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[bookmark: _Toc238113993]Introduction
The Early Help approach is designed to deliver a cooperative and preventive response to nascent family and child needs, and to avoid these problems escalating to a stage where complex statutory help is required. However, effective Early Help requires not only the provision of appropriate services, but also ensuring that families are aware of, understand the relevance of, and can easily access those services (Taylor, Drayton and McBride, 2019). Therefore, local authority websites have become a crucial component of the Early Help system by bridging the gap between families and service providers. It follows that effective digital signposting can significantly influence whether families are able to access the support they need at the time it is most required.
This report takes an in-depth, critical comparative look at how Leicester City, Staffordshire County and Tower Hamlets Councils go about communicating Early Help and family-support services online. It assesses clarity, accessibility, usability, scope of services, referral pathways and signs of multi- agency coordination, comparing these with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 approach, which highlights the need for services that are ‘child-centered, family-focused and coordinated’ (Department for Education, 2026). It ends with a summary of the best way forward and ways to improve service Provision.

[bookmark: _Toc238113994]Explanation of the Early Help System
We should think of Early Help as a coordinated system of support, rather than a set of discrete services or interventions. The Early Help System Guide frames it as a locally defined system in which agencies come together to provide support by identifying the first signs of need, building resilience and responding promptly to family need before problems become bigger and more difficult to resolve. Its success relies on local partners' ability to align services, identify need early and ensure that services are easily accessible for families (DfE and DLUHC, 2022).  
Focusing on the whole family is important, given that children’s experiences are often the result of multiple, linked problems. These might include, for instance, the mental health of parents, domestic abuse and pressures around housing and income. Nonetheless, Early Help should not be seen as a replacement for Child Protection work. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 enhances the idea of Family Help, blending targeted Early Help and support provided under s. 17 of the Children Act 1989 into a clearer offering aided by multidisciplinary teams (Department for Education, 2026) reflecting a move to coordination rather than fragmentation around level of need. Effective Early Help therefore requires both prevention [image: UWTSD logo | Discover Dylan Thomas]and timely escalation where need increases and risk rises. It serves as a lens through which to assess for this report if sites promote services or show families what support is available and how they can access it.
[bookmark: _Toc238113995]Explanation of Multi-agency Working
Multi-agency working is fundamental to Early Help because children and families frequently experience interrelated needs that exceed the capacity of any single service. It involves professionals from health, social care, education, policing and voluntary services which contribute their distinct expertise, responsibilities and information to develop a coordinated response. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 places this collaboration at the centre of Family Help and requires agencies to work collectively around children and families instead of operating through isolated service pathways (Department for Education, 2026). This is essentially important where challenges such as domestic abuse, poor mental health, financial hardship or educational problems overlap.
However, multi-agency working should not be equated with simply having multiple services available. Its effectiveness depends on shared accountability, meaningful information sharing, clear professional roles and coordinated decision-making. Poor coordination can instead produce duplication and repeated referrals, fragmented pathways, which will place additional demands on families. Research also identifies organisational and professional differences as potential barriers to effective collaboration (Frost et al., 2021).
For this report, multi-agency working therefore provides a critical benchmark for evaluating website. The question is not simply whether councils list several services, but whether their websites make the relationships between services, routes into support and mechanisms for coordinated Family Help sufficiently clear and accessible to families. This distinction is essential in assessing whether digital signposting facilitates, instead of fragments, access to Early Help. 
[bookmark: _Toc238113996][image: UWTSD logo | Discover Dylan Thomas]Leicester City Council – Website Evaluation
Leicester City Council offers Early Help as a simplified, reasonably accessible family facing pathway. The Early Help section of the City Council website shows the situations which may merit help, and clear contact methods such as phone and email, which allow parents, carers, young people and professionals to request help (Leicester City Council, 2026). This is a strength because an element of accessibility lies not just in signposting services, but in setting out to parents and carers a clear route of how help is received from identifying the need to making the request.
The Leicester City Council website details help for the range of problems including those faced by young carers, and those concerned with parenting, education, mental health, housing and finance, as well as domestic abuse. Also, through reference to a team around the family approach, Leicester appear to signify that Early Help support should be 'focused around the family and family context', rather than services working individually and on an unconnected basis (Leicester City Council, 2026), which is aligned with the guidance on the Early Help System Guide and a whole-family, coordinated local systems (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
Another strength is the clarification of how the process works; information about what is involved with assessment, the lead professional, action planning and review all give families greater visibility of the intervention. The point being made that receiving help for early help, does not automatically make involvement from children's social care compulsory, likely to reduce barriers from families (Leicester City Council, 2026).
The challenge is that to provide so much information on the website becomes diffused on the City Council Website and across the Family Hub platform meaning that families have to jump between sites to find information and, particularly for families feeling anxious or unsure about their computing ability, this could pose another issue for accessing appropriate support. This can perhaps be described as excellent content and transparency but poor presentation in terms of providing the family facing route.

[bookmark: _Toc238113997]Staffordshire County Council – Website Evaluation
Staffordshire County Council communicates Early Help through a Family Hubs and Families First model which presents support as a preventative response to emerging family needs. The website provides guidance, information, advice and directs families towards Staffordshire Connects, where additional services can be identified (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). This broad approach reflects the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises accessible local [image: UWTSD logo | Discover Dylan Thomas]provision and coordinated support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
One of the main strengths is the vast amount of provision signposted ranging from parenting, family funding, SEND, health and social care and specialist services (Staffordshire County Council, 2026 b). The webpage has detailed the Early help Teams in geographical spread with links to the schools and other services so we can see that multi-agency working has become embedded into the locality (Staffordshire County Council, 2026c). This relates directly to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 which requires the co-ordinated and effective involvement of agencies in response to needs of children and families (Department for Education, 2026).
However, Staffordshire's principal weakness is digital fragmentation. Families may need to move between the council website, Family Hubs and Staffordshire Connects before identifying the appropriate support. Although this creates extensive choice, it can shift responsibility for navigating a complex system onto families. Staffordshire therefore demonstrates strong service breadth but weaker pathway simplicity. A single family-facing route linking concerns, eligibility, referral and available local services would make its Early Help offer more accessible and effective. 

[bookmark: _Toc238113998]Tower Hamlets Council – Website Evaluation
Tower Hamlets Council possesses the most integrated and visually informative digital offering for Early Help amongst the three council websites. Its MAST Early Help webpage clearly defines The Multi Agency Support Team as a central single point of entry for all Early Help requests and safeguarding concerns for a range of professionals including social care health, housing, and education to name a few, while providing an overview of the steps following a request which includes review by managers, discussion with Practitioner, undertaking an assessment where a need arises, or directing elsewhere where necessary (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a). This moves away from simply listing services also highlights the pathway into what coordinated support looks like.
Its breadth is also commendable; with the Best Start Family Hubs addressing a broad spectrum of health, parenting, mental health, domestic abuse, housing, financial and job support, education and family skills’ at both universal and targeted levels with clearly signposted locality based hubs being identified across the website, providing a link between the digital and community support available.
[image: UWTSD logo | Discover Dylan Thomas]Most significantly, the launch of a Family Information Hub in 2026 which consolidates all the information from the Family Information service, Family Hubs and SEND Local Offer into a single point of contact is a positive step away from one of the core challenges facing the local authority digital space – service siloed fragmented information (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026c), although professional terminologies are still contained on some pages and multiple routes to information exist on the wider site, the overall strength on integration, visibility and digital accessibility makes Tower Hamlets best placed out of the three sites visited.

[bookmark: _Toc238113999]Comparative Analysis
Looking at the three authorities it is evident that just because Early Help can be provided is not the same as Early Help is accessible. Is the route for a family when they realise they have a problem to getting support proportional and coordinated the right question. Under this criterion the authorities have varying strengths.
Leicester provides the strongest procedural clarity. Its website clearly identifies circumstances in which Early Help may be appropriate and enables families themselves to request support and explains what follows, such as assessment, action planning and the involvement of a lead professional. The ‘team around the family’ model also makes the principle of coordinated support visible to families (Leicester City Council, 2026). Meanwhile, the principal limitation is not a lack of information, but whether the breadth of its wider provision can be navigated with the same simplicity as its core Early Help pathway. 
Staffordshire offers considerable breadth but a less direct digital journey. Its Early Help model connects families to Family Hubs, local activities and Staffordshire Connects, providing extensive community-based provision (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). However, directing users towards a separate service directory can increase the navigational burden on families. The model therefore demonstrates strong service availability, but weaker digital consolidation.
Tower Hamlets performs strongest overall. Its MAST provides a single point of contact for Early Help and safeguarding which bringing together social care, health, education, housing, police and other services. More importantly, the website explains the decision-making pathway following a request, including assessment, practitioner involvement and escalation where necessary (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a). Its Family Hubs further connect universal and targeted provision with multi-agency support. Most significantly, the 2026 Family Information Hub consolidates previously separate family-information platforms and demonstrates an explicit attempt to reduce digital fragmentation (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). 
[image: UWTSD logo | Discover Dylan Thomas]Consequently, we consider Tower Hamlets as the most effective of the three due to the fact it most convincingly connects access, information, assessment and multi-agency coordination. This judgement is in line consistent with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, which emphasises Family Help as a more seamless combination of targeted Early Help and s. 17 of the Children Act 1989 which are delivered through multi-disciplinary collaboration (Department for Education, 2026). Leicester nevertheless provides the clearest procedural explanation, whereas Staffordshire demonstrates the greatest breadth of community provision. The strongest model would therefore retain these respective strengths whilst prioritising the single, family-centred access pathway demonstrated most effectively by Tower Hamlets. 
[bookmark: _Toc238114000]Conclusion and Recommendations 
According to the analysis presented in this work it is clear that the effectiveness of Early Help should not only be assessed on the basis of available services provided by a particular local authority; it is necessary to assess the effectiveness of families’ ability to access these services. Comparing the three authorities under analysis, Tower Hamlets provides the best digital model as it connects family-facing information with the well-designed multi-agency access route through MAST and the developing Family Information Hub (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026), thus making the process from recognising the need to receiving help much clearer. Leicester has shown great success in terms of explaining the Early Help process and referring families, while it is Staffordshire that is characterised by a broad net of community services provided through its Family Hubs and services available locally. However, both of the places have to improve the quality of the digital journey provided to families. 
The analysis demonstrates that digital signposting should be recognised as part of Early Help delivery instead of being treated as an administrative addition to it. Although services exist, if they are difficult to find, understand, or navigate then it must be considered that they remain effectively inaccessible. Therefore, local authorities should create a unified digital entry point based on a family-centered approach, which means using easy to understand language, combined with the necessary professional terms, providing clear and step-by-step guidance on referrals, and regularly testing their websites with parents, youth, and professionals. Local authorities should also be able to ensure that a digital pathway explains when Early Help is relevant and how the service escalates accordingly to the complexity of the need.
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