they differ in accessibility, content quality, referral pathways and overall user experience.
Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive information. Its website combines Family Hubs, the Early Help Front Door, Family Information Service and safeguarding guidance into a wide range of resources. It also includes accessibility features such as translation support and British Sign Language, making information more inclusive for diverse communities. However, some information is located across several webpages, meaning users may need additional navigation to locate specific services (Leeds City Council, 2026).
Tower Hamlets Council presents Early Help information in clear and simple language, making it easy for families to understand the purpose of the service. The website explains available support and referral routes effectively. Nevertheless, it provides fewer practical resources, downloadable guidance and visual navigation tools than Leeds. Greater integration of welfare, housing and community support would strengthen its response to wider family needs, particularly during the continuing cost-of-living pressures highlighted by the London School of Economics (LSE, 2022).
Staffordshire County Council offers extensive information about Family Hubs, Families First and community support services. The website demonstrates a strong commitment to whole-family working and early intervention. However, referral information is distributed across several linked webpages, which may create confusion for users with limited digital skills or those seeking urgent support.
Overall, Leeds City Council communicates Early Help most effectively. Although no website is perfect, Leeds combines comprehensive information, inclusive accessibility features, clear service descriptions and a broad range of support. However, website quality alone cannot determine the overall effectiveness of Early Help. The quality of support also depends on staff capacity, funding, waiting times and the availability of local services, which cannot be fully assessed through website evaluation alone. These strengths are consistent with national guidance, which emphasises that families should receive timely, coordinated and easily accessible support before problems escalate (Department for Education, 2023; NSPCC, 2024a). While Tower Hamlets performs well for clarity and Staffordshire offers comprehensive services, Leeds provides the strongest balance between accessibility, information quality and user-centred design.
[bookmark: _Toc235354468]Conclusion and Recommendations 
This report has shown that all three local authorities support the principles of Early Help by promoting early intervention, partnership working and whole-family support. However, the quality of information and ease of access vary. Leeds City Council provides the strongest overall website because it offers comprehensive information, inclusive accessibility features, clear explanations of available services and well-developed Family Hub resources. In comparison, Tower Hamlets presents clear information but could strengthen links to wider family support, while Staffordshire offers extensive services but has a more complex referral pathway. Nevertheless, maintaining an effective Early Help system requires ongoing investment in both digital communication and the quality of services delivered to families, as accessible information alone cannot guarantee positive outcomes.
To improve communication, all three councils should develop a single, family-friendly Early Help portal that combines referral information and support services in one place. Adding multilingual video guides, live chat support and simplified referral forms would further improve accessibility and encourage families to seek help at an earlier stage, in line with the principles of accessible, coordinated early intervention outlined in the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE and DLUHC, 2022; DfE, 2023).
Overall, improving website accessibility and navigation would help ensure that families can identify and access appropriate support promptly, strengthening the preventative aims of the Early Help system.
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