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Introduction 
Early Help is a key component of safeguarding and family support within the United Kingdom. It focuses on identifying and addressing difficulties experienced by children and families at an early stage, before issues escalate and require statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2020). By providing timely support, Early Help aims to improve outcomes for children while reducing the need for more intensive services.
Local authorities play a significant role in ensuring that families can access Early Help and other support services. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, effective safeguarding requires agencies to work collaboratively and provide clear pathways for families to access appropriate support (Department for Education, 2023). Local authority websites are therefore a significant source of information for families seeking guidance, advice, and access to services.
This report examines how the Early Help system is communicated through the websites of Tower Hamlets Council, Leeds City Council and Staffordshire County Council. The report will explain the Early Help system and the role of multi-agency working before evaluating how effectively each council website communicates available support services to families. A comparison of the three websites will then be provided, followed by conclusions and recommendations for improvement. 
Early Help System 
The Early Help system refers to the provision of support for children, young people, and families as soon as difficulties begin to emerge. The aim is to address problems at an early stage to prevent them from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns that may require statutory intervention. Early Help focuses on improving outcomes for children by identifying needs early and providing coordinated support across services (Department for Education, 2020).
According to the Early Help System Guide, Early Help can be delivered to families at any stage of a child’s life, from pregnancy through to adolescence, when additional needs are identified. These needs may relate to a variety of issues including parenting challenges, financial difficulties, housing problems, mental health concerns, domestic abuse, or difficulties with a child’s behaviour or school attendance (Department for Education, 2020). By intervening early, services aim to reduce risks to children’s wellbeing and promote positive family functioning.
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 highlights the importance of Early Help as part of the wider safeguarding system. The guidance emphasises that providing timely support can prevent children from experiencing harm and reduce the need for more intrusive child protection interventions. Local authorities and safeguarding partners therefore have a responsibility to ensure that families can access appropriate Early Help services when problems first arise (Department for Education, 2023).
Early Help services are often delivered through a range of local support systems such as family hubs, children’s centres, parenting programmes, youth services, and community organisations. These services provide practical advice, emotional support and guidance to families facing challenges. Importantly, Early Help is typically offered on a voluntary basis, meaning that families can choose to engage with support services without formal statutory involvement from social care (Morris et al., 2018).
Another key feature of the Early Help system is the use of early assessment tools, such as Early Help Assessments, which allow practitioners to identify a child’s needs and coordinate support from different services. This approach helps ensure that families receive holistic support that addresses multiple aspects of their situation rather than isolated interventions (Featherstone et al., 2018). 
Early Help plays a significant role in supporting children and families by addressing difficulties at an early stage. By encouraging professionals and services to work together, the system seeks to prevent problems from becoming more serious safeguarding issues. This approach enables families to access appropriate support earlier, helping to promote better outcomes for children 
Multi-Agency Working in Early Help  
Multi-agency working refers to collaboration between different professionals and organisations to support children, young people, and families. Within safeguarding and Early Help systems, families often experience complex and interconnected difficulties that cannot be addressed by a single service. As a result, cooperation between services such as social care, education, health, housing, and voluntary organisations is essential to provide effective and coordinated support (Frost, 2017).
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 highlights that safeguarding is a shared responsibility between agencies. Local authorities, health services, and the police form safeguarding partnerships which are responsible for coordinating services to protect children and promote their welfare (Department for Education, 2023). Effective communication and information sharing between professionals is therefore critical to identifying risks early and ensuring families receive appropriate support.
Multi-agency collaboration is particularly important within the Early Help system because early intervention often requires input from a range of services. For example, a family experiencing financial difficulties, mental health challenges or issues with a child’s behaviour may require support from schools, health professionals, and family support workers. Working collaboratively enables professionals to develop a more holistic understanding of a family’s circumstances and provide coordinated support that addresses multiple needs (Featherstone et al., 2018).
Within Early Help practice, professionals often use shared assessment tools such as the Early Help Assessment to identify needs and coordinate support between services (Department for Education, 2020). This approach encourages partnership working and ensures that families receive consistent and integrated support. Overall, multi-agency working is a key component of effective safeguarding and early intervention, enabling services to respond more effectively to the needs of children and families.
Tower Hamlets Council 
Tower Hamlets Council provides information about Early Help through its children and families webpages, which explain how services support families when difficulties begin to emerge. The website highlights that Early Help aims to prevent problems from escalating by providing timely support to children, young people, and their families (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024). This approach reflects national safeguarding guidance which emphasises early intervention as an important strategy for improving outcomes for children (Department for Education, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_OtDxAmfj]A key strength of the Tower Hamlets website is the explanation of the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), which acts as a central point for professionals and families to raise concerns and access support. The website also highlights the role of Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres, where families can access parenting support, advice, and community services. Providing examples of the types of challenges families may experience, such as financial difficulties or parenting concerns, helps users understand when Early Help may be appropriate.
However, some information requires users to navigate through several pages before locating detailed guidance about services or referral processes. This may create barriers for families unfamiliar with local authority systems. Improving the structure and signposting of information could therefore enhance accessibility for parents seeking support.
 
Leeds City Council 
Leeds City Council provides extensive online information about Early Help through its children and families webpages and safeguarding partnership resources. The website explains that Early Help aims to identify difficulties early and provide support to families before problems escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns (Leeds City Council, 2024). This preventative approach reflects national policy which emphasises early intervention and coordinated support between services (Department for Education, 2023).
A significant strength of the Leeds website is the emphasis on partnership working. The council outlines how schools, health services, social care, and community organisations work together to provide coordinated support for families. The website also signposts users to services such as Family Hubs, cluster services, and the Family Information Service, which provide advice on childcare, parenting support and local activities for children and families.
Another positive aspect is that the website provides guidance for both families and professionals about how to request Early Help support. This improves transparency and helps ensure families understand how to access services.
However, some sections of the information are more clearly written for professionals rather than parents. The use of safeguarding terminology may therefore make certain information less accessible for families without prior knowledge of local authority systems.  

Staffordshire County Council 
Staffordshire County Council provides information about Early Help through its Families First webpages, which outline how services support children and families experiencing emerging difficulties. The website explains that Early Help aims to address concerns at an early stage to prevent problems from escalating and affecting children’s wellbeing (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). This reflects national safeguarding guidance that promotes early intervention as a key component of family support services (Department for Education, 2023).
One strength of the Staffordshire website is the explanation of the Families First programme, which coordinates Early Help services across the local authority. The website describes how Early Help teams work with a range of agencies to support families experiencing issues such as behavioural difficulties, school attendance problems, or family stress. The website also provides information about the Children’s Advice and Support Service (CASS), which acts as the main contact point for families or professionals seeking advice or wishing to request support.
Providing clear contact information for support services helps make the system more accessible for users who require assistance. However, some sections of the website are primarily designed for professionals, with references to service pathways and assessment processes that may be difficult for families to interpret. Simplifying this information could improve accessibility for parents seeking support. 
Comparative Analysis 
The three local authority websites demonstrate different approaches to communicating information about Early Help services to families. While each council provides online information about early intervention and family support, there are notable differences in the accessibility, clarity and structure of the information presented.
Tower Hamlets Council provides information about Early Help through webpages that describe services such as Family Hubs and the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), which coordinate support for families experiencing difficulties (Tower Hamlets Council, 2024). This information highlights the importance of multi-agency collaboration in supporting families. However, the website structure requires users to navigate several pages to locate detailed information about services and referral pathways, which may make it more difficult for families to quickly identify appropriate support.
[bookmark: _Int_WvYPphPF]Leeds City Council provides a more comprehensive overview of Early Help services and clearly emphasises partnership working between agencies (Leeds City Council, 2024). The website signposts users to services such as Family Hubs, cluster services, and the Family Information Service, which provide guidance on childcare, parenting support, and local activities. The information is relatively easy to locate and written in a way that is accessible to families seeking assistance.
Staffordshire County Council provides information about Early Help through its Families First programme and identifies the Children’s Advice and Support Service (CASS) as a key contact point for families and professionals seeking advice (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). While this provides clear referral routes, some sections are written primarily for professionals, which may make the information less accessible for parents unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology.
In comparison, Leeds City Council provides the most accessible and clearly structured information about Early Help services. The website offers clear explanations, effective signposting and accessible pathways for families seeking support, reflecting national guidance which emphasises the importance of early intervention and coordinated services (Department for Education, 2023). 
Recommendations 
Based on the analysis of the three local authority websites, several improvements could enhance how Early Help information is communicated to families. Accessible and clearly structured online information is important because families increasingly rely on digital platforms to understand available services and access support.
Firstly, local authorities should improve website navigation and visibility of Early Help services. In some cases, families may need to search through multiple webpages before locating relevant information. Clear signposting and direct links to Early Help services from the main children and families' pages would make it easier for users to quickly identify the support available. Providing accessible information is particularly important in encouraging families to engage with early intervention services before problems escalate (Allen, 2011).
Secondly, websites should ensure that information is written in clear and accessible language that is understandable for families. Some sections of the analysed websites include professional terminology related to safeguarding processes, which may be difficult for parents to interpret. Presenting information in plain language and providing clear explanations of services can improve engagement and ensure families are able to access appropriate support (Munro, 2011).
Finally, local authorities could improve access to support by providing clear referral pathways and visible contact information. The Early Intervention Foundation highlights that effective early intervention systems rely on families being able to easily identify how to access services and seek advice when concerns arise (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018). Providing clear contact routes and guidance for requesting support would help ensure families are able to engage with Early Help services at an early stage. 
Conclusion 
This report examined how Early Help services are communicated to families through the websites of Tower Hamlets Council, Leeds City Council and Staffordshire County Council. The analysis showed that all three authorities provide online information about Early Help services, reflecting the national focus on early intervention and coordinated safeguarding practice (Department for Education, 2023). However, differences were identified in the clarity and accessibility of the information presented.
[bookmark: _Int_ZCRJt9d8]Leeds City Council appears to provide the most accessible and clearly structured information about Early Help services, with clear explanations and effective signposting to support. Ensuring online information is easy to locate and understand is essential for encouraging families to access support at an early stage. 
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