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An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites, with Consideration of Poverty as a Key Factor.
1. Introduction
Early Help is a vital component of the UK safeguarding system, designed to provide timely support to children, young people, and families before difficulties escalate into crises. Local authorities play a crucial role in signposting Early Help services, and their websites are often the first point of contact for families seeking support. Clear, accessible, and well‑structured online information is therefore essential to ensure families understand what Early Help is, how to access it, and what support is available (Department for Education, 2023).
Poverty is a significant contextual factor influencing how families engage with Early Help. Socioeconomic disadvantage affects children’s wellbeing, parental mental health, housing stability, and access to digital resources (Redmond and Skattebol, 2017; Morris et al., 2018). Families experiencing poverty may rely more heavily on Early Help services yet face greater barriers in accessing online information due to digital exclusion (Office for National Statistics, 2021). This makes the clarity and accessibility of local authority websites particularly important for disadvantaged families.
This report examines how three local authorities—Leicester City Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Tower Hamlets Council—communicate Early Help information on their websites. It evaluates the clarity, accessibility, structure, and effectiveness of each website’s Early Help content and compares their strengths and weaknesses. The analysis is grounded in national guidance, including the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2023) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), both of which emphasise early intervention, multi‑agency collaboration, and accessible communication. Academic literature on safeguarding, poverty, digital inclusion, and multi‑agency working is used to strengthen the analysis (Brandon et al., 2020; Hood, 2018; NHS Digital, 2022).
2. Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help refers to support provided to families at the earliest point of emerging need, aiming to prevent issues from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2023). Early Help is not a single service but a coordinated system involving multiple agencies working together to identify needs, provide support, and build resilience.
Poverty is one of the most common underlying factors contributing to Early Help referrals. Families experiencing financial hardship often face multiple overlapping challenges, including insecure housing, food insecurity, parental stress, and limited access to community resources (Morris et al., 2018). Early Help aims to mitigate these pressures by offering practical, emotional, and social support before difficulties escalate. Redmond and Skattebol (2017) highlight that poverty significantly shapes children’s wellbeing, making early intervention essential for preventing long‑term disadvantage.
The Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance reinforces the importance of Early Help within the wider safeguarding framework, stating that local authorities, health services, schools, police, and voluntary organisations must work collaboratively to identify children and families who would benefit from early intervention (HM Government, 2023). Early Help assessments, Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings, and coordinated plans are key components of this system.
Effective Early Help signposting requires clear explanations of what Early Help is, easy‑to‑navigate pathways for accessing support, transparent referral processes, and information available in multiple formats. This is particularly important for families experiencing poverty, who may have limited digital access, lower literacy levels, or language barriers (NHS Digital, 2022; Office for National Statistics, 2021).
3. Explanation of Multi‑Agency Working
Multi‑agency working is fundamental to Early Help delivery. The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a whole‑system approach involving collaboration between education, health, social care, police, youth services, and voluntary organisations (Department for Education, 2023). This ensures that families receive holistic support tailored to their needs.
Poverty often intersects with health, education, housing, and social care needs, making multi‑agency collaboration essential. Hood (2018) notes that professionals frequently encounter complex situations where deprivation contributes to multiple stressors, requiring coordinated responses. Agencies such as welfare support teams, housing services, schools, and voluntary organisations play a crucial role in addressing poverty‑related challenges. Featherstone, White and Morris (2014) argue that collaborative practice leads to more humane and supportive interventions, particularly for families experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage.
Local authority websites should therefore reflect this multi‑agency approach by explaining how Early Help involves different services, providing links to partner organisations, offering clear referral pathways, and demonstrating how agencies collaborate to support families.
4. Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website
4.1 Leicester City Council – Early Help Page
Leicester City Council provides a clear and straightforward Early Help page (Leicester City Council, 2026). The page explains Early Help as support for families experiencing difficulties and emphasises early intervention to prevent escalation. The language used is simple and accessible, making it easy for families to understand what Early Help involves.
One of the main strengths of Leicester’s Early Help page is that it offers a clear definition of Early Help, outlining what families can expect in a concise and reassuring manner. The page is also easy to navigate, as it sits within the “Education and Children” section, which is intuitive for families seeking support. Leicester provides guidance on how families or professionals can request Early Help support, and the tone of the content is supportive and family‑focused. The page also includes links to the Family Information Service, which helps families access wider support.
However, Leicester’s Early Help page has several weaknesses. It provides limited detail on multi‑agency working and does not explain how different agencies collaborate to support families. The page also lacks accessibility features such as translated materials, visual aids, or alternative formats, which are recommended by NHS Digital (2022). Importantly, the page does not acknowledge poverty as a key factor influencing family need, nor does it signpost financial, housing, or welfare support. This is a significant gap given that many Leicester families experience socioeconomic disadvantage (Redmond and Skattebol, 2017). Additionally, Leicester does not provide downloadable Early Help assessment forms, which may make it harder for families to understand the assessment process.
Overall, Leicester’s Early Help page is clear and family‑friendly but lacks depth, accessibility features, and poverty‑focused signposting.
4.2 Staffordshire County Council – Early Help Page
Staffordshire County Council provides a more detailed Early Help page with extensive information about the Early Help process, Family Hubs, and referral pathways (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The page explains Early Help in depth and outlines the roles of different professionals involved in supporting families.
Staffordshire’s Early Help page has several strengths. It offers comprehensive information about Early Help, including assessments, Family Hub support, and referral routes. The page places strong emphasis on multi‑agency collaboration, highlighting the involvement of schools, health services, and social care (HM Government, 2023). Staffordshire also provides explicit instructions for both professionals and families on how to make referrals. The integration of Family Hubs aligns with national policy promoting coordinated family support (Ofsted, 2022). In addition, Staffordshire offers downloadable documents, including Early Help forms and guidance, which support both families and professionals.
Despite these strengths, Staffordshire’s Early Help page has some weaknesses. The page contains large blocks of text, which may overwhelm families with low literacy or those who prefer visual information. This is particularly relevant for families experiencing poverty, who may have limited digital literacy or rely on mobile devices with restricted data (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Navigation can also be challenging, as Early Help information is spread across multiple sub‑pages, requiring several clicks to access key content. Furthermore, the page uses limited visual accessibility features, such as icons or infographics, which could help families better understand the information.
Overall, Staffordshire offers detailed and structured Early Help information but could improve accessibility, readability, and poverty‑focused signposting.
4.3 Tower Hamlets Council – Early Help Page
Tower Hamlets provides a well‑developed Early Help page with strong emphasis on community‑based support and accessibility (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). The page describes Early Help as support for families facing challenges and provides examples of the types of issues Early Help can address.
Tower Hamlets’ Early Help page has several strengths. It offers a clear explanation of Early Help and uses accessible language to describe the support available. The page demonstrates strong commitment to accessibility by offering translated materials and links to community organisations, which aligns with digital inclusion recommendations (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Tower Hamlets integrates Early Help with Family Hubs and community centres, making it easier for families to access support locally.
This is particularly important given that Tower Hamlets has some of the highest child poverty rates in the UK (Redmond and Skattebol, 2017). The website reflects stronger awareness of socioeconomic need by signposting community‑based support, which often includes food banks, housing advice, and financial guidance. The referral process is clearly explained, and families can self‑refer or be referred by professionals. The page also highlights the holistic nature of Early Help, including emotional, practical, and social support.
However, Tower Hamlets’ Early Help page also has weaknesses. Navigation can be inconsistent, as Early Help information is spread across different sections, including Family Support and Family Hubs. The Early Help assessment process is not explained in depth, which may leave families uncertain about what to expect. Some links lead to external pages, which may confuse families unfamiliar with multi‑agency structures (Hood, 2018).
Overall, Tower Hamlets provides accessible, community‑focused Early Help information with stronger poverty awareness but could improve clarity around assessment processes.
5. Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
When comparing the three local authority websites, several themes emerge. Leicester City Council offers the clearest and simplest explanation of Early Help, making it easy for families to understand the purpose of early intervention. Staffordshire County Council provides the most detailed information, but the density of text may make it less accessible for families with lower literacy levels. Tower Hamlets Council strikes a balance between clarity and community‑focused examples, making its Early Help information relatable and accessible.
Poverty significantly shapes how families access Early Help information online. Families experiencing financial hardship may have limited digital access, rely on mobile data, or have lower digital literacy (Office for National Statistics, 2021). This means councils with simpler navigation, translated materials, and clear examples such as Tower Hamlets are better positioned to support disadvantaged families.
In terms of accessibility, Tower Hamlets is the strongest, as it offers translated materials and community‑based support. Leicester City Council is accessible in terms of language but lacks alternative formats and poverty‑focused signposting. Staffordshire County Council provides detailed information but relies heavily on text, which may limit accessibility for families experiencing deprivation (NHS Digital, 2022).
Navigation also varies across the three websites. Leicester City Council has the simplest navigation, with Early Help information easy to locate. Staffordshire County Council requires multiple clicks to access key information, which may be challenging for families unfamiliar with the website or those with limited digital access. Tower Hamlets Council offers mixed navigation, with some pages easy to find and others more difficult to locate.
Multi‑agency working is communicated most effectively by Staffordshire County Council, which clearly outlines the roles of different agencies involved in Early Help (HM Government, 2023). Tower Hamlets Council references community partnerships but does not provide detailed explanations. Leicester City Council offers minimal information on multi‑agency working.
Referral pathways are clearest on Staffordshire’s website, which provides explicit instructions for both families and professionals. Tower Hamlets offers accessible self‑referral options, while Leicester provides basic referral information but lacks detail.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
Based on the analysis, Staffordshire County Council provides the most comprehensive Early Help information, with clear referral pathways and strong emphasis on multi‑agency collaboration. However, Tower Hamlets Council offers the most accessible and community‑focused content, making it easier for families with diverse needs including those experiencing poverty to understand and access support. Leicester City Council provides clear and simple information but lacks depth, accessibility features, and poverty‑focused signposting.
All three councils would benefit from providing translated materials and visual aids to improve accessibility for families with language barriers or low literacy (NHS Digital, 2022). Including clear examples of Early Help support would help families understand what early intervention looks like in practice. Offering downloadable Early Help assessment templates would make the process more transparent. Strengthening explanations of multi‑agency working would help families understand how different services collaborate (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2014).
Importantly, all three websites should explicitly acknowledge poverty as a key factor influencing family need. Signposting financial support, housing advice, welfare services, and community organisations would make Early Help more relevant for disadvantaged families (Morris et al., 2018). Improving digital accessibility including simplified pages, mobile‑friendly layouts, and offline resources would support families with limited digital access (Office for National Statistics, 2021).
Finally, adding videos, infographics, and audio guides would support families who prefer visual or auditory information, helping ensure Early Help is accessible to all families regardless of socioeconomic circumstances.
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