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Early Help System

Introduction
Early Help is a fundamental component of safeguarding children and supporting families in England. It focuses on identifying emerging needs at the earliest opportunity and providing timely, coordinated support before problems escalate into situations requiring statutory intervention. Rather than responding only when children are at risk of significant harm, Early Help promotes prevention, resilience and positive outcomes through collaborative working between professionals, families and communities (Department for Education (DfE), 2023). This preventative approach is particularly important for families experiencing poverty, poor mental health, domestic abuse, substance misuse, disability, housing instability or other factors that may negatively affect children's wellbeing.
Local authorities have a statutory responsibility to ensure that children and families can access appropriate support services. Their websites therefore play an important role in signposting families to Early Help services, providing information about available support, referral pathways and advice that can enable families to seek assistance before difficulties become more serious. Clear, accessible and user-friendly online information can reduce barriers to accessing services and encourage earlier intervention.
This report examines how three English local authorities Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council and Tower Hamlets Council communicate information about Early Help and wider family support through their websites. The report begins by explaining the principles of the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working within safeguarding practice(Department for Education (DfE), 2023). 
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system is a coordinated approach designed to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families as early as possible. According to the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide, Early Help is not a single service but a network of services, professionals and organisations working together to improve outcomes for families through early intervention. The guidance emphasises that effective Early Help depends upon strong partnership working, shared responsibility and evidence-based practice across local systems (Department for Education & Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
The Early Help System Guide identifies several characteristics of an effective local Early Help system. These include strong leadership, shared governance arrangements, effective information sharing, skilled practitioners, accessible services and meaningful involvement of children, young people and families in decision-making. Local partnerships are encouraged to regularly assess the maturity of their Early Help system and continuously improve services based on evidence and feedback from families(Department for Education (DfE), 2023).
An important principle of Early Help is the whole-family approach. Rather than focusing solely on an individual child, practitioners consider the wider circumstances affecting the entire family, recognising that issues such as unemployment, poor housing, parental mental illness or domestic abuse can significantly influence children's development. By addressing these interconnected factors early, agencies can strengthen family resilience and reduce the likelihood of future safeguarding concerns.
The Early Help approach also promotes voluntary engagement wherever possible. Families are encouraged to participate in assessments and planning, enabling them to work collaboratively with professionals to identify strengths, needs and achievable outcomes. This partnership approach helps build trust between families and services while promoting sustainable improvements in children's wellbeing and long-term life opportunities.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is a central principle of safeguarding children in England and is reinforced throughout Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. The statutory guidance states that safeguarding is a shared responsibility requiring effective collaboration between local authorities, health services, police, education providers, early years settings, voluntary organisations and other relevant agencies. No single organisation possesses all the information or expertise necessary to safeguard children effectively; therefore, coordinated working is essential (Department for Education, 2023).
The guidance places responsibility on safeguarding partners local authorities, Integrated Care Boards and the police to establish effective multi-agency safeguarding arrangements within their local area. These partnerships are expected to provide strategic leadership, promote information sharing, monitor safeguarding practice and ensure agencies work together to improve outcomes for children. Schools, early years providers, voluntary organisations and community services are also recognised as key partners in safeguarding arrangements.
Effective multi-agency working relies upon timely communication, professional trust, shared decision-making and coordinated planning. Practitioners are expected to share relevant information lawfully and proportionately to ensure that children's needs are identified promptly and that appropriate support is delivered without unnecessary delay. Early identification of concerns enables agencies to implement Early Help interventions before problems escalate into significant safeguarding risks(Department for Education (DfE), 2023).
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 also strengthens expectations regarding leadership, accountability and continuous learning across safeguarding partnerships. The guidance emphasises that professionals should build respectful, honest and trusting relationships with children and families while recognising the impact of poverty, discrimination, disability and inequality on family experiences. Practitioners should work collaboratively with parents wherever possible, ensuring that support plans reflect the family's strengths, views and individual circumstances(Department for Education (DfE), 2023).
Research consistently demonstrates that effective partnership working contributes to improved safeguarding outcomes, earlier intervention and better experiences for children and families (Munro, 2011). Consequently, successful Early Help systems depend upon strong leadership, shared professional responsibility, effective communication and collaborative decision-making between all agencies involved in supporting children.
Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website
The Staffordshire County Council website presents Early Help information within its Family Hubs section, making it relatively straightforward for parents and carers to locate support services. The website explains that Early Help provides advice, guidance and practical support for families experiencing challenges before problems become more serious. It also directs users to Staffordshire Connects, an online directory containing local services, parenting programmes, family support groups and specialist organisations (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
In terms of accessibility, the website has a logical structure with clear headings, concise paragraphs and straightforward language that is suitable for a wide audience. The navigation menu enables users to move easily between Early Help, Family Hubs and Family Support Services without requiring extensive searching. Contact information and links to local Family Hubs are also prominently displayed, improving access to services for families seeking assistance (Staffordshire County Council, 2025a).
The information provided is comprehensive and reflects the preventative principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education (DfE) and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). Families can access information on parenting support, emotional wellbeing, relationship support, child development, financial advice and community-based services. This broad range of resources demonstrates a commitment to supporting families experiencing multiple and interconnected needs.
A significant strength of the website is its emphasis on practical support and local service directories, enabling families to identify appropriate services quickly. However, the website contains multiple links directing users to external pages, which may interrupt navigation. Additionally, although referral pathways are explained, more visual resources such as flowcharts, videos or infographics could improve understanding for users with lower literacy levels or limited digital skills. Overall, the Staffordshire website provides accessible, informative and family-centred Early Help information that aligns with national guidance (DfE, 2023).
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council presents Early Help information through its Family Information Service and Early Start webpages, reflecting the city's integrated approach to supporting children and families. Information is organised around helping families access support at the earliest opportunity and emphasises collaboration between health services, education, children's centres and community organisations. The website highlights the city's ambition to ensure every child has the best possible start in life through coordinated early intervention (Leeds City Council, 2025).
The website demonstrates good accessibility through clear page layouts, logical menus and user-centred content. Recent redevelopment of the Family Information Service has consolidated previously fragmented information into a single area, making navigation simpler for parents, carers and professionals. Search functions, downloadable resources and links to relevant services further improve usability and reduce barriers to accessing support (Leeds City Council, 2025a).
One of the website's greatest strengths is its focus on user experience, with information written in accessible language and organised according to users' needs rather than council departments. However, while the site effectively signposts services, information explaining the formal Early Help assessment and referral process could be more prominent. Families unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology may also benefit from additional case examples or visual guides explaining how support is accessed. Overall, Leeds provides an accessible and well-organised website that effectively promotes Early Help and wider family support services.
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website
Tower Hamlets Council provides one of the most detailed Early Help webpages among the three authorities. The website clearly explains what Early Help is, who can access support and how families can obtain assistance through the borough's Best Start Family Hubs and Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST). Information is organised around practical questions that parents may ask, including what support is available, eligibility criteria and referral pathways (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).
Accessibility is enhanced through straightforward language, well-defined sections and dedicated pages covering Family Hubs, Children and Family Centres, targeted support and safeguarding concerns. Families can quickly locate telephone numbers, referral forms, downloadable leaflets and contact details for professional advice. The website also distinguishes between universal and targeted services, enabling users to understand the different levels of support available before statutory intervention becomes necessary (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a).
The information available is comprehensive and reflects the principles contained within both the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. The website explains how multi-agency professionals work together within MAST, identifies the types of difficulties families may experience—including parental mental health, SEND, poor school attendance, language barriers and financial difficulties—and explains how Early Help assessments are used to coordinate support (DfE, 2023; DfE & DLUHC, 2022).
A major strength is the integration of Early Help with Best Start Family Hubs and wider family services, creating a clear pathway for families seeking support. The inclusion of downloadable strategies, leaflets and referral information further enhances transparency. However, the large volume of information spread across several webpages may overwhelm some users, particularly those with limited digital confidence. Simplified navigation or a single interactive family support portal could further improve accessibility. Overall, Tower Hamlets provides a comprehensive, well-structured and highly informative Early Help website.
Comparative Analysis
The evaluation of the three local authority websites demonstrates that all provide valuable information about Early Help services and reflect the principles of early intervention and partnership working outlined in the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education (DfE), 2023; Department for Education & Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC), 2022). However, differences exist in how effectively each website communicates information to families.
Staffordshire County Council provides a well-organised website with straightforward navigation and strong links to Family Hubs and community services. Its greatest strength is the practical signposting of local support through Staffordshire Connects, which enables families to identify services quickly. However, the reliance on multiple external links may reduce the continuity of the user experience, particularly for individuals with limited digital skills (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
Leeds City Council offers a user-friendly website that integrates Early Help with wider family support services, including childcare, health, education and financial assistance. The information is written in accessible language and organised around family needs rather than council departments. Despite these strengths, the website could improve by making the Early Help assessment process and referral pathway more visible and easier for families to understand (Leeds City Council, 2025).
Among the three authorities, Tower Hamlets Council provides the most effective and comprehensive online information. The website clearly explains the purpose of Early Help, referral processes, Family Hubs, Multi-Agency Support Teams (MAST) and targeted services. Families can easily identify the support available and understand how professionals work together to meet children's needs. The website also addresses issues commonly associated with poverty, such as housing, financial hardship, parental wellbeing
and educational challenges, reflecting a holistic approach to family support (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).
Conclusion and Recommendations
Early Help plays a vital role in safeguarding children and supporting families by providing timely intervention before difficulties escalate into more serious concerns. As emphasised in the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, successful Early Help depends upon effective multi-agency working, early identification of need and accessible information that enables families to seek support confidently (DfE, 2023; DfE & DLUHC, 2022). Local authority websites therefore represent an essential gateway through which families access advice, services and professional assistance.
This report found that all three local authorities provide clear evidence of their commitment to Early Help and family support. Staffordshire County Council offers practical signposting and strong links to community resources, while Leeds City Council provides an accessible and family-centred approach that integrates a wide range of support services. However, Tower Hamlets Council demonstrates the strongest overall performance due to its comprehensive information, clear explanation of referral pathways, integration of Family Hubs and Multi-Agency Support Teams, and strong emphasis on coordinated support for families experiencing multiple disadvantages, including poverty.
Several recommendations emerge from this analysis. First, local authorities should ensure that Early Help information is available in plain English alongside translations into commonly spoken community languages. Second, websites should include more visual resources, such as videos, flowcharts and infographics, to explain referral pathways and available services. Third, websites should provide consistent accessibility features, including compatibility with screen readers, adjustable text sizes and easy-read formats for users with additional needs. Finally, local authorities should regularly review website content using feedback from families to ensure information remains current, relevant and easy to navigate.
In conclusion, clear, accessible and comprehensive online information enables families to recognise when support is available and encourages earlier engagement with services. Effective digital signposting strengthens Early Help provision, promotes multi-agency collaboration and ultimately contributes to improved outcomes for children, young people and their families.
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