2

0
[image: Discover University of Wales Trinity Saint David]
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Title of Task:
An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website.
Introduction  
This report examines how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to families through three UK local authority websites: Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council. Early Help refers to the provision of timely support to children, young people, and families experiencing emerging difficulties, with the aim of preventing escalation into more complex needs or statutory intervention. It is widely recognised as a collaborative, multi-agency approach that focuses on early intervention and improved outcomes for families (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
Local authority websites play a critical role in communicating access to Early Help services, acting as a primary gateway for families seeking information, advice, and support. For example, Staffordshire County Council emphasises accessible, practical support through local Early Help teams and clear referral routes (Staffordshire County Council, 2025), while Tower Hamlets Council provides a more detailed, holistic overview of services, including family hubs and multi-agency pathways (Tower Hamlets Council, 2025).
By analysing and comparing how each authority structures, presents, and signposts Early Help information, this report evaluates their effectiveness in accessibility and user engagement. It ultimately identifies which local authority offers the most comprehensive and user-friendly online provision for families seeking Early Help and related support services.

Explanation of the Early Help System  
The Early Help system in the United Kingdom is a preventative approach designed to support children, young people, and families at the earliest stage of need. It aims to address emerging difficulties before they escalate into more serious concerns requiring statutory intervention, such as child protection services. Early Help is underpinned by the principle that timely, coordinated support can significantly improve outcomes for families by promoting resilience, wellbeing, and independence (HM Government, 2018).
Central to the Early Help system is a multi-agency approach, where professionals from education, health, social care, and voluntary sectors work collaboratively to assess needs and provide appropriate support. This often involves the use of tools such as the Early Help Assessment (EHA), which enables practitioners to identify concerns, plan interventions, and coordinate services effectively (Department for Education, 2023). Support may include parenting programmes, mental health services, financial advice, and access to community resources.
Importantly, Early Help is voluntary and requires the consent and engagement of families, ensuring that support is delivered in a collaborative and non-stigmatising manner. Local authorities are responsible for organising and signposting these services, often through family hubs or dedicated Early Help teams. As such, clear communication particularly via local authority websites is essential to ensure families can easily access the support available to them.

Explanation of multi-agency working  
Multi-agency working refers to the collaborative approach in which professionals from different sectors such as health, education, social care, and the voluntary sector work together to support children, young people, and families. This approach is central to effective service delivery within the UK, particularly in safeguarding and Early Help contexts, where complex needs often require coordinated responses (HM Government, 2018). By sharing information, expertise, and resources, agencies can develop a more holistic understanding of a family’s circumstances and provide tailored, timely interventions.
A key feature of multi-agency working is effective communication and information sharing between professionals. Frameworks such as the Early Help Assessment (EHA) support this process by enabling practitioners to identify needs, set shared goals, and coordinate interventions across services (Department for Education, 2023). This reduces duplication, minimises gaps in provision, and ensures that families receive consistent and coherent support.
Furthermore, multi-agency working promotes early intervention and prevention by identifying concerns before they escalate into more serious issues. It also ensures that responsibility for supporting families is shared, rather than falling on a single service. However, successful collaboration depends on clear roles, strong leadership, and mutual trust between agencies. Overall, multi-agency working is essential for improving outcomes and ensuring that families receive comprehensive and effective support.

An evaluation of each of your three local authority websites.
An evaluation of the three local authority websites: Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council highlights notable differences in how effectively Early Help information is communicated to families. Local authority websites serve as a vital gateway for parents, carers, and young people to access early intervention services, making clarity, usability, and accessibility essential. Each of the three councils examined approaches the presentation of Early Help differently, reflecting variations in website design, content structure, and emphasis on multi-agency collaboration.
The Staffordshire County Council website provides a clear and accessible overview of Early Help, using simple, user-friendly language to explain services and support. It outlines practical forms of assistance such as one-to-one support, group sessions, and school-based interventions, which makes it easier for families to understand the types of help available (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The website also includes a broad directory of services spanning health, education, and community support, reflecting a comprehensive multi-agency approach (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This integration of multiple sectors is crucial in Early Help, ensuring families are aware of the full range of resources available and how different agencies can work together. However, while the website is informative, the content is somewhat fragmented across multiple pages, requiring users to navigate through several sections to gain a full picture of support options. This may limit accessibility for families who are unfamiliar with digital navigation or who require immediate, straightforward guidance.
In contrast, Leeds City Council demonstrates a more user-centred and strategically designed digital approach. Its Early Help and Family Information Services have been recently consolidated into a single, structured hub, which improves both accessibility and navigation (Leeds City Council, 2025). This centralised approach ensures that families can find relevant information more quickly without needing to browse multiple pages. The redesign was informed by user research and usability testing, ensuring that information is organised around user needs and is easier to locate, particularly on mobile devices a critical consideration given that many users rely on smartphones for online access. Leeds’ approach reflects a strong commitment to digital accessibility and responsiveness, prioritising the user experience in addition to content availability. However, as a relatively new system, its long-term effectiveness for diverse user groups, including those with limited literacy or English as a second language, remains to be fully assessed.
Tower Hamlets Council provides the most detailed and holistic presentation of Early Help services. Its website clearly explains what Early Help is, who it is for, and how to access support, alongside detailed pathways such as the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). The inclusion of step-by-step guidance, referral processes, and examples of support needs enhances clarity for families seeking help (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). This detailed guidance ensures that users can understand not only the types of support available but also the process for accessing it. Moreover, Tower Hamlets explicitly highlights the role of multi-agency working, demonstrating how different services coordinate to provide comprehensive support. While this level of detail is highly informative, it may be overwhelming for some users, particularly those with lower digital literacy or those who prefer concise guidance. There is also a potential risk that the abundance of information could create confusion without clear signposting or summary overviews.
Overall, while Staffordshire offers clear and practical information and Leeds excels in user-centred design, Tower Hamlets provides the most comprehensive and detailed Early Help information. Its structured explanations, clear referral pathways, and explicit emphasis on multi-agency collaboration make it particularly effective for families seeking holistic support. However, improvements in simplifying content and offering navigational aids, such as summaries or visual guides, could further enhance accessibility for all users. This evaluation highlights the importance of balancing detailed information with user-friendly presentation to ensure Early Help services are accessible, understandable, and actionable for every family in need.

A comparative analysis of the main strengths and weakness of how the local authority websites communicate the Early Help and other support services available to families.   
A comparative analysis of Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council websites reveals notable differences in how each authority communicates Early Help and related family support services. Clear communication of these services is essential for ensuring families can access timely support, especially since Early Help relies on early intervention to prevent problems from escalating (HM Government, 2018). Examining the strengths and weaknesses of each website provides insight into the effectiveness of digital signposting and accessibility.
The Staffordshire County Council website demonstrates strong accessibility through the use of simple, clear language that explains Early Help services in practical terms. It outlines one-to-one support, group sessions, school-based interventions, and other forms of assistance, which helps families understand available support quickly (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). Additionally, the inclusion of a directory spanning health, education, and community services highlights a multi-agency approach, reinforcing the collaborative nature of Early Help (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). However, a significant weakness is the fragmentation of content across multiple pages. Users must navigate several sections to gain a complete picture, which could be confusing or time-consuming, particularly for families with limited digital literacy. Furthermore, the website lacks interactive elements such as visual guides or search tools that could simplify navigation.
Leeds City Council’s website exhibits several strengths in digital usability and user-centred design. The council has consolidated Early Help and Family Information Services into a single hub, ensuring families can locate information efficiently (Leeds City Council, 2025). This centralised structure reflects an emphasis on accessibility, particularly for mobile users, and indicates that the website design was informed by user research and usability testing. Additionally, the content is logically structured, presenting support services in categories that align with family needs, which reduces cognitive load and enhances navigation. However, as a recently redesigned system, it may not yet fully address the needs of all user groups, including non-English speakers or families with complex needs. Moreover, while the content is well-organised, the website offers less detail than Tower Hamlets, which may leave families seeking more comprehensive guidance or step-by-step instructions under-informed.
Tower Hamlets Council stands out for the depth and comprehensiveness of information provided. Its website clearly explains the purpose of Early Help, the target audience, and the steps for accessing support, including detailed referral processes and pathways such as the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). This thorough approach strengthens families’ understanding of services and ensures they can follow practical steps to receive support (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026). Another key strength is the explicit communication of multi-agency working, highlighting the coordination between health, education, and social care services, which reinforces the holistic nature of Early Help. Nevertheless, this level of detail may be overwhelming for some users. Families with lower digital literacy or those seeking concise guidance may struggle to navigate extensive content, and the absence of simplified summaries or interactive tools could reduce accessibility for these users.
Comparatively, Staffordshire excels in clarity and practical presentation but lacks integration and modern digital navigation features. Leeds demonstrates a strong focus on user experience and accessibility but provides less comprehensive detail, potentially limiting the depth of understanding for families seeking extensive guidance. Tower Hamlets offers the most complete and multi-layered explanation of Early Help services, including referral pathways and multi-agency collaboration, but may be less accessible due to content density and limited simplification. These differences suggest that an effective local authority website should balance clarity, detail, accessibility, and user experience, incorporating both concise navigation tools and comprehensive content to serve diverse family needs.
In conclusion, the evaluation demonstrates that while each website has strengths in communicating Early Help and related support services, there is no single perfect model. Staffordshire is practical and clear, Leeds prioritises user-centred design, and Tower Hamlets is comprehensive and detailed. Ideally, combining the practical clarity of Staffordshire, the accessible design of Leeds, and the thorough content of Tower Hamlets would provide families with the most effective online guidance for accessing Early Help services.

Conclusion with recommendations for areas for improvement.   
In conclusion, the evaluation of Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council websites demonstrates clear differences in how Early Help and family support services are communicated to families. Staffordshire offers straightforward, practical information, making services understandable for users but suffers from fragmented content and limited digital navigation aids (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). Leeds provides a user-centred, accessible design with a consolidated hub that improves navigation, particularly on mobile devices, though the level of detail is less comprehensive compared to other authorities (Leeds City Council, 2025). Tower Hamlets delivers the most detailed and holistic presentation, with clear referral pathways, multi-agency collaboration, and comprehensive explanations, yet the volume of information may overwhelm some users, especially those with lower digital literacy (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026).
To improve accessibility and effectiveness across all websites, it is recommended that authorities: 1) integrate content to reduce fragmentation and allow families to find information in one place, 2) use visual aids, summaries, and interactive tools to simplify complex content, 3) ensure mobile optimisation and responsive design for diverse devices, and 4) provide multilingual support and simplified guides for families with varying literacy levels. By combining clarity, usability, and comprehensive detail, local authority websites can better support families in accessing Early Help and related services in a timely and efficient manner.
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