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Introduction
This report examines how Early Help offers are communicated to families through their websites by analysing three English local authorities, including Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Staffordshire County Council. Early Help refers to a coordinated and preventive system of support for children, young people, and their families as soon as difficulties emerge, before they escalate to statutory intervention levels (GOV.UK, 2022). According to Action for Children (2022), for every £1 spent on early help/intervention, approximately £8.20 is spent on late intervention, yet about 64,000 children are estimated to miss out on Early Help each year. This justifies the legitimate safeguarding concern of website signposting rather than just a communication challenge. If families are unable to easily locate and access support online, it only compounds the already existing issue of a gap in service reach. In this report, the three selected local authority websites will be evaluated and compared against criteria derived from the Early Help System Guide 2026 and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026. The report will evaluate accessibility, audience suitability, referral mechanisms and current policy frameworks alignment.
Understanding The Early Help System
Early Help does not function as a standalone service but as part of a broader, tiered continuum of services. Children’s services are categorised into four levels as articulated by the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE,2012), including Universal services (Level 1) which is available to all children and families, such as health visitations and schools, Targeted services (Level 2) offers additional support to families with increased needs, Specialist services (Level 3) are for children presenting with more complex needs that require multi agency intervention; Specialist/statutory services (Level 4) involves statutory child protection intervention under the Children Act 1989. Early Help is positioned at Levels 1 and 2 in the continuum, specifically designed to intervene early and reduce the likelihood of more intensive, statutory interventions. 
The Early System Guide (GOV.UK, 2022) under Supporting Families frames the current policy definition of Early Help as a local system requiring coordinated partnership and collaboration across identification, assessment and coordinated response, rather than a single service. The guide is designed to foster local strategic partnerships responsible for the early help system and provides a self-assessment tool to support discussion, reflection and action planning, factoring key areas that influence the effectiveness of Early Help (GOV.UK, 2022). This framing is reinforced by the updated Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 statutory guidance by integrating Early Help and Family Help with section 17 support and emphasising that safeguarding partners must work together to provide coordinated support for families, and it is mandated by law that it must be followed unless a compelling reason for otherwise exists (Department for Education, 2026). 
Despite the policy ambitions supporting Early Help, it is important to recognise the significant gap in practical reality.  According to the “Too Little, Too Late” report by Action for Children (2022), there was a 44% fall in Early Help spending in England between 2010/2011 and 2018/2019, mirrored against a 29% rise in late intervention spending over the same period. The report also revealed that an estimated 64,000 children miss out on Early Help services annually, with the “prevention ratio” of every £1 spent on early intervention, £8.20 is spent on late intervention (Action for Children 2022). This will form the centre of the analysis of this report: if the success of the Early Help system depends on how fast families find and access support, poor website signposting compounds this already existing access challenge. 
Multi Agency Working
One of the most difficult aspects of safeguarding necessary for effective Early Help delivery is multi-agency working. Multi-agency working refers to the coordinated support for children and families by practitioners from different agencies such as health, education, social care, police and voluntary organisations all working together with shared aims, information, tasks and responsibility (NSPCC, 2023). For a family accessing services online like a local authority website, it is very important that the multiple agencies all see the same referral, share assessments and coordinate their responses, as a break or unclear route into Early Help may exaggerate the very coordination failures that multi-agency working is intended to address.
The evidence for why multi-agency working matters spans more than two decades. The Victoria Climbié inquiry found that she was never seen alone by a professional and the information was not shared between the four local authorities, two hospitals, two police child protection teams and the NSPCC, who each held a piece of her case (Lord Laming, 2003). This brought about Every Child Matters reforms (Department for Education, 2003); despite this, the murders of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Star Hobson followed the same pattern of failure, where information was not shared in a timely way, and evidence was not thoroughly considered (Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022). This reoccurrence across two decades of legislative reform forms the strongest argument in this report. It suggests that legislation alone has not solved the coordination challenge, and the lack of accountability between agencies remains a major reason for such failures (Brandon et al., 2009).
Key enablers for effective multi-agency working include shared training, consistent risk terminology across agencies, and clear referral pathways (NSPCC, 2023); in their absence, families fall through the cracks. Therefore, a council’s Early Help web presence is a practical test of how well local coordination functions, since coordination depends on families and professionals finding the right, clear route in. Any website that hides the offer behind unnecessary jargon or doesn’t show a clear pathway is a visible instance of the same coordination failures identified in the previous case reviews.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
The Early Help offered by Leeds City Council is built around Family Hubs, with the point of access for families with children up to 18 years, and young people aged 18-25 years with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in education (Leeds City Council, 2026). From the homepage, the route via “Children and Families” to Services for Families” is reasonably direct, but the detail is shared across a separate “One Minute Guide” PDF and Early Help Front Door pages and not on one page; this requires the families to organise the offer together themselves.
The tone on the website is largely professional and assumes practitioner knowledge rather than parent. It describes the Front Door as working alongside the Social Work Duty and Advice team using the “Leeds Practice Model” (Leeds City Council, 2026). However, its structure shows sophisticated alignment with the tiered model, graduated response distinguishes Early Help (Level 1-2) from statutory social work (Levels 3-4) (SCIE, 2012), and its Family Hub houses early help, social work, substance use, domestic abuse, mental health, SEND and police roles in one place, which reflects the whole family approach in the Early Help System Guide (GOV.UK, 2022). Overall, Leeds’s system is professional and mature, but to a self-referring family, it is the least accessible of the three.
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website
Tower Hamlets Council’s Early Help web presence is significantly more family-centred. Its definition of Early Help on its dedicated page is explained in plain terms as support to help families thrive and reach their potential (Tower Hamlets Council, 2019), and consolidates the full explanation of its offer on one page routed via “Health & Social Care” then “Children and Family Care,” unlike Leeds.
The language and tone are less professional throughout; it clearly distinguishes universal services (school, health visiting) from targeted support (e.g. parent conflict, poor attendance) in terms any parent can understand while mirroring the SCIE tiers (SCIE, 2012). The referrals run through the Multi- Agency Support Team (MAST), which collapses the former Early Help Hub and MASH into one contact point covering children’s services, health education, police, housing and voluntary partners (Tower Hamlets Council, 2019). This is direct and less ambiguous than Leeds, with a split system created over whether a family is seeking help or making a safeguarding referral. Similar to Leeds, though, there is no clear self-referral form; referrals are telephone-based.
The page clearly states the threshold for cases to move from Early Help to statutory services in the Children Act 1989, which directly reflects the tiered model; it also frames its approach around the whole family, and partnership-based maturity as described by the Early Help System Guide (GOV.UK, 2022). However, the structure of the page, while clear and strong, sitting alongside a separate Family Hubs site, splits the council’s overall online presence across domains and can be considered a weakness.
Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website
Staffordshire County Council’s website reads a bit more pragmatically. It opens on its main page by normalising help-seeking; although the page is not very comprehensive, it notes that most families need extra support at some point (Staffordshire County Council, 2026), then directs users via “Children, young people and families” and “Family Hubs”.
Its language is largely accessible; it describes Early Help as advice and support offered early to meet a family’s needs, and communicates that families may already be receiving it without recognising the term (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The “Staffordshire Connects” feature, an online directory which lets families search for local support themselves, might be the best feature on the site. It is an authentic self-referral route (not available on Leeds or Hamlet’s website) supplemented by a phone number and an online enquiry form which gives families more channels for access.
Concerning alignment, the tiered model is present but not as explicit as Tower Hamlets’. The description of Early Help as delivered through partner agencies coordinated through local safeguarding partnerships (Staffordshire County Council, 2026), reflects the partnership emphasis of the Early Help System Guide (GOV.UK, 2022). The website also kept the professional detail on a separate Safeguarding Partnership site. The main weakness is that the limited detail in the family-facing pages sends users to find the real information in the Connects directory, which is a second navigation step.
Comparative Analysis
When compared using the same criteria of access route, language, referral mechanism, and alignment with the tiered model, Tower Hamlets presents Early Help most clearly and effectively overall.
The combination of plain language with single-page consolidation and a merged referral point (MAST), which clears ambiguity between early help and safeguarding, is Tower Hamlets’ website strength. Its main weakness is having a separate Family Hubs domain, which is a lesser barrier when compared to Leeds’s reliance on professional-facing documents and Staffordshire’s lack of detail.
Staffordshire, for having the only authentic self-referral tool of the three and a meaningful accessibility advantage, ranks second. Furthermore, its multi-channel approach (directory, form, phone) sets it apart from the telephone-only pathways at Leeds and Tower Hamlets. However, its main limitation is the main page’s lack of detail, which means families must complete an extra navigation step to see the offering, and for this its overall score is below Tower Hamlets.
In third is Leeds. While its Early Help system is the most structurally sophisticated of the three, with clearly integrated multi-disciplinary hubs and clear thresholds, its fragmented documentation, professional terminology, and a referral pathway targeted at practitioners and not parents make it the least accessible starting point for a family independently navigating the site.
Conclusion with Recommendations
This report examined how Leeds, Tower Hamlets and Staffordshire Local Councils communicate their Early Help offering online. After a comparative analysis, Tower Hamlets emerges as the most effective communicator by using plain language void of professional terminology, single-page consolidation and a merged referral route. Staffordshire’s self-directory is a notable strength but not completely integrated, while Leeds, although having a professionally mature system, is weakened by fragmented and jargon-filled communication.
It is recommended that Leeds should consolidate its Early Help information into one less professional, plain English, and family-friendly page, rather than distributing it across professional guides. For Tower Hamlets, its Family Hubs content should be brought onto its main domain to remove unnecessary fragmentation. Staffordshire can benefit from an expanded Early Help page so families can understand the full offer before being directed to the Connects directory.
Signposting accessibility is a prevention function and not just a usability afterthought. When families cannot locate Early Help offers online, they are less likely to access it before needs escalate to statutory intervention, which further compounds the nationally identified access gap (Action for Children, 2022).
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