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 1. Introduction
For many families, a local authority’s website is the primary digital "front door" and the first point of contact when difficulties arise. In moments of acute crisis—such as school refusal, rapid behavioral escalation, mental health deterioration, or parental overwhelm—the clarity and accessibility of online Early Help information can significantly influence whether a family accesses support promptly or becomes disengaged from the system. Digital signposting is, therefore, not simply a matter of administrative convenience or IT management; it is a fundamental safeguarding responsibility.
The way councils present Early Help on their websites has the power to reassure, empower, and de-escalate potential risks. Conversely, poorly designed portals can confuse, alienate, and delay access to help, potentially allowing low-level needs to escalate into significant safeguarding concerns. This report evaluates three local authorities—Leicestershire, Staffordshire, and Tower Hamlets—communicate Early Help through their digital interfaces. It assesses how well their online content reflects the national expectations and statutory duties set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) and the Early Help System Guide (2022).
Both national documents emphasize that Early Help must be a proactive, preventative system. This analysis evaluates the effectiveness of each council in translating that complex system into clear, accessible guidance for families. The review focuses on five key areas of digital communication: the clarity of the Early Help definition; accessibility and ease of navigation; transparency regarding referral processes and thresholds; the visibility of multi-agency working; and the overall supportiveness of tone. By comparing these authorities, the report identifies strengths, limitations, and strategic opportunities for improvement to ensure that the digital "front door" remains open and inviting all families.

2. The Early Help System: National Context
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2.1 Early Help: A Preventative Safeguarding Approach
Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) defines Early Help as support provided “as soon as a problem emerges,” regardless of the child’s age. The system is designed to reduce escalation, improve long-term outcomes, and strengthen family relationships. It is explicitly not crisis management; rather, it is early intervention aimed at preventing risks from intensifying the point where statutory intervention is required.
2.2 The Philosophy of Early Intervention
The Early Help System Guide (2022) emphasizes a "whole-family" approach that addresses root causes. Rather than focusing solely on presenting symptoms—such as truancy, aggression, or emotional withdrawal—the system seeks to identify underlying challenges. These challenges often include:
· Parental mental health needs 
· Financial instability and debt 
· Housing issues 
· Domestic abuse or family conflict 
· Neurodiversity or unmet SEND needs 
This holistic lens ensures families are supported comprehensively rather than in a fragmented, problem-by-problem manner.
2.3 The Continuum of Need
National guidance conceptualizes child and family needs as a continuum:
· Level 1 Universal Services: Open to all families, including schools, GPs, and health visitors.
· Level 2–3 Early Help/Targeted Support: Emerging needs requiring coordinated, multi-agency planning and voluntary engagement.
· Level 4 Statutory Child Protection: Cases where the child is at risk of significant harm, triggering social care intervention.
Effective websites must help and support families with specific needs, such as parenting programs, youth support, or domestic abuse interventions. Or identify themselves at Levels 2 or 3 and feel confident enough to seek support before the threshold reaches Level 4.

3. Multi-Agency Working: The Mechanics of Support
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3.1 Multi-Agency Systems Information Sharing
Multi-agency work is the "engine room" of the early aid system. It is based on the principle of early assistance, which is based on coordinated action across health, education, police, the voluntary sector, socia care, and ensuring that data is used to identify early signs of neglect or family stress. The book "Working Together" (2023) emphasizes that no agency alone is a complete picture of a child's life. Therefore, information sharing and shared responsibility are essential to ensure effective protection.
3.2 The Early Help joint Assessment 
The Early help is a collaborative, strength-based assessment. It is used to identify what is going well, understand current challenges, and plan necessary support while minimizing the need for families to repeat their stories. It is a voluntary and transparent process intended to empower families. Clear descriptions of the Early help on council websites can significantly reduce fear and encourage engagement.
3.3 The Team Around the Family 
Escalation Pathways brings together the practitioners supporting the family, coordinated by a Lead Practitioner. This role ensures actions remain child-centered and consistent. Council websites should clearly explain protocols when a family’s needs move from Early Help into statutory Child in Need (Section 17) or Child Protection (Section 47) thresholds what a meeting involves, who attends, and how plans are monitored 
This transparency builds trust and strengthens engagement

4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
Leicestershire has transitioned much of its Early Help communication to a "Family Hubs" model. This is a central pillar of the Government's recent investment in the early years.
Staffordshire utilizes a highly organized, data-driven approach to signposting through its "Staffordshire Connects" portal.
Tower Hamlets provides a very direct and honest appraisal of what Early Help looks like in an urban context.
· .
Comparison Table: Early Help Signposting Across Three Local Authorities
	Criteria
	Leicestershire County Council
	Staffordshire County Council
	Tower Hamlets Council

	Overall Accessibility
	Family‑friendly; visually appealing Family Hubs model with simple navigation.
	Professional, directory‑style interface; functional but high cognitive load.
	Accessible but text‑heavy; clear sections with logical layout.

	Tone & Communication Style
	Warm, supportive, community‑centred; emphasises "Five to Thrive" and positive parenting.
	Highly formal and technical; aligns with professional terminology.
	Direct, honest, instructional; priorities of clarity for families.

	Ease of Navigation
	Clear pathways; age‑specific categories (0–2, primary, secondary).
	Search‑based navigation via “Staffordshire Connects” directory.
	Easy to find “Early Help” and MAST pages; strong menu structure.

	Transparency of Process
	Limited detail on thresholds and TAF processes; focus on reassurance.
	Extensive documentation (Threshold Framework, Strategy); less process transparency for families.
	Most transparent step‑by‑step Early Help process, MAST workflow, expectations.

	Clarity of Early Help Purpose
	Explained accessibly in simple language; strong demystification.
	Clear but heavily policy‑based; more suited to professionals.
	Clear explanation including voluntariness and user rights.

	Access Routes
	Prominent “Request for Service” form; hub-based access.
	Multiple routes via directory; postcode search but complex for new users.
	Direct referral forms; explicit contact details and actions.

	Multi‑Agency Visibility
	Implied but not explicitly listed.
	Present in strategy documents, less visible in family-facing content.
	Explicit list of agencies involved in MAST (police, health, CAMHS, voluntary sector).

	Alignment with Early Help System Guide
	Strong on engagement and family‑friendly tone; weaker on system process transparency.
	Strong on system-wide architecture; aligns with strategic whole‑system thinking.
	Strong alignment with voluntary consent, multi‑agency collaboration, and transparency.

	Alignment with Working Together (2023)
	Convey Early Help purpose; limited detail on escalation pathways.
	Clear step-up/step-down framework; professional focus.
	Strong alignment—clear referral thresholds, escalation, and safeguarding pathways.

	User Suitability
	Best for families and early help-seekers.
	Best for professionals or families seeking specific services.
	Best for families needing transparency and clear procedural understanding.

	Overall Strengths
	Reassuring, warm, accessible; strong Family Hub model.
	Comprehensive directory and strategy; excellent breadth of services.
	Clear, honest guidance; most transparent multi-agency pathway.

	Overall Weaknesses
	Navigation between pages is occasionally fragmented.
	Overly technical; may create barriers for overwhelmed parents.
	Dated visuals; large text blocks may affect readability.




The primary difference lies in the Tower Hamlets model, which views the website as a "front door" to a system, whereas Staffordshire views it as a "library" of resources. Leicestershire falls in the middle, offering a robust but occasionally confusing user journey.


5. Comparative Analysis: Strengths and Weaknesses
5.1 Accessibility and Navigation
Leicestershire is the strongest for user-friendliness due to its age-based structure and low cognitive load. Staffordshire excels in search of functionality for families with very specific needs via its directory model. Tower Hamlets offers balanced navigation where information is easy to find despite a less modern aesthetic.
5.2 Transparency of Process
Tower Hamlets excels by showing families exactly what happens after an enquiry is submitted, which reduces uncertainty. Conversely, Staffordshire provides strategic depth that is useful for professionals but lacks a "lived process" guide for families. Leicestershire offers warmth and reassurance but provides limited procedural clarity.
5.3 Consistency with National Guidance
While all three align with Working Together (2023) by offering step-up/down pathways, they reflect the Early Help System Guide (2022) in different ways:
· Tower Hamlets best reflects the voluntary, consent-based ethos.
· Leicestershire best reflects family-friendly accessibility.
· Staffordshire best reflects system-wide integration through digital directories.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations
6.l Conclusion
This report demonstrates that Early Help signposting varies considerably across local authorities, and that digital communication is an essential safeguarding tool. Families frequently turn to websites during moments of stress, and the quality of online Early Help information may determine whether they seek support early or disengage until concerns escalate. Therefore, Early Help webpages must be accessible, coherent, and transparent.
Among the three authorities evaluated, Tower Hamlets provides the most effective digital Early Help offer. Its strengths include:
· Clear explanations of voluntary engagement
· Explicit multi‑agency transparency
· Direct, practical guidance for families
· A clearly defined “front door”MARF
· A procedural breakdown of what families can expect
Leicestershire offers excellent family‑friendly communication through its Family Hubs model, which is more visually appealing, but lacks procedural detail. Staffordshire more comprehensively organized excels in system‑wide integration, but its technical and professional tone may create barriers for lay audiences. These factors are critical in supporting families. The goal of any local authority should be to reduce the friction between a family’s realization that they need help and the actual receipt of that support.
In essence, Tower Hamlets best bridges the gap between policy expectations and the lived experiences of families seeking support. achieves this by treating the family as an equal partner in the process, explicitly outlining their rights and the roles of the professionals involved
but fragmentation across multiple platforms and the mixing of family-facing and professional content can make navigation challenging.
To strengthen public trust and engagement, all three authorities would benefit from developing a more unified Early Help landing page, simplifying navigation, and ensuring a clear divide between family content and professional guidance. They should also adopt a more visible approach to explaining multi-agency working, as this supports transparency and aligns with national safeguarding principles.
Ultimately, clear and accessible Early Help communication is not simply an administrative requirement—it is a safeguarding imperative. When families can easily understand what Early Help is, why it matters, and how to access it, they are more likely to seek support early, preventing escalation and promoting better outcomes for children. Strengthening digital signposting is therefore essential to ensuring Early Help systems are inclusive, responsive, and truly effective for diverse communities.

6.2 Recommendations for All Local Authorities
Create a Simple, Unified “Start Here” Early Help Page
This page should include What Early Help is, who it is for, Voluntary nature and consent, Urgent safeguarding instructions, Main contact options, and Pathways to self-referral and professional referral. The Tower Hamlets model should be considered best practice.
 Reduce Cross-Site Friction: Where forms or resources sit on external domains, provide:
· clear instructions
· reassurance on data protection
· estimated completion time
· a “return to Early Help” link
This will support user confidence and continuity of navigation.
 Separate Family and Professional Content: Ensure families do not unintentionally arrive on MARF or professional guidance pages. Professional material should remain accessible but signposted distinctly from family-facing content.
Increase Visibility of Multi-Agency Working: For example, a short panel such as “Who will support you?” Listing to common Early Help partners. Tower Hamlets provides an effective model.
 Align Language with National Guidance: Reinforce that Early Help:
· supports families at the earliest opportunity
· is usually voluntary and based on consent
· includes universal + targeted support
· escalates to statutory services only when appropriate
This consistency supports clarity and public trust.

 Overview
Across Staffordshire County, Leicestershire County, and Tower Hamlets, there is a strong commitment to Early Help. However, the clarity of communication varies significantly. Tower Hamlets stands out for its cohesive, transparent, and multi-agency approach. Leicestershire County offers extensive information but suffers from fragmentation. Staffordshire County excels in accessibility but could strengthen detail on thresholds and processes.
Implementing the recommendations above would improve family awareness, empower early intervention, and ensure each website fully reflects national frameworks and safeguarding expectations.
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