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1. Introduction
Early Help operates as an integrated local partnership system rather than a single, isolated service. As articulated in the national framework Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide, a mature local Early Help system relies on strategic partners sharing collective responsibility to identify emerging family difficulties and deliver proportionate support before problems escalate into complex crises (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Operating at the intersection of universal provision and statutory social care, Early Help establishes a continuum of support grounded in consent, multi-agency collaboration, and preventative intervention. It works in tandem with child protection frameworks, providing early support while maintaining seamless escalation pathways when a child is at risk of significant harm.
The statutory foundation governing this collaborative architecture is Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, which sets out multi-agency duties across local authorities, healthcare, education, the police, and voluntary sector organisations (Department for Education, 2026). Because a local authority website serves as the primary digital "front door" for families seeking support, its layout, language, navigation, and service signposting directly influence whether families receive timely support or encounter administrative barriers.
This report evaluates and compares the digital signposting of Early Help and family support services provided by three UK local authorities:
1. Leicester City Council (https://www.leicester.gov.uk)
2. Norfolk County Council (https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/)
3. Tower Hamlets Council (https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/)
These local authorities represent three distinct service models: Leicester adopts a practice-led framework centred on Signs of Safety; Norfolk emphasises a place-based, community-focused Family Hub model; and Tower Hamlets utilises a structurally integrated multi-agency front door through its Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST).
The report is structured into three subsequent sections. Section 2 provides a theoretical and statutory analysis of Early Help and multi-agency working, evaluates each council website across core user-experience criteria, and presents a narrative comparative synthesis. Section 3 summarises the comparative findings and concludes which authority provides the most effective digital front door. Finally, Section 4 outlines strategic, evidence-based recommendations for local authorities to enhance digital accessibility and family navigation.






2. Main Body
2.1 The Early Help System
The core purpose of Early Help is to address family needs at the earliest opportunity. As outlined in Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide, Early Help is a multi-agency ecosystem where universal, targeted, and specialist provisions coordinate support around holistic family needs (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Support spans diverse challenges, including parenting capacity, emotional wellbeing, educational attendance, domestic abuse prevention, housing precarity, financial instability, youth support, and assistance for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Early Help also provides crucial step-down support for families transitioning away from statutory social care (Brandon et al., 2018).
Because families facing challenges rarely search online using formal administrative terms such as "graduated threshold" or "Early Help Assessment" (Sidebotham et al., 2016), effective digital signposting requires plain English, concrete examples of family challenges, clear eligibility criteria, direct self-referral mechanisms, and an explicit distinction between voluntary support and emergency safeguarding. This child-centred approach mirrors Munro’s (2011) principle of eliminating institutional barriers to enable informed decision-making by families and practitioners alike.
2.2 Multi-Agency and Interdisciplinary Working
Multi-agency working refers to the collaborative policy framework where professionals from social care, education, early years, health, police, housing, and voluntary organisations combine expertise and resources to support families (Anning et al., 2010). Interdisciplinary working deepens this collaboration by encouraging practitioners to work across traditional professional boundaries, utilising shared assessment tools and holistic support plans. Interdisciplinary coordination is essential because complex family difficulties rarely occur in isolation; for example, chronic school absenteeism is frequently connected to parental mental health struggles, domestic abuse, or unaddressed learning needs (Laming, 2009).
Under Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, multi-agency collaboration is established as a statutory requirement across local authorities, integrated care boards, and police forces (Department for Education, 2026). Effective joint working requires transparent information sharing, clear professional accountability, and active family participation. Establishing interdisciplinary working at the initial digital front door ensures family needs are recognised holistically rather than fragmented across separate institutional channels.
2.3 Evaluation of Leicester City Council Website
Leicester City Council (https://www.leicester.gov.uk) delivers a practice-led digital approach to Early Help. Its platform explicitly communicates that support is available at the earliest emergence of need to prevent escalation, offering a direct contact telephone line and self-referral options for families (Leicester City Council, 2026a). The website provides clear, concrete examples of family needs, including child behaviour, emotional wellbeing, parenting support, housing challenges, and domestic abuse (Leicester City Council, 2026a).
A major strength of Leicester's platform is its clear operationalisation of the "team around the family" model. The site explains that a designated lead professional works collaboratively with the family, completes an Early Help Assessment, and coordinates multi-agency support (Leicester City Council, 2026b). Crucially, Leicester embeds the Signs of Safety practice model across its Early Help infrastructure (Leicester City Council, 2026c). By structuring assessments around three core questions—what is working well, what are we worried about, and what needs to happen—the site establishes a transparent, child-centred practice philosophy that demystifies multi-agency panel decisions.
However, a significant limitation is that the public web pages attempt to serve two distinct audiences simultaneously: families and professional practitioners. Detailed practitioner guidance regarding Multi-Agency Referral Forms (MARFs), Multi-Agency Support Panels (MASP), and electronic recording systems appears alongside family-facing guidance. This increases cognitive load for parents seeking quick support. Leicester's digital front door would be strengthened by creating a clear structural separation between family signposting and professional resources.
2.4 Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council (https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/) implements a place-based, community-centred model of Early Help. Its digital platform emphasises a geographically distributed network of Family Hubs, joining services across children's services, health visiting, public libraries, and voluntary sector providers (Norfolk County Council, 2024). Norfolk treats accessibility as a multi-channel commitment, positioning information within physical community spaces as well as online platforms.
A key strength of Norfolk's framework is its focus on early, localised access. The council has established fifteen School and Community Zones designed to bring targeted support into local neighbourhoods (Norfolk County Council, 2025a). This place-based structure aligns closely with national system guidelines by shifting early intervention from a reactive, office-based service to an integrated community network (Department for Education, 2025; DfE and DLUHC, 2022). Practitioner guidance flowcharts clearly outline step-by-step navigation from universal Family Hub access to targeted multi-agency support and statutory escalation through the Children’s Advice and Duty Service (CADS) (Norfolk County Council, 2025b).
Despite these strengths, Norfolk's digital user journey is complex. Multiple coexisting service brands—such as Family Hubs, School and Community Teams, Early Help Assessments, and CADS—can overwhelm first-time visitors. While coherent at a strategic level, the digital pathway lacks a simplified "start here" landing page to guide families through direct self-referral routes.
2.5 Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website
Tower Hamlets Council (https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/) delivers a structurally integrated online front door. The council has merged its Early Help Hub and Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub into a single, co-located Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST) (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a). MAST brings together professionals from children's social care, health, education, police, housing, youth services, CAMHS, domestic abuse specialists, and voluntary partners under one digital access point (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026a).
This integrated architecture directly eliminates the problem of families being passed between disconnected agencies. The website clearly explains the step-by-step pathway following a support request: an Early Help Manager evaluates the request, an Early Help practitioner contacts the family, and an Early Help Assessment is initiated or redirected to specialised community teams (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b). The platform lists everyday family challenges in plain language and provides an explicit operational distinction between voluntary early help and urgent child protection pathways, complete with emergency contact links (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026b).
Furthermore, the Early Help Assessment page explicitly clarifies that involvement is voluntary and designed to prevent families from repeatedly telling their story to different agencies (Tower Hamlets Council, 2026c). The primary limitation is the lingering use of institutional acronyms (such as MAST and CAMHS) on family-facing pages, which can present minor cognitive barriers. Nevertheless, Tower Hamlets offers the most effective digital front door among the three local authorities evaluated.
2.6 Comparative Analysis
The three evaluated local authorities represent three distinct paradigms in digital signposting and service delivery: a practice-led approach in Leicester, a place-based community approach in Norfolk, and a structurally integrated front door in Tower Hamlets. Evaluating these models highlights distinct operational trade-offs across problem recognition, agency visibility, access routes, and safeguarding boundaries.
In terms of problem recognition and language, Tower Hamlets achieves the highest usability by describing common family struggles in everyday, empathetic terms and providing direct digital pathways for self-referral. Leicester also performs strongly by listing practical family concerns, though its messaging is somewhat obscured by technical practitioner guidance. Norfolk effectively emphasises community-level support, but its reliance on coexisting service brands creates navigational friction for first-time web visitors.
Regarding multi-agency visibility and structural transparency, Tower Hamlets excels by explicitly illustrating how different agencies co-locate within MAST to review requests collaboratively. Leicester renders multi-agency practice visible through its detailed explanation of lead professionals and Signs of Safety methodology, whereas Norfolk demonstrates strong strategic integration across physical community spaces that is less visible on its main digital landing page.
Finally, in distinguishing voluntary support from emergency safeguarding, Tower Hamlets sets an exemplary standard by maintaining permanently visible, high-contrast operational links for urgent child protection alongside voluntary Early Help options. Leicester and Norfolk both maintain clear statutory referral pathways, yet Tower Hamlets provides the most coherent, single-portal digital user journey, minimising cognitive burden for families in distress.




3. Conclusion
Early Help is a critical pillar of the UK safeguarding architecture, providing proactive support to address emerging family difficulties before statutory social care interventions become necessary. Effective Early Help depends on strong multi-agency partnerships across local authorities, health, education, police, and voluntary organisations. Because local authority websites serve as the primary digital gateway for families seeking support, web usability, clear language, and logical service organisation are paramount.
This report evaluated Leicester City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Tower Hamlets Council as digital front doors to Early Help. Leicester provides a strong practice philosophy through Signs of Safety, but clutter from professional guidance hinders user navigation. Norfolk delivers an impressive place-based network through Family Hubs, yet its multi-brand web structure can fragment the online journey.
Tower Hamlets Council is concluded to offer the most effective digital signposting model. By integrating its Early Help Hub and safeguarding intake into the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST), Tower Hamlets provides families with a clear, single access pathway. Its transparent explanation of the post-referral journey, explicit separation of voluntary help from emergency safeguarding, and clear multi-agency visibility make it an exemplary model aligned with national policy expectations (DfE and DLUHC, 2022; DfE, 2026).
4. Recommendations
Establish a Single "Get Help" Landing Page: Local authorities should design a prominent, single-click "I Need Help" portal that uses simple decision choices based on family concerns rather than administrative department names.
Separate Family and Professional Content: Web developers must create distinct digital portals for families and practitioners. Professional tools (e.g., MARFs, MASP thresholds, electronic systems) should sit on dedicated professional pages to avoid overwhelming parents.
Eliminate Professional Acronyms: Public-facing web copy should remove or immediately define administrative acronyms (e.g., MAST, MASP, CADS, CAMHS) in favour of clear, non-stigmatising plain English.
Clarify the Post-Referral Journey: Websites should visually explain what happens after a family requests support, detailing assessment timescales, consent principles, and how lead professionals coordinate multi-agency care.
Maintain Prominent Safeguarding Separation: Every Early Help web page must feature a permanently visible, high-priority link and telephone contact for urgent safeguarding and emergency child protection.
Integrate Digital and Physical Access Routes: Local authorities should combine digital portals with face-to-face community signposting across libraries, Family Hubs, and schools, ensuring families with low digital confidence are fully supported.
Co-Design Web Architecture with Local Families: Local authorities should conduct routine usability audits with parents, carers, and young people to evaluate site navigation, test compliance with accessibility standards (WCAG 2.1 AA), and remove broken or outdated content.
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