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Early Help is a central component of the UK safeguarding system, designed to support children, young people, and families at the earliest point of emerging need. Effective Early Help relies not only on professional practice but also on clear, accessible communication that enables families to understand what support is available and how to access it. Local authority websites are often the first place families look for guidance, especially when they are unsure where to turn or feel hesitant about contacting services directly. For this reason, the clarity, accessibility, and visibility of Early Help information online are crucial. This report examines how three local authorities—Staffordshire County Council, Tower Hamlets Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council—communicate their Early Help offer through their public websites. These councils were selected because they represent diverse communities and differing approaches to presenting family support information. The analysis explores how each council structures its Early Help content, how accessible the information is to families, and how effectively the websites signpost wider support services.
The report draws on two key national documents: the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2021) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023). These documents provide the statutory and strategic framework for Early Help and multi‑agency working, forming the basis for evaluating how well each council aligns with national expectations. The report concludes with a comparative analysis and recommendations for improving accessibility and clarity across the three websites.
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) describes Early Help as a coordinated approach to supporting families at the earliest opportunity, preventing needs from escalating into more complex safeguarding concerns. Early Help is grounded in a strengths‑based, whole‑family approach, recognising that families often require support across multiple areas such as parenting, routines, mental health, housing, or financial pressures. The aim is to intervene early, reduce risk, and promote positive outcomes for children.
A key principle of Early Help is accessibility. Families should be able to understand what Early Help is, how it works, and how they can request support. The Early Help System Guide emphasises that local authorities must ensure families can access information easily, including through digital platforms. Clear signposting is essential because families may not recognise their needs as requiring Early Help, or they may feel unsure about approaching professionals. Websites therefore play a vital role in reducing barriers and encouraging families to seek support.
Early Help typically involves a coordinated assessment process, often using tools such as the Early Help Assessment or Family Support Plan. The guide highlights the importance of shared language, consistent processes, and clear pathways so families and professionals understand how Early Help is delivered. Local authorities must also ensure that Early Help is embedded within wider safeguarding partnerships, with strong links to education, health, social care, and voluntary organisations.
The Early Help System Guide also stresses the importance of family voice, ensuring that families are active participants in planning and decision‑making. Effective Early Help communication should therefore be family‑friendly, avoiding jargon and presenting information in a way that feels supportive rather than intimidating. This is particularly important for families experiencing stress, language barriers, or additional needs.
In summary, Early Help is a preventative, collaborative system that relies heavily on clear communication. Local authority websites must reflect this by providing accessible, well‑structured information that empowers families to seek support confidently.
Explanation of Multi‑Agency Working
Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) sets out the statutory expectations for safeguarding partnerships, emphasising that Early Help is most effective when agencies work together. Multi‑agency working ensures that families receive coordinated support rather than fragmented interventions from different services. This collaboration includes schools, health visitors, GPs, mental health services, social care, police, and voluntary organisations.
The guidance highlights that early identification of need is a shared responsibility. Schools, early years settings, and health professionals often notice emerging concerns before they escalate. Effective Early Help therefore depends on clear referral pathways and shared understanding across agencies. Local authority websites play a role in this by providing professionals with accessible information about processes, thresholds, and referral routes.
Information sharing is another key component of multi‑agency working. Working Together (2023) emphasises that agencies must share information lawfully and proportionately to safeguard children. Clear communication on websites can support this by outlining how Early Help assessments are used, how consent is obtained, and how families remain central to decision‑making.
Multi‑agency working also supports families with complex or overlapping needs. For example, a family experiencing housing instability may also require support with school attendance, mental health, or parenting routines. Effective Early Help requires agencies to collaborate around the whole family, ensuring interventions are coordinated and consistent.
Local authority websites should therefore reflect multi‑agency principles by signposting families to a range of services, explaining how agencies work together, and providing clear contact routes. When websites fail to communicate these elements effectively, families may struggle to understand how support is coordinated or may feel overwhelmed by fragmented information.
Evaluation of Each Website
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire’s website presents Early Help within a broader “Families First” framework, which is clearly signposted and relatively easy to locate. The Early Help information is structured around key themes such as parenting support, emotional wellbeing, and practical help. The language used is generally family‑friendly, avoiding jargon and explaining concepts clearly. The website provides a straightforward explanation of Early Help, including how families can access support and what the assessment process involves.
Navigation is strong, with clear headings and links to related services. The website includes practical examples of support, which helps families understand how Early Help may apply to their situation. Contact information is visible, and families can access referral forms without excessive navigation. However, some information is spread across multiple pages, which may require families to click through several links to gain a full understanding of the offer.
Staffordshire also provides links to partner agencies, reflecting multi‑agency working. However, these links are sometimes brief and could be expanded to show clearer pathways between services. Overall, Staffordshire offers accessible, well‑structured Early Help information that aligns with national guidance.
Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets serves a highly diverse community, and its website reflects this complexity. Early Help information is available but less immediately visible compared to Staffordshire. Families may need to navigate through several layers of content before reaching Early Help pages, which could be challenging for those experiencing stress or unfamiliar with council terminology.
The language used is more formal and occasionally includes professional terms that may not be easily understood by families. While the website provides detailed information about multi‑agency working and safeguarding structures, it does not always translate this into clear, family‑friendly explanations. The Early Help offer is described within broader children’s services content, which may make it harder for families to identify specific support pathways.
Tower Hamlets does provide strong links to community organisations, reflecting the borough’s multi‑agency approach. However, the website could benefit from clearer navigation, simplified language, and more direct signposting to Early Help services. The complexity of the website may create barriers for families seeking quick, accessible information.
Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire’s website offers Early Help information that is relatively easy to find, though the content is simpler and less detailed than Staffordshire’s. The Early Help pages provide a basic explanation of support, including how families can access services and what the assessment process involves. The language is generally accessible, though some sections could benefit from more detail or examples.
Navigation is straightforward, with clear headings and links to related services. However, the Early Help content is less comprehensive than the other two councils, which may limit families’ understanding of the full offer. The website includes contact information and referral routes, but these are sometimes presented in a functional rather than family‑friendly way.
Nottinghamshire does signpost to partner agencies, though the links are limited and do not fully reflect the multi‑agency expectations outlined in Working Together (2023). Overall, Nottinghamshire provides accessible but basic Early Help information that could be strengthened with more detail and clearer signposting.
Comparative Analysis
Across the three councils, Staffordshire provides the most accessible and family‑friendly Early Help information. Its website uses clear language, practical examples, and straightforward navigation, making it easier for families to understand the support available. Staffordshire also reflects multi‑agency working more effectively than the other two councils, though there is still room for improvement.
Tower Hamlets offers detailed information but presents it in a complex and sometimes formal way. Families may struggle to locate Early Help content quickly, and the language may feel overwhelming. While the website reflects strong multi‑agency partnerships, the communication style is less accessible for families.
Nottinghamshire provides clear but limited Early Help information. The simplicity of the content supports accessibility, but the lack of detail may leave families unsure about the full range of support available. Multi‑agency signposting is present but not comprehensive.
In summary, Staffordshire offers the strongest Early Help communication, followed by Nottinghamshire, with Tower Hamlets presenting the most significant barriers to accessibility.
Digital part of the solution for good Early Help communication: Digital accessibility ensures all families can easily access information on support, regardless of confidence with digital technology, language ability and additional needs. Sites can be designed with the layout and fonts standards in such a way, that almost all people can read it easily. Offering translations and simplified visual guides would also help lower barriers for families who may have poor or limited English literacy skills. Interactive tools, in particular service finders or self‑referral forms can also support engagement by providing families with practical user friendly ways to explore support. This ensures that the information you give is correct, and prioritising accessibility builds trust and promotes help-seeking early.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This analysis highlights the importance of clear, accessible Early Help communication on local authority websites. Staffordshire provides the most effective signposting, offering family‑friendly language, practical examples, and clear navigation. Nottinghamshire offers accessible but limited information, while Tower Hamlets presents detailed but complex content that may be difficult for families to navigate.
Recommendations for improvement include:
· Simplifying language across all websites to ensure family‑friendly communication.
· Improving navigation, particularly for Tower Hamlets, to reduce the number of clicks required to access Early Help information.
· Providing practical examples to help families understand how Early Help applies to their situation.
· Strengthening multi‑agency signposting, especially for Nottinghamshire, to reflect national guidance.
· Increasing visibility of Early Help on homepages and main children’s services pages.
Clear digital communication is essential for ensuring families can access Early Help confidently and at the earliest point of need. Local authorities must continue to develop accessible, supportive online content that reflects national expectations and meets the diverse needs of families
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