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This report aims to analyse and report on how the 'early help’ system is signposted to families in the UK via local authority websites.
[bookmark: _Toc237600482]Introduction
Early Help is a preventative approach to supporting children, young people and families before problems become more serious and require statutory intervention. This report examines the approaches of 3 local authorities – Tower Hamlets Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council – to communicating their Early Help offer on their websites. Analysis is based on clarity of information, accessibility, ease of navigation, pathways to support, explanation of multi-agency working and how families are informed about what happens after they have requested support.
This is especially important as the national policy is to move towards family help, placing targeted early help and support within a more integrated system, in line with section 17 of the Children Act 1989. Having access to clear and effective communication online is also important because it can influence whether families are aware of help available to them, how to access it and whether they seek help before problems get worse.
[bookmark: _Toc237600483]The Early Help System
The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide sees early help not as a service but as a whole system responsibility, ensuring everyone has a part to play. It promotes local partnerships to think about leadership, workforce practice, partnership arrangements, family-centred services, data and how accessible support is (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). This is important because, in family problems, there are multiple issues, such as housing and financial difficulties, not attending school, conflict between parents or abuse of drugs and alcohol.
Early help is also defined by Selwyn (2022) as 'support which enhances family resilience and outcomes and diminishes the risk of issues escalating'. This approach acknowledges that the family should not be seen as someone who receives professional services and should be treated as an active helper if the very best support is to be brought about.
Early Help runs in parallel with statutory safeguarding responsibilities. Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 places duties on local authorities to protect and promote the welfare of any child who may be in need, and section 47 of the Children Act 1989 imposes duties on local authorities where there are 'reasonable concerns' that a child is suffering or likely to suffer 'significant harm'. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 builds on this continuum, particularly with regard to the effective co-ordination of support with the development of a family plan and consistent practitioner relationships and multi-disciplinary involvement (Department for Education, 2026). Local authority websites will therefore need to provide explanations of what Early Help provides and when a concern may result in statutory safeguarding action.
[bookmark: _Toc237600484]Multi-Agency Working
Family difficulties may have more than one cause and therefore require cooperation between agencies if early help is to be effective. Those this could involve are relevant partners such as children's social care, schools, health, police, housing, youth services, mental health services, probation and voluntary organisations. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 emphasises that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and the need to share information and undertake coordinated multi-agency practice (Department for Education, 2026).
The concept of partnership working in theory should minimise duplication, bring together expertise and offer a more cohesive approach to the child and family. But formal partnership configurations are only effective if families comprehend and can access them. Ofsted, the Care Quality Commission and HMICFRS identified differences in early help provision, such as inconsistent information sharing, pressures on available resources and a lack of consistency in the engagement with partners. The review also identified that Early Help was most effective when agencies knew about the availability of local communities and families to access support quickly (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023).
Given that, this communication is an aspect of effective service delivery. The Local Government Association (2022) found that engagement can be hindered by stigma, lack of awareness and poor adaptation to the families' communication preferences. Council websites should therefore feature simple language, comforting explanations, easy headings and clear pathways to support. Families should not have to have an expert understanding of threshold codes to determine where to start.
[bookmark: _Toc237600485]Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council.
The most complete account of Early Help provided from the three authorities analysed is for Tower Hamlets. On its “About Early Help” webpage, it is structured around the practical questions of what Early Help is, who it can be for, the kind of support it could be and what to do when someone is concerned about a child. The council goes on to say that support is available from the moment that you become pregnant until you are 19 (or 25 for those with SEND). It also provides examples of challenges, including absence at school, conflict between parents, mental health issues among parents and language barriers (experts in Tower Hamlets Council, n.d.).
These examples are valuable in helping families identify situations where they can and cannot apply for support, as the eligibility criteria are very specific and must be met. The site also connects families with Best Start Family Hubs and other community services to make the support offer seem more real and less abstract.
One of the key strengths is the transparency of multi-agency working. Tower Hamlets details the members of its Multi-Agency Support Team, which includes staff from children's services, education, health, the police, probation, housing, early help, youth services and CAMHS. Families receive a telephone route, a pathway which should be followed if they request support, and additional information for any urgent safeguarding issues. This is in keeping with the national support plan of co-ordinated support via an integrated front door.
It has the drawback of low information density. There are several terms used: 'early help', 'MAST', 'best start family hubs', 'children and family centres' and 'the local offer'. These are explained, but there may still be several service names that may be confusing to a distressed parent. An easy-to-follow guide as to where families should begin their exploration of an already excellent site would help.
[bookmark: _Toc237600486]Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council
The approachable and non-stigmatising language is Staffordshire's strong point. Its Early Help webpage starts from the belief that everyone needs help at some point and states that Early Help is 'information, advice, guidance and support given early enough to prevent problems escalating' (Staffordshire County Council, n.d.). Families are referred to Family Hubs, individual support, group activities and Staffordshire Connects.
This tone will be critical as it signals help-seeking as a standard part of the family process, not a sign of family failure. Staffordshire also explains Early Help Teams in simple terms and explains what kind of advice and practical help families can get. This will ensure the content is easily understood by a non-specialist audience.
The main drawback is, however, fragmentation. Information is distributed through the County Council website, Families First and Safeguarding and Staffordshire Connects Family Hub pages. A family can then have to navigate through a few different web pages and service identities to get to the correct support service. The terminology of ‘Early Help', ‘Family Hubs' and ‘Families First' can add further to confusion.
A single family help landing page, with a brief definition of early help, examples of what is considered a need, direct access to a contact and/or self-referral, and a clear pathway for urgent safeguarding concerns, would be helpful to Staffordshire staff. This would help maintain the good practice in the council's use of plain language and help aid navigation.
Learning Area: The evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council.
In explaining procedures for referrals, Nottinghamshire is quite a good performer. The information on its page, called “Referring to Early Help services", is split, with information for families on the left and information for professionals on the right. Both families and professionals are advised to self-refer through the Early Help Unit or through a local Family Hub and to seek family consent for any referrals (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.).
An additional benefit is expectation management. The website states that a referral by a professional will be passed to the relevant team, and the referrer should usually expect a response in 10 working days. It also connects with the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub and helps to clarify the difference between Early Help and safeguarding issues. The result here is that the location and nature of support are communicated, as is the process of the support itself.
There are, however, limits at the same time. This information is found in a section that is linked to childcare providers and may not be as parent-visible when parents do independent searches. The online service request form is not accessible to parents/carers who must use telephone or email. While these are all valid means of access, they have some disadvantages because of the lack of a parent-accessible online form and because of a preference for digital communication.
The website would also be a more accessible way for families to find local support, having an enquiry and self-referral form alongside the telephone and email option, the Family Hub network in Nottinghamshire.
[bookmark: _Toc237600487]Comparative Analysis
While all three authorities make the basic principle clear that they are seeking to support people before things begin to get out of hand, there are differences in the extent to which they embody this in a readily accessible digital pathway. Staffordshire is better structured in tone and reassurance, using plain language. Nottinghamshire has the greatest strengths in relation to explaining what will happen after referral and explaining procedures. Tower Hamlets has the most comprehensive package of definition, eligibility information, examples of need, multi-agency structures, direct contact, and safeguarding escalation.
Accessibility is not just putting information online. Families should be able to easily assess if Early Help is relevant, what issues services can help a family with, how to request help, what happens after an Early Help contact and what to do if a child is at immediate risk. Tower Hamlets does particularly well in meeting the criteria overall. Nottinghamshire is very practical but could benefit from a referral option for parents. Staffordshire has warm, clear communication and an increased number of pages and services to navigate for families.
The findings also corroborate the Early Help System Guide, which highlights a need to have a cohesive local system and not a disjointed one (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Digital communication therefore needs to reflect learning and practice that is interwoven and integrated, as expected of professionals by policy.
But the quality of a website is by itself not a measure of the effectiveness of Early Help. Beyond the direct effects of family-support spending on families, Webb (2023) points to the link between greater funding and service capacity that happens when they spend more on preventative family-support services and the demand for more intensive children's services. While a good website is no substitute for bad services, bad signposting can be an unnecessary obstacle even in the presence of good services.
[bookmark: _Toc237600488]Conclusion and Recommendations
All three authorities studied are involved in communicating early help, with Tower Hamlets being the most effective and accessible. Its best learning point is the mix of explanation and action: families can gain an understanding of the purpose of early help, how they can identify the reasons why they may need support, how services work together and where they can find support if they need it and want it and where to seek urgent help if they believe it is needed for safeguarding concerns. There are several areas that are closely followed, for example, Nottinghamshire for its clear referral information and Staffordshire for its effective use of reassuring, non-stigmatising language.
However, the digital offering could be enhanced by all three authorities. They should have one well-marked family front door with a very short, clear description of what will happen in the event of a request for help, a contact and/or self-referral link, a brief overview of what will happen next and an urgent safeguarding pathway. The county of Nottinghamshire should introduce another form on their website for parents to submit a question, and Staffordshire should streamline the use of multiple platforms to provide key pieces of information. The detailed content of Tower Hamlets should be kept, but Tower Hamlets' relationship between different names of its services should be made simpler.
The terminology should also be reviewed by local authorities as Family Help reforms progress. Documentation of terms like Early Help, Family Help, Family Hubs, Families First, and local multi-agency teams should be explained to families, and how these work together should be included. Councils should also engage families in information design and ensure it is available in accessible and translated formats, as appropriate, and consult with families to identify places where they find information difficult to access to support them.
Ultimately, a well-designed Early Help website can form part of the intervention itself. When information is clear, reassuring and actionable, families are more likely to recognize that support is available and know how to obtain it. Effective signposting therefore supports the wider preventative aim of ensuring that children and families receive the right help at the right time, before manageable difficulties develop into crises.
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