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Introduction

Early Help is an important part of the system to support children, young people and families in England. It aims to identify needs early and provide appropriate support before problems worsen. Early Help is not a stand-alone service provided by children’s social care. It is about the working together of universal, community and targeted services to meet the needs of children and families. The Early Help System Guide describes a mature Early Help system as being seamless, responsive and coordinated in its delivery of preventative support and promoting local partnerships to work together to improve outcomes for families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

Local authority websites play a key role in making sure Early Help is accessible. Families can visit council websites to find out about what support is available, identify services that may meet their needs and how to request assistance. Therefore, the quality of online signposting could have an impact on how effectively families are able to navigate the Early Help system.

This report looks at how Early Help and related family support services are being publicised on the websites of Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower Hamlets Council.  The three authorities are compared on clarity, accessibility, range of services, routes into support and evidence of multi-agency working. The two mandatory national documents are also included in the analysis; the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026.  The report concludes with the best of the online information provided by the three local authorities and recommendations for improvement.

How the Early Help System Works

Early help means support when problems are identified before they get worse. Early Help is not a program or service but a system of local authorities and their partners as defined in the Early Help System Guide.  It offers a national vision and descriptors for a mature Early Help system and is designed to help local strategic alliances with planning, self-assessment and service improvement (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

An effective early help system will recognise that families can be faced with a range of difficulties. These might be around parenting, children’s behaviour, mental health, domestic abuse, financial difficulties, housing, substance misuse, education or additional needs. Support may therefore be provided via schools, health services, Family Hubs, voluntary organisations, community groups, housing services and specialist services.

The Early Help approach is preventative. Support needs to be in place when problems first emerge rather than waiting until a child's needs are such that more intensive statutory intervention is required. This can support families to develop their own strengths and resilience and reduce the risk of difficulties escalating.

The Guide also stresses the importance of families being able to access the local system and know how to get support. This is especially relevant in the assessment of council websites. A website can contain a large amount of information, but can still be ineffective if families are unable to understand the kind of service they need, where to start or what happens after they make contact.

And in 2026, the national approach has moved on. Family Help brings together targeted Early Help and Section 17 support to offer a more seamless offer, says Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026. It also emphasises the importance of consistent practitioner relationships and family help plans run by multi-disciplinary teams (Department for Education, 2026). 

This is important because it shows the need to reduce the divisions between services. Families should be supported and not have to retell their story over and over again to different agencies.

Working with multiple agencies

Effective early help and safeguarding depends on working across agencies. Professionals from different organisations work together to understand the needs of children and families, share relevant information, coordinate support and respond to risks.

Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 is relevant to a wide range of organisations and agencies including local authorities, health services, police, education providers, housing services, social care and voluntary organisations (Department for Education, 2026). The guidance is clear that safeguarding is everyone’s business and not just that of children’s social care. 

Inter-agency working can help to avoid duplication and gaps in support . For example, a family with financial problems, parental mental health difficulties and problems with a child's school attendance might need help from a number of services. A coordinated approach allows professionals to consider the needs of the whole family, rather than dealing with each difficulty in isolation.

Family Help is the 2026 guidance’s way of building on this approach. It says help from families should be a combination of targeted early help and Section 17 support delivered by multi-disciplinary teams. This is to allow for a smoother service and to maintain relationships between families and practitioners (Department for Education, 2026). 

The message should be that local authority websites should tell the story of how individual services join up. Clear information about how to contact each other’s point of contact, referral pathways, Family Hubs and multi-agency teams can help families understand that they do not necessarily need to identify the correct professional themselves.

Leeds City Council assessment

Leeds City Council website has a fairly comprehensive set of information on Early Help. Support is provided as early as possible in the life of a problem (Early Help Guidance, Leeds City Council, 2025). Early help is voluntary, consent from children, young people and families is sought where appropriate. 

The council takes a phased approach. Many Early Help needs can be supported by universal services such as GPs and schools for families. Where there is a need for more support, targeted services can be used, then family hubs where needs are greater or cannot be met by existing services (Leeds City Council, 2025). 

The graduated model is a strength as it provides some indication of how support can increase according to need. This also demonstrates the preventative principles of the Early Help System Guide.

The Leeds website is particularly strong in its Family Hub model. The council has currently identified seven Family Hubs across the city. These offer a friendly place where families with children and young people can get support, advice and services in one place (Leeds City Council, 2026). 

Leeds also makes clear its multi-agency approach The family hubs are said to be multidisciplinary teams made up of early help practitioners, social workers, mental health, domestic abuse, SEND, substance-use and police professionals. The council refers to the hubs as a ‘one-stop shop’, designed to make it easier for families to access support without having to repeat their situation to various organisations multiple times (Leeds City Council, 2025). 

This fits very much with the principles of the Early Help System Guide and the 2026 focus on multidisciplinary family help teams. The website shows, therefore, that multi-agency working is not just a professional idea but is embedded in the way services are organised for families.

Another plus is the practical access information. Family hubs webpage tells us where they are and that families can drop in during opening times or contact their nearest hub to make an appointment. Leeds City Council, 2026). A central telephone number and email address are also provided. 

But there are some limitations. Leeds use a number of terms such as ‘Early Help’, ‘Family Hubs’ and ‘Best Start Family Hubs’. Further details on Best Start Family Hubs from April 2026 add another layer to what is available online. The services are connected, but those families unfamiliar with the system may not know right away which route is best. 

Overall Leeds provides good information on Early Help, especially around its graduated approach, Family Hubs and multi-agency structure. Its main opportunity for improvement lies in simplifying the online journey for families.

Staffordshire County Council Evaluation

Staffordshire County Council have a dedicated Early Help webpage for parents and carers. The page describes early help as local services and professionals who provide information, advice, guidance and support early on to meet children’s and families’ needs (Staffordshire County Council, 2026) and states that everyone needs help from time to time. 

The accessibility of this introduction is due to the use of fairly plain language. It also avoids portraying Early Help as merely a safeguarding intervention, which may help reduce anxiety for families who associate children’s services with statutory social care.

There is a range of support available from Staffordshire Family Hubs. The website contains information about: family learning, parenting support, finances, SEND, childcare, domestic abuse, activities and family support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). 
There is a specific Family Support Services page on the council’s website. This explains the advice, practical help and early support that can be offered to families and gives information about the Community Family Support Service, parenting programs and other forms of support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). 
One of Staffordshire’s strengths is the use of Staffordshire Connects.  The Early Help page signposts families to the directory to help them to find appropriate local services. This acknowledges that Early Help is wider than just council services and can be delivered by community organisations and other providers (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). 

The website also makes it fairly easy to find its family hubs. Families can search their local hub and see available locations and descriptions. The hubs are described as places where families can get face to face support around issues such as health, parenting and financial difficulties (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). 
But the general information on Staffordshire can be a liability. Families may need to navigate between the main Early Help page, Family Hub information, Family Support Services and Staffordshire Connects . This provides access to a lot of resources but can make the system appear fragmented.

This is important when considered in the light of the Early Help System guide. Having lots of services does not necessarily mean you have an accessible early help system. Families need to be able to access those services and know how to access help. Therefore Staffordshire could improve its website by having a more visible single point of entry for families who are not sure which service they need.

Overall, Staffordshire does well in terms of breadth and variety of information but could improve by simplifying its online route.

Evaluation Tower Hamlets Council

Tower Hamlets has a particularly structured approach to communicating early help. Its main Early Help and Children and Families Service webpage brings together a number of related services, including Best Start Family Hubs, Children and Family Centers, information about Early Help, Early Help at the front door and Supporting Stronger Families (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 
This organization is useful as families can see the main pathways into support from one central webpage.

The council also gives a simple explanation of Early Help. Its information explains that Early Help means supporting families early to stop problems getting worse. The website links Early Help to Best Start Family Hubs, which seek to enhance access and links between families, professionals and services (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 
The most powerful feature is the **Early Help front door**. The Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) is the single point of contact for early help requests and safeguarding concerns for Tower Hamlets. The team includes professionals from social care, early help, health, housing, education and police (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 

The website also lists the types of problems for which MAST can provide or coordinate support. These include family breakdown, housing, mental health, money, parenting, children’s behaviour and drug or alcohol addiction. This is useful as it provides examples for families which may help them to identify when support may be appropriate.

Tower Hamlets also tells you what happens after you ask for support, which is another advantage. The website says that an early help manager will look at the request, check if support is already in place and consider the level of need. Where early help is appropriate an early help practitioner will contact the family to discuss what support is available (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 
This level of explanation is especially important for accessibility. Families are not just told to fill out a form, they are given some idea of what will happen next. This can help reduce uncertainty and encourage families to seek assistance.

There is also a lot of multi-agency working in Tower Hamlets. The MAST comprises professionals from Children’s Services, Health, Education, Police, Probation, Housing, Early Help, Youth Offending, CAMHS and voluntary-sector organisations amongst others (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 
This is very similar to the direction of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 which emphasises integrated multidisciplinary approaches to family help.

The main weakness is the use of professional jargon and abbreviations. Families who have no experience of children’s services may be bewildered by terms such as MAST, MASH and Early Help Hub. The information is explained on the website, but the information could be more accessible with simpler family-facing language.

Of the three councils overall, Tower Hamlets offers the clearest combination of explanation, access, process information and multi-agency working.

Differences

The three local authorities have different strengths in communicating early help.

Leeds has a strong model of graduated support and family hub. How families can progress from universal and targeted services to further support thru Family Hubs is set out on its website. The seven family hubs with their multi-disciplinary teams offer a clear physical access point (Leeds City Council, 2025; 2026). 

Staffordshire has the most comprehensive family support information and directories. Family Hubs bring together Family Support Services and Staffordshire Connects, so families can find a great range of practical and specialist help. 

Tower Hamlets is strongest in explaining the process of accessing Early Help.  Its MAST offers a single point of contact and the website outlines what happens following a request. It also provides strong evidence of particularly multi-agency working. 
The comparison also highlights a shared challenge. Multi agency systems have a multiplicity of services, professional roles and jargon. But too much complexity can get in the way of accessibility from a family point of view. Therefore, it is an important benchmark that the Early Help System Guide emphasises families’ ability to navigate local services (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

This argument is strengthened by the 2026 guidance, which promotes a more integrated family help provision. Local authority websites should therefore ideally offer services from the perspective of the family, rather than expecting families to understand the organisational structure of children’s services.

Of the three, Tower Hamlets seems to have the best and most accessible online information. The pathway is relatively easy to understand with a central access point, clear descriptions of the problems Early Help can address, explanation of the referral process and an extensive multi-agency model.






Summary and recommendations

This analysis shows that local authority websites are an important source of support for families to access early help. Leeds, Staffordshire and Tower Hamlets are all good providers of information and show some of the preventative and multi-agency working. But the way information is organised and communicated is very different.

Leeds is strong on its Family Hub model and explanation of graduated support. Staffordshire has a wide variety of family support services and an extensive directory available thru Staffordshire Connects. Tower Hamlets gives the clearest account of how families can get into the system and what happens when they ask for help.

 Overall, Tower Hamlets appears to provide the most effective and accessible information of the three local authorities examined MAST model offers  clear front door to Early Help and safeguarding. Their website sets out the types of support that are available and the process after a referral is made. This is particularly aligned to the 2026 focus on integrated multidisciplinary family support (Department for Education, 2026). 
There are three possible suggestions. All three councils need to provide a clear single ”I need help” pathway in the first instance written specifically for parents and carers. That should indicate where to start, without families having to understand professional service structures.

Second, councils should use fewer acronyms and unnecessary professional terms.  Where terms like MAST or Early Help are necessary, simple explanations should be given straight away.

Third, websites should be explicit about what happens after a family contacts the service.  Information about assessment, contact, possible outcomes and support for the family can make the system more transparent and less daunting.

These changes would be in line with the principles of the Early Help System Guide and the 2026 Working Together to Safeguard Children. Most importantly they would help families to find and access support from relevant initiatives early on, thereby supporting a preventative, coordinated and family-centred safeguarding system.
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