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Introduction 
Early intervention is seen as a pivotal systemic intervention in contemporary UK child welfare that will ensure that vulnerabilities within a family do not become entrenched as a safeguarding crisis. The key working system in which this preventative approach is implemented at local government level is the early help system. The ‘Early Help’ system is a non-statutory, voluntary approach which seeks to identify and respond to the early need of a family where intensive social care might be required. Early help, as a state intervention designed to offer support, is highly likely to be effective when it is well signposted to families when they are in a state of acute domestic or socio-economic crisis. This forward-thinking approach is rooted in many pieces of legislation, and also relies on the success of local communication lines where communications are positive with families.  
Public digital portals are in modern society the main entry point for citizens to access local welfare services and to seek information. The local authority website is no longer just an administrative notice board – it is a critical point of action. The report explores the way the Early Help system is communicated and signposted to families in three different Local Authorities: Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower Hamlets Council.

​An overview of the Early Help System.
The Early Help system is not a service but a strategic approach and is part of the wider continuum of safeguarding in the UK. It is not a single department or a single rigid statutory service, but an overarching structure to facilitate the co-ordination of universal and targeted provision around a household. It is a range of universal and targeted services that are connected into a local system and are set to address early problems as described by the Department for Education (DfE) in the Early help system guide (2022). The issues encompassing such problems might be conflict with the family, mental health complaints coming from parent(s), school absence, financial insecurity or problems with adolescence behaviour.  
One of the basic tenets behind this preventative strategy is the notion of vulnerabilities through the developmental lifecycle and not just time. Important: It is not chronological age of the child but a “life of the problem” is assumed. It knows that the preventative support is more effective and also more economical when it is utilized at the level of emergence or re-emergence of the problem. The structure prevents major human and economic losses that accompany crisis management in the later stages in addressing challenges at an early stage.  
Statutorily it is the statutory responsibility of local authorities under the Children Act 2004 (Section 10) as well as the statutory basis of the Children Act 1989 (Section 17) to look after and promote the welfare of children in their area who are “in need”. Multi-agency cooperation partnerships are required under Section 10 of the Children Act 2004 and the responsibility of the local state to provide support to safeguard children is under Section 17 of the Children Act 1989. It is not intended that Early Help would be a statutory threshold because it is a buffer between the threshold for Child in Need (Section 17) and Child Protection (Section 47) thresholds. It acts as a ‘safe space’ of choice where parents can be empowered and family resilience supported before needs become statutory child protection concerns.  
The early help framework is a link between the universal community infrastructure and the specialist therapeutic help. Early access to support means families will be less likely to go through the cycle of stress that can cause chronic care needs. It is, therefore, crucial for the local authorities to have an online visibility that is not just about promoting vulnerability.Local authorities need, therefore, to have an online visibility that is not only about promoting vulnerability. A portal that tries to offer early help in the jargon of the law fails to do so.

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working 
Families often have multiple and complex needs, and there are no single agency models of effective early intervention. A single professional can’t respond if a family is facing a set of problems, whether it’s domestic stress, financial worries, or a health matter that is not all that serious. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 sets out the statutory guidance on early help, which includes the need for early help to be co-ordinated, multi-agency and to respond to a range of agencies. It is a multi and inter-disciplinary approach which brings education (schools and early years providers), healthcare (health visitors, school nurses), housing associates, police and voluntary and third sector organisations together.  
This is a multi-agency delivery with a conceptual base of two key processes: The Early Help Assessment (EHA) and the Team Around the Family (TAF). When a need is identified by the practitioner or family, an EHA is conducted to give a comprehensive view of the family based on their strengths. The EHA does not look solely at what’s ‘deficient’ in the family, but also on what’s going well and what needs help. A TAF meeting then convenes relevant professionals and parents to co-produce an action plan, following this. This collaborative approach helps the family to be an integral part of the development and implementation of their support plan.  
The multi-agency structure is based on a point of coordination so that the family does not get overwhelmed by a myriad of individual workers. This is then followed by the appointment of one person ‘Lead Professional’ to coordinate the support to ensure that the family receive a coherent service provision, rather than disjointed and confusing interventions from different services. The Lead Professional holds everyone accountable, manages communications and maintains the broader picture of the well-being of the household. Such a ‘whole family’ approach helps children to avoid the ‘cracks’ in the formerly disjointed child protection system in the UK.  

​Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites 
1. Leeds City Council (www.leeds.gov.uk)
The public digital signposting is a feature of Leeds City Council’s strategic vision to be a “Child Friendly Leeds”. The online environment takes an approach to Early Help which is grounded in a specific, progressive, stepped strategy involving levels of support. The website interface presents the “Leeds Practice Framework,” emphasising restorative conversations, to families who are using the site.
The site has a very localised structure, with families referred to its 22 geographical “clusters”, and its new cluster Family Hubs (e.g. Compton Family Hub, Armley Family Hub). It clearly outlines the early intervention ecosystem by the mantra “Right conversations, right people, right time”. But the website is a tightrope walk between parental access and practitioner advice. The information format is well presented but some institutional jargon, such as the 3As (Attendance, Attainment, Achievement) can sometimes appeal to a more corporate, professional audience as opposed to a parent who wants quick, easy help.
2. Staffordshire County Council (www.staffordshire.gov.uk)
Staffordshire County Council’s digital approach to signposting Early Help is underpinned by a clear strength based, relational approach. The digital platform explains the use of the “Family Star Plus” model, which is an outcomes-based assessment tool that enables parents to see their family strengths and ways to grow.
Staffordshire’s public information explicitly states that the Early Help process is voluntary, specifically stating the need for formal parental consent. The site classifies the various categories of support in a clear way, from domestic violence, parental disagreement, to money management and substance misuse among youth. One of the strengths of Staffordshire’s digital delivery is the clear channelling of users – there are clear routes for families to access universal community information and professionals to begin a formal Early Help Assessment. The tone remains supportive, accepting, and lowering the barriers for parents – the tone is clear that asking for help is a positive step towards empowerment, not a call for child protection intervention.

3. Tower Hamlets Council (www.towerhamlets.gov.uk).
Tower Hamlets Council’s Early Help signposting is based on a localised approach to Early Help (Best Start Family Hub), which takes into account the socio-economic needs of an inner-city borough in London. The digital interface is clearly focused on a variety of stressors in cities, such as acute language barriers, anti-social behaviours and housing density.
Their integrated Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) is a key element of the borough’s digital strategy. The site has a large amount of valuable downloadable resources (for example, the Early Help Strategy 2025-2028 and parent information leaflets) but the online structure means that families and professionals have to pass through a referral route. A single MAST “Request for Support” form must be submitted to get targeted services. Although this integrated system simplifies the administrative decision-making process, involving the child protection contacts may cause anxiety for vulnerable parents who may not want to join local authority systems.
	Attribute
	Leeds City Council
	Staffordshire County Council
	Tower Hamlets Council

	Primary Delivery Model
	School/Locality Clusters
	Family Star Plus Outcomes
	Best Start Family Hubs

	Referral Pathway Clarity
	Incorporated through Family Hubs
	Clearly separated pathways
	Storing data centrally through MAST Form

	Accessibility Strengths
	Highly localized resources
	Empowering, strengths-based tone
	Excellent multi-lingual leaflets

	Systemic Weakness
	Strong school emphasis on targets
	Uses complex online forms to communicate details
	Blurs lines with statutory teams



Tower Hamlets shows a clear advantage on issues of structural demographic diversity and offers clear signposting on language barriers and support for SEND to age 25. The problem with its digital architecture is that it puts Early Help within the wider framework of MAST safeguarding, which means it puts a higher psychological hurdle in front of self-referral than is Staffordshire’s use of a clearly defined and voluntary framework. The online content of Leeds is very strong in terms of its structural network, but is potentially overwhelming for a non-specialist reader, being very focussed on professional practice frameworks and educational performance indicators.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Overall, all three local authorities show good compliance with the essence of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, however Staffordshire County Council offer the best and most available digital application for families. The use of empowering language and strength-based terms, along with the clear distinction between the local authority’s family services and high- level safeguarding interventions helps reduce the stigma of local authority family services.
The following recommendations are made for optimising communication across the sector:
· Tower Hamlets should separate the early intervention self-referral process from statutory multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH/MAST) contact forms on its website which can cause parents to panic.
· Simplify public pages of practice frames: Leeds City Council to make its public pages easier to understand by translating language (e.g. ‘restorative practice models’) into everyday language and actionable terms for parents.
· Ensure that Early Help landing pages are multi-lingual by providing visible and straightforward tabs to access them, including for marginalised communities who may have language barriers.
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