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Introduction

Early Help is an important part of the support available to children, young people and families in England. It aims to identify difficulties at an early stage and provide appropriate support before problems become more serious. The Early Help System Guide explains that effective Early Help involves local services working together to provide coordinated support based on the needs of children and families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).

Early Help is closely linked to safeguarding because early support can help prevent difficulties from escalating. However, it does not replace statutory safeguarding when a child may be at risk of harm. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 emphasises that protecting children is a shared responsibility and requires different agencies to work together (Department for Education, 2026).

This report examines how Early Help is signposted to families through the websites of Staffordshire County Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Southwark Council. It will examine how clearly each website explains Early Help, the support available and how families can access services. The report will compare the strengths and weaknesses of the three websites before identifying which local authority provides the most effective information for families. Finally, recommendations will be made for potential improvements.
The Early Help System

Early Help is designed to support children, young people and families when difficulties are identified at an early stage. The Early Help System Guide explains that it is not one individual service, but a system involving local services and partnerships working together to provide appropriate support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The main aim is to prevent problems from becoming more serious and to improve outcomes for children and families.

Families can experience different difficulties, including problems with parenting, education, housing, finances, health or relationships. Therefore, Early Help should consider the needs of the whole family rather than focusing on one issue or individual. The government’s Supporting Families programme promotes this whole-family approach and encourages local authorities to work with partner organisations to develop their Early Help systems (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).

Early Help is also connected to safeguarding. It does not replace statutory safeguarding when a child is at risk of significant harm. Instead, early support can help families access assistance before difficulties escalate. The 2026 Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance places this within a wider Family Help approach. Family Help brings together targeted Early Help and support under section 17 of the Children Act 1989, creating a more joined-up system around children and families (Department for Education, 2026).

An effective Early Help System therefore needs services to be available, but families must also be able to find and understand them. Clear signposting is important because it can help families recognise what support is available and how to access it. This is particularly relevant to this report because local authority websites are an important way of communicating Early Help services to families.

Multi-agency and Interdisciplinary Working

Multi-agency working involves different organisations working together to provide coordinated support to children, young people and families. This can include local authorities, health services, schools, police, housing services and voluntary organisations. Each agency has different responsibilities and professional knowledge, so working together can provide a wider understanding of a family’s circumstances. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 identifies safeguarding as a shared responsibility and strengthens expectations for agencies to work together effectively (Department for Education, 2026).

Interdisciplinary working involves professionals from different disciplines sharing their knowledge and perspectives when assessing and supporting a family. This is important because family difficulties are often connected. For example, problems with a child’s education may be linked to difficulties at home, parental health or financial pressures. Considering these issues together can help professionals identify needs more accurately and avoid focusing on only one aspect of the family’s situation.

Good communication and appropriate information sharing are therefore essential. The 2026 guidance strengthens the focus on multi-agency collaboration and states that Family Help should be delivered through a multi-disciplinary team, with a family help plan and consistent practitioner relationships (Department for Education, 2026). 

However, multi-agency working can be affected by poor communication, unclear responsibilities or different organisational approaches. Effective partnership working therefore requires professionals to understand their roles, communicate appropriately and keep the child and family’s needs at the centre of decisions. This is particularly important within Early Help because coordinated support can help difficulties to be addressed before they become more serious.
Staffordshire County Council Website Analysis

Staffordshire County Council provides a relatively broad range of information about Early Help for children, young people and families. Its Early Help webpage explains that families may need additional support at different points in their lives and provides examples of the types of services available. Families are directed towards Staffordshire Connects, which provides a directory of services and further information about local support. The website also links Early Help with Family Hubs, health and wellbeing, childcare, young carers and child protection, showing that Early Help is viewed as part of a wider network of family support rather than as one individual service (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). (staffordshire.gov.uk⁠)

One strength is the range of support that is signposted. Staffordshire provides information about parenting courses, reducing parental conflict, the Community Family Support Service and the Family Practitioner Service. It also directs families towards additional organisations such as Family Action, Parent Talk and Cafcass. This gives families several possible routes to support depending on their circumstances (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). (staffordshire.gov.uk⁠)

The website also makes the distinction between early support and safeguarding clearer. Families can access Early Help when they want support before difficulties become worse, while urgent concerns about a child’s safety are directed towards the appropriate safeguarding service. The website explains that Staffordshire’s Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) brings together professionals from areas including police, health and the local authority, demonstrating the connection between Early Help, safeguarding and multi-agency working (Staffordshire County Council, 2026).

However, the amount of information may also make navigation more difficult for some families. Users are often directed to different pages or to Staffordshire Connects to find specific services. Although this provides a wide range of information, families experiencing stress may prefer a simpler explanation of which service they should contact first. Overall, Staffordshire provides strong and detailed signposting, but the website could improve accessibility by making the pathway into Early Help more straightforward and easier to navigate.

Tower Hamlets Council Website Analysis

Tower Hamlets Council provides detailed information about Early Help and makes the service relatively easy to understand for families. The council explains that Early Help is available when families first experience challenges and aims to prevent problems from becoming more serious. It is available to families from pregnancy through to young people aged 19, or up to 25 for those with special educational needs and disabilities (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 

A major strength of the website is that it clearly explains what Early Help can support with. Examples include family breakdown, housing difficulties, emotional wellbeing, financial problems, parenting, children’s behaviour and drug or alcohol difficulties. The website also explains the difference between universal and targeted services. This is useful because families can see that they do not necessarily need to be experiencing a serious problem before asking for help (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 

The council also provides clear information about how to access support. Families can approach professionals they already know, such as school staff, health workers or Children and Family Centre staff, or contact the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST). The website explains what happens after a request is made, including the possibility of an Early Help Assessment and the appointment of a Lead Professional when several services are involved (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). 

Another strength is the connection between Early Help and Family Hubs. Tower Hamlets has four Best Start Family Hubs and eight Children and Family Centres, providing access to services including family support, health, employment and training. However, the amount of information across different pages could potentially feel overwhelming, particularly for families who are unsure which service they need. Overall, Tower Hamlets provides strong and practical signposting, although bringing the main routes to support together more simply could make the website even easier to use.


Southwark Council Website Analysis

Southwark Council provides clear information about Early Help and distinguishes between universal support and targeted Family Early Help. The website explains that universal support can include schools, healthcare and children and family centres, while families requiring additional support can access Family Early Help (Southwark Council, 2026).

A key strength is the practical information provided about the types of difficulties families may receive support with, including parenting, children’s behaviour, emotional wellbeing, financial difficulties and domestic abuse. This can help families recognise when additional support may be appropriate. The website also explains different ways of accessing support, including speaking to a professional who already knows the child or family or making a referral. Where several services are involved, an Early Help plan can be used to agree the support needed and the next steps .

The website also demonstrates the importance of multi-agency working by referring to support involving schools, health services, children and family centres and social care. However, some information is spread across different pages, which may make navigation difficult for families who are unsure where to begin. Overall, Southwark provides useful and accessible information, although bringing the main Early Help pathways together in one place could make the website easier to use.










Comparative Analysis

The three councils provide Early Help information in different ways. Staffordshire offers a wide range of services and uses Staffordshire Connects to direct families towards further support. This provides families with many options, although the number of services and different pages may make the pathway less straightforward.

Tower Hamlets provides particularly detailed information about Early Help, including who it is available to, the types of difficulties families can receive support with and how families can access an Early Help Assessment. Its explanation of the Multi-Agency Support Team also makes the connection between Early Help and partnership working clear (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).

Southwark provides a clear distinction between universal Early Help and targeted Family Early Help. Its website gives examples of universal services, explains when additional support may be required and provides information about referrals. It also identifies partnerships with schools, health services, children and family centres and social care (Southwark Council, 2026).

Overall, Tower Hamlets provides the strongest combination of clear explanations, access information about multi agency support. Southwark is also accessible, while Staffordshire provides the widest range of signposted services. However, the information on Staffordshire can require more navigation between different services.


Conclusion

Early Help provides an important preventative approach to supporting children, young people and families before difficulties become more serious. Effective support depends on different professionals and organisations working together and on families being able to understand how to access available services.

The comparison found that all three local authorities provide useful Early Help information, but their approaches differ. Staffordshire offers a broad range of services, while Southwark provides a clear distinction between universal and targeted support. Tower Hamlets appears to provide the most effective overall information because it combines clear explanations of Early Help with practical information about access, assessment and multi-agency support. This makes it easier for families to understand what support is available and what they can do to receive it.




Recommendations

Based on the comparison, local authorities could make Early Help information easier to access by providing one clearly identified starting point for families. Staffordshire could simplify the pathway between its Early Help information and Staffordshire Connects. Southwark could bring information currently spread across different pages together more clearly. All three councils could also use simpler language, clear step-by-step referral information and regularly updated contact details. Providing short explanations of what happens after a family requests help could further reduce uncertainty and encourage families to seek support at an earlier stage.
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