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Introduction
Early Help is a key part of children’s safeguarding because it aims to support families before difficulties escalate into crisis or statutory intervention. Rather than focusing only on child protection once significant harm is suspected, Early Help promotes earlier identification of need, practical support and coordinated family services. (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 2023). This matters because families may search online before contacting professionals, so local authority websites can shape whether support feels accessible, voluntary and trustworthy.
This report examines how Early Help and wider family support are communicated through the websites of Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. These local authorities have been selected because they present Early Help differently, allowing comparison of accessibility, clarity, language, navigation and signposting. Leeds uses professional guidance such as One Minute Guides; Staffordshire links support strongly with Family Hubs and Staffordshire Connects; and Tower Hamlets provides dedicated Early Help pages and direct contact routes. The report first explains Early Help and multi-agency working, then evaluates each website before comparing their strengths and weaknesses. It concludes which website appears most effective for families and recommends improvements.

The Early Help System
Early Help is best understood as a preventative safeguarding system, not simply a referral form. The Early Help System Guide describes it as part of a local system of services, processes and partnerships designed to support children, young people and families earlier (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This is important because family difficulties are often connected. For example, a child’s poor school attendance may be linked to parental mental health, debt, housing instability or caring responsibilities. Therefore, an effective Early Help system should identify need early, assess the whole family context and coordinate support before concerns require statutory children’s social care intervention.
This preventative focus reflects a wider shift in safeguarding practice. Munro (2011) argued that child protection systems should be child-centred and responsive rather than overly process-driven. Westwood’s (2014) review of Featherstone, White and Morris’s work highlights the importance of a more humane approach to child protection, where professionals consider poverty, shame, stigma, stress and family context rather than viewing parents mainly through a problem-focused lens. This supports the purpose of Early Help because families are more likely to engage when support is presented as practical, accessible and non-stigmatising, rather than punitive or purely risk focused. Therefore, Early Help should not only manage risk; it should also strengthen families’ capacity and reduce the likelihood of future harm. The Early Help System Guide also promotes Family Hubs as a possible “front door” to universal and targeted support, including services for children aged 0–19, or up to 25 where young people have SEND (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
However, Early Help only creates value if families can understand and access it. If websites use professional jargon, hide contact details or fail to explain what happens after asking for help, families may disengage until problems worsen. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 makes clear that safeguarding is the responsibility of all organisations and agencies working with children, not only social workers (Department for Education, 2023). Therefore, local authority websites should communicate Early Help in a way that is clear to both professionals and families.


Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is central to Early Help because one professional rarely sees the whole family picture. A school may notice attendance issues, a health visitor may identify developmental concerns, housing services may know about overcrowding, and a GP may be aware of parental anxiety. Separately, these issues may seem manageable; together, they may show a family under significant pressure. Therefore, partnership working helps professionals identify need earlier and coordinate a proportionate response.
This approach is supported by law and statutory guidance. Section 10 of the Children Act 2004 places a duty on relevant partners to cooperate to improve children’s wellbeing (Great Britain, 2004). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 also presents safeguarding as a shared responsibility across local authorities, health, education, police, housing, voluntary organisations and other partners (Department for Education, 2023). Therefore, Early Help should not be communicated as a children’s services-only offer, but as a coordinated system involving the agencies that already know the child and family.
For example, if a child is regularly absent from school because a parent is experiencing anxiety, rent arrears and limited family support, a single-agency response may focus only on attendance. A multi-agency Early Help response could involve school staff, the GP, a housing officer, a Family Hub and voluntary-sector support. This matters because the underlying causes are more likely to be addressed. However, partnership working can also create anxiety if families do not know who information will be shared with or what happens next. Therefore, websites should explain consent, roles and referral routes clearly.








Evaluation of Selected Local Authority Early Help Websites

Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets communicates Early Help most directly because it has a dedicated Early Help section rather than scattering information across unrelated pages. Its website places Early Help under Health and social care, Children and family care, and then brings together pages on “About Early Help”, MAST, assessments, Family Hubs and where to get help (Tower Hamlets Council, no date). This structure matters because families can follow a visible pathway rather than search through several service directories.
The language is also family-facing. Tower Hamlets explains Early Help as support for children, young people and families when challenges first emerge, and states that it is available from pregnancy to age 19, or up to 25 with SEND (Tower Hamlets Council, no date). It also gives concrete examples of need, including poor school attendance, parental conflict, parental mental health, language barriers, SEND, debt and budgeting support. Therefore, families are more likely to recognise their own situation in the website content.
Tower Hamlets is strongest on explaining how families can ask for support. The website provides a phone number, email route, out-of-hours advice and a MAST request for support form. It also explains that an Early Help Assessment may be completed, a Lead Professional may be agreed and Team Around the Family working may be used. This makes the process more transparent. There is strong evidence of multi-agency working because MAST is described as including children’s services, health, education, police, probation, housing, Early Help, CAMHS, youth offending and voluntary-sector partners (Tower Hamlets Council, no date). The main weakness is density: the section contains many links and forms, so some families may still find it overwhelming. Nevertheless, the overall offer is coherent and actionable.

Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire provides supportive information for families, but its Early Help identity is less explicit. From the council homepage, users can access “Children, young people and families”, including “Family hubs”, while Staffordshire Connects is promoted as a one-stop directory for health and care services (Staffordshire County Council, no date; Staffordshire Connects, no date). This is useful because it gives families a practical route into local support. However, the term “Early Help” is not as visible as it is on Tower Hamlets or Leeds pages, which may make it harder for families to understand that they are already viewing the local Early Help offer.
Staffordshire’s strength is accessibility and tone. Staffordshire Connects allows families to search and browse support under categories such as children and families, SEND, childcare and funded places, health and wellbeing, money and benefits, children’s centres and parenting, and Family Hubs (Staffordshire Connects, no date). It also includes accessibility features such as text resizing, high contrast, theme changes, a large pointer and a reading mask. Therefore, the website shows awareness that families have different digital and accessibility needs.
However, Staffordshire is weaker on explaining the Early Help journey. The website signposts many services, but it does not provide one clear family-facing explanation of what Early Help is, who qualifies, how support is assessed, who may become involved and what happens after first contact. Contact information is also less immediate because families are encouraged to use a directory or find a local hub, rather than being given a single visible Early Help route. There is some evidence of joined-up working through Family Hubs and directory categories, but the multi-agency model is less clearly explained than on Tower Hamlets or Leeds pages. Therefore, Staffordshire feels welcoming, but less systemically clear.

Leeds City Council
Leeds provides substantial Early Help information, but it is spread across several pages and audiences. Its strongest explanation appears in the One Minute Guide, which states that Early Help should begin early in the life of a problem, is voluntary, requires consent and aims to avoid statutory intervention where appropriate (Leeds City Council, 2025). This is a strong conceptual explanation and closely matches national guidance. However, the format is partly practitioner-focused. Terms such as “clusters”, “Targeted Service Leader”, “Duty and Advice” and Children Act thresholds may be useful for professionals but less accessible for parents.
Leeds performs well on breadth of signposting. Its Children and Families page links families to schools, Best Start Family Hubs, children’s social care, Family Information Service, Family Hubs and child protection routes (Leeds City Council, no date a). The Family Information Service is particularly practical because it gives a phone number and email address and includes translation support and British Sign Language video calling (Leeds City Council, no date b). It also separates information by age group and includes SEND, pregnancy, parenting, mental health, housing and youth support. Therefore, Leeds has a strong support offer if families can find the right page.
Leeds also communicates multi-agency working well. The One Minute Guide states that Early Help includes universal services such as GPs and schools, targeted services such as children’s centres, youth services, local clusters and Family Hubs (Leeds City Council, 2025). This shows a developed partnership model. The weakness is navigation: families may need to move between the One Minute Guide, Children and Families page, Family Hubs and Family Information Service before the full offer becomes clear. Therefore, Leeds has high-quality content, but the user journey is less straightforward than Tower Hamlets.

Comparative Analysis
Across the three councils, Tower Hamlets appears to provide the most effective and accessible Early Help information for families. Its main strength is coherence: definition, eligibility, examples of need, contact routes, assessment, what happens next and multi-agency working are presented within one dedicated Early Help area. This matters because families in difficulty may not have the time, confidence or digital skills to interpret fragmented information.
Leeds is a close second. It provides a strong explanation of Early Help as voluntary, consent-based and preventative, and it gives good contact routes through Family Hubs and the Family Information Service. Its multi-agency model is also particularly well-articulated. However, the information is split across several pages, and some language appears more professional-facing than family-facing. Therefore, Leeds is strong for practitioners but slightly less intuitive for parents and carers.
Staffordshire has the warmest tone and strongest accessibility tools through Staffordshire Connects. It also signposts broad family support, SEND, money advice, health and wellbeing and local hub information. However, it is weakest in presenting Early Help as a clear system. Families may find support, but they may not understand the Early Help pathway or what happens after seeking help.
Overall, the comparison shows that accessibility is not just about having many services online. The most effective website is the one that translates a complex safeguarding system into a simple family journey.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has shown that Early Help is most effective when it is presented as a preventative, family-facing and multi-agency system rather than as a confusing set of disconnected services. National guidance emphasises early identification, whole-family support and partnership working, while the Children Act 2004 and Working Together 2023 reinforce the duty for agencies to cooperate to safeguard and promote children’s welfare (Great Britain, 2004; Department for Education, 2023).
Of the three websites examined, Tower Hamlets provides the clearest information for families because it explains what Early Help is, who it is for, how families can request support and what may happen next. Leeds provides strong professional guidance and partnership detail, but the family journey is less direct. Staffordshire is accessible and supportive in tone, but Early Help is less visible as a single system.
It is recommended that all three local authorities use a clear family-facing structure: “What is Early Help?”, “Who can get help?”, “How do I ask for help?” and “What happens next?” They should also provide visible contact details, plain-language explanations of consent and information-sharing, and a simple visual pathway. This would reduce anxiety, improve accessibility and support earlier engagement with family support services.
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