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Written Report: An Analysis of 'Early Help' System Signposting Across Three UK Local Authorities

The concept of 'Early Help' is a foundational pillar of the modern British child welfare and safeguarding
landscape. It represents a proactive, preventative approach designed to identify and support children, young
people, and families experiencing emerging difficulties before these challenges escalate into deep-seated
crises requiring statutory intervention. Providing timely, accessible, and clear online information is vital; for
many vulnerable families and referring professionals, a local authority's website serves as the primary portal to
obtaining this crucial early assistance.

The purpose of this report is to critically assess and compare how three distinct UK local authorities signpost
and deliver 'Early Help' information on their public-facing digital platforms. The three authorities selected for
this comparative analysis are Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council
(Staffordshire County Council, 2026; Leeds City Council, 2026; Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).

This report is structured into five distinct sections. Following this introduction, the report establishes the
theoretical and legislative foundations of the field by explaining the 'Early Help' system and the structural
significance of multi-agency working. It then presents a detailed evaluation of the three chosen local authority
websites, highlighting their respective strengths and weaknesses. This is followed by a rigorous comparative
analysis of their digital signposting strategies. Finally, the report concludes with synthesised findings and
practical, actionable recommendations aimed at improving online accessibility for families and professionals
alike.

The 'Early Help' system is formally defined by the Department for Education (DfE) in its Early Help System
Guide as the collective, coordinated support provided to children and families who are experiencing emerging
difficulties (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
Rather than representing a single, isolated service, Early Help functions as an overarching network of early-
stage interventions spanning prenatal support through to transition into adulthood. The primary purpose of
this system is preventative: by offering targeted assistance early in the life of a problem, it aims to foster
family resilience, improve long-term developmental outcomes, and prevent the need for costly, highly invasive
statutory intervention under Section 17 or Section 47 of the Children Act 1989.

Within broader safeguarding frameworks, Early Help operates at Tiers 2 and 3 of the standard four-tier
"threshold of need" model widely adopted by Safeguarding Children Partnerships across England (as illustrated
in Figure 1). While Tier 1 represents universal services accessible to all children (such as primary education and
general practitioners), Tiers 2 and 3 represent targeted and intensive early help interventions for families
demonstrating additional or complex needs. (NSPCC, 2024).

By strategically positioning Early Help as an intermediate safety net, safeguarding frameworks ensure that
statutory Children's Social Care (Tier 4) remains reserved for children experiencing, or at risk of experiencing,
significant harm. Crucially, effective Early Help relies on the voluntary engagement of families, positioning
them as active partners in the support process rather than passive recipients of state supervision.
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Figure 1: The Four-Tiered Threshold of Need Framework (Source: Adapted from
Safeguarding Children Partnerships).

3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working:

No single agency or professional possesses the comprehensive resources, expertise, or contact time required
to meet the multifaceted needs of vulnerable families. Consequently, multi-agency working is the operational
cornerstone of the Early Help framework. The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children
2023 mandates that local safeguarding partners (specifically local authorities, integrated care boards, and chief
officers of police) collaborate systematically to safeguard and promote the welfare of children (Department for
Education, 2023). Multi-agency working in the context of Early Help ensures that instead of working in siloes,
various practitioners pool their skills to form a holistic, wrapping-around support structure for the child.

Collaboration typically manifests through early intervention tools such as the Early Help Assessment (EHA),
previously known as the Common Assessment Framework (CAF). When a school teacher, health visitor, or
youth worker notices emerging indicators of distress, they can initiate an EHA with the family's consent. This
triggers a multi-agency meeting where professionals from various sectors, such as housing officers, mental
health practitioners, and school nurses, work alongside the family to draft an integrated support plan. This
coordinated, interdisciplinary approach minimises the risk of families falling through administrative gaps,
ensuring that interventions are cohesive, non-duplicative, and targeted directly at the root causes of family
distress.

4. Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites:

Evaluating how local authorities present Early Help online is essential, as digital platforms are often the first
port of call for both anxious parents and time-pressed professionals seeking help.

Staffordshire County Council:

Staffordshire County Council presents its Early Help and family support services under a cohesive digital
umbrella, primarily structured around the "Staffordshire Connects" directory and local Family Hubs.

Ease of Access: The pathway to Early Help is relatively straightforward, though navigating from the main
corporate homepage to targeted family support requires several clicks. A search for "Early Help" leads users to
distinct pathways for professionals and parents.

Clarity and Language: The language used on the pages directed at parents is warm, empathetic, and largely
free of confusing social work jargon. It focuses heavily on "supporting your family" and "getting help early."



Comprehensiveness: The website offers a thorough breakdown of services, ranging from parenting
programmes and SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities) local offers to financial advice and mental
health support.

Presentation: Staffordshire utilises clean, modern web design layouts with clear icons. However, it relies
heavily on text-heavy pages and downloadable PDF leaflets, which can be difficult to read on mobile devices.

Contact Details: Contact information is highly visible, featuring a direct telephone helpline for the
Staffordshire Children’s Advice and Support Service (SCASS) alongside online enquiry forms.

Leeds City Council:

Leeds City Council has a long-standing reputation for its "Child Friendly Leeds" initiative, and this philosophy is
clearly reflected in its digital infrastructure.

Ease of Access: Early Help resources are exceptionally easy to locate. The council features a dedicated, highly
visible portal for "Early Help" that divides pathways immediately between "Families" and "Professionals".

Clarity and Language: The language is highly accessible, direct, and inclusive. The site avoids complex
bureaucratic terminology, choosing instead to explain the Early Help process through practical, everyday
examples of when a family might need support.

Comprehensiveness: The portal covers an expansive suite of services, including the Leeds Practitioner Portal,
family support clinics, youth groups, and domestic violence support networks.

Presentation: Leeds performs exceptionally well in its presentation. The site incorporates engaging visuals,
structured accordions to prevent information overload, and highly interactive directories that allow users to
search for services by postcode.

Contact Details: The contact options are prominent and varied. The site provides clear telephone numbers,
email addresses, and a highly intuitive digital self-referral form for families wishing to request support directly.

Tower Hamlets Council:

As an inner-London borough serving a highly diverse and densely populated demographic, Tower Hamlets
designs its digital presence to cater to a wide range of cultural and linguistic needs.

Ease of Access: Finding the Early Help section requires navigating through the "Children and Families" tab.
While logical, the term "Early Help" is occasionally obscured by broader terms like "Family Hubs" and
"Integrated Early Years".

Clarity and Language: The written language is simple and direct. Crucially, the website features an integrated
translation tool, allowing users to instantly view the content in multiple community languages (such as Bengali
and Somali), which is a vital accessibility feature for this specific borough.

Comprehensiveness: The site details a wide range of services, including early years education, parenting
classes, youth hubs, and targeted support for teenage families.

Presentation: The interface is functional and clean, though somewhat corporate and less visually engaging
than the Leeds model. It contains fewer interactive elements and relies more on structured text blocks.

Contact Details: Contact information for the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) and individual Family
Hubs is clearly listed, though the distinction between requesting early help and making a safeguarding referral
could be made clearer for non-professionals.



The digital presentation of Early Help services across these three authorities reveals distinct strategies shaped

by geography, demographics, and regional priorities.

Feature

Staffordshire County
Council

Leeds City Council

Tower Hamlets Council

Primary Audience
Focus

Balanced (Parents &
Professionals)

Highly Parent-Centred

Community-Centred &
Multilingual

Visual Design

Moderate (Clean, text-
heavy)

Excellent (Interactive,
highly visual)

Functional (Corporate
layout)

Navigation Ease

Moderate (Requires
several clicks)

Excellent (Rapid, direct
routing)

Good (Logical but
occasionally dense)

Language & Simple English, PDF-reliant Exceptionally clear, Good translation features
Accessibility mobile-friendly for ESL
Self-Referral Moderate High (Highly visible digital Moderate

Prominence forms)

Key Strengths and Weaknesses:

A comparative examination of these digital portals reveals contrasting design philosophies that directly impact
how effectively families are supported. Leeds City Council emerges as the most effective platform, shifting the
narrative away from bureaucratic processes onto the user’s lived experience. By leveraging its "Child Friendly"
branding, the website adopts an inviting tone that combats system anxiety. Historically, families hesitate to
contact local authorities due to fear of statutory intervention or state supervision. Leeds defuses this barrier by
replacing cold, administrative checklists with transparent, step-by-step interactive roadmaps explaining what
happens after a support request is made. Furthermore, postcode-searchable directories transform parents
from passive subjects of referral into active agents of their family's support network, fostering early, positive
engagement before issues escalate (Watson and Thompson, 2021) though the high volume of information can
occasionally cause minor cognitive overload.

In contrast, while Staffordshire County Council offers a comprehensive scope of services ranging from
parenting programmes to SEND support, its digital interface is compromised by a heavy reliance on
downloadable PDFs and static directories. This legacy format introduces a severe usability barrier, risking
digital exclusion for "mobile-only" internet users (Ofcom, 2022) who disproportionately represent low-income
households. Navigating dense, multi-page PDF documents on a smartphone screen is a frustrating,
exclusionary experience. By failing to present information in responsive, native HTML5 text, Staffordshire’s
layout inadvertently isolates the very families who require Early Help most urgently, creating an administrative
hurdle that discourages self-referrals due to digital fatigue.

Tower Hamlets Council addresses local demographic needs through outstanding multi-language translation
tools, ensuring English-as-an-Additional-Language (EAL) parents are not excluded from family hub networks.
The platform also provides clear pathways for targeted urban issues, such as youth hubs and support for



teenage parents. However, despite its linguistic inclusivity, the website's visual framework remains clinically
corporate and structured around rigid department layouts. For marginalised or underserved communities, a
cold, institutional aesthetic can feel intimidating. If a portal feels like an enforcement gateway rather than a
supportive community space, families are less likely to proactively seek help, highlighting the delicate balance
required between functional accessibility and emotional warmth.

Summary of Findings:

The digital signposting of Early Help is a vital mechanism in the modern safeguarding framework. This
evaluation has shown that while all three local authorities provide comprehensive information on available
services, their digital execution varies significantly. Leeds City Council provides an exemplary, parent-centric
model of interactive engagement, while Staffordshire and Tower Hamlets show clear strengths in local
directory structure and translation features, respectively, but fall slightly short in overall visual warmth and
mobile optimisation.

Practical Recommendations for Improvement:

To ensure that online signposting is universally accessible, local authorities should adopt the following
measures:

» Implement "Mobile-First" Responsive Design: Councils must phase out dense, downloadable PDF
documents in favour of fully responsive, mobile-optimised web pages. Low-income families
disproportionately rely on smartphones as their primary digital access point.

» Introduce Multi-Format Information Delivery: Websites should integrate short, reassuring video
explainers (with subtitles) that explain what Early Help is, removing literacy barriers and humanising
the process.

» Incorporate Prominent Community Language Translation: Following the Tower Hamlets model, all
local authority Early Help portals should feature easily accessible, one-click translation tools tailored
to local demographic data.

» Clarify Pathways to Demystify Support: Digital platforms must clearly distinguish between voluntary,
supportive Early Help and compulsory, statutory child protection interventions. This transparency is
vital to building trust and encouraging early, proactive self-referrals from vulnerable families.
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