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An Examination and Analysis of How the Early Help System Is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc235827589]1. Introduction
Early Help is a ‘gateway to support' but provided a parent can access the right service before the situation gets worse. In this report Tower Hamlets and Southwark and Staffordshire are evaluated across the following categories: clarity, referral access, safeguarding, inclusion and partnership working. The national system guide provides a vision of what a mature offer should look like, which is family-centred, coordinated and meets the needs of families before it becomes more acute (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). A council website should therefore be considered as infrastructure for interventions and not for publicity. Some examples of organisations transferring their complexity to families who may have limited ability to cope with the complexity is poor signposting. The review is based on the websites as they are experienced by families and is not an assessment of the quality of services offered after referral.
This means that Tower Hamlets has the best description of locality, Southwark has the best description of service and Staffordshire has the best seamless journey, but least good at describing locality. The amount of information is not quality. When parents are excluded from school because of a phone call, financial difficulties, domestic violence and deteriorating mental health, a long page can make them fail. Nutbeam differentiates functional, interactive and critical literacy, and reveals that access is a matter of interpretation and action (Nutbeam, 2000). What matters is if a site moves policy to a next step. When signposting is confusing it is a safeguarding issue as support is delayed.


[bookmark: _Toc235827590]2. Early Help System (EHS)
Early Help isn't social care in disguise or a lesser version of social care. A combination of both universal and specific supports to positively impact the family and prevent families from spiralling. Statutory guidance for 2026 has been revised to ensure targeted Early Help and section 17 support is part of a more joined-up approach to Family Help, with multidisciplinary planning for multiple needs (Department for Education, 2026). This is key as families have no issues with the categories of the departments, conflict can intensify with rent arrears and influence the attendance, emotional regulation and safety. A credible website should give an insight into the range of support and the distinction between voluntary and compulsory support and protection. Where there is significant harm it should not be used to cover up where a statutory assessment is required.
Engagement is the underpinning of Early Help and engagement is not compliance. Due to coercive control, insecure working situations, language difficulties or negative experiences with services, a parent can miss appointments. Platt (2012) shows that engagement is not only a question of motivation, but of personal factors and practitioner relationships/service design. The relationship is affected before contact by websites: before the contact, the fear is increased by accusatory wording, and after contact, the trust is decreased by vague promises. Signposting should include: what will happen after the contact; if consent is required; practitioners involved and how urgent concerns will be addressed. Parent and professional/emergency users should be separated, as different users have different levels of knowledge and urgency.


[bookmark: _Toc235827591]3. Multi-agency Working
Multi-agency working required as not all services view the whole family picture. Attendance is kept at school, health providers see problems in development, housing providers find out about homelessness, and police may have information about the domestic abuse. Working together isn't just a case of sitting people next to each other in the same room, as thresholds, vocabularies and accountability are different, according to Walker (2018). Digital signposting should provide information on who is responsible for co-ordination of help, why information might be shared and how connections can be made between universal and specialist services. If not, then it remains a slogan: ‘joined-up working'. The most robust website should be able to determine a lead route and minimize repetition of the families' story between services.
Not only is there the risk of communication loss but also information that is not being analysed. Frost, Robinson and Anning (2005) found that although multidisciplinary teams provide an increased access, there can be tensions with respect to professional identity and professional responsibility. A website will not fix poor judgement, but will make accountability apparent, with contact and escalation directions. Fragmented websites can mirror fragmented practice--signaling to users to go to education, housing, mental health/parenting sites. Information should be structured based on family circumstances and outcomes and not internal directorates. Design that is digital, is best when it's about coordination, not bureaucracy.


[bookmark: _Toc235827592]4. Tower Hamlets Council
The most seamless description is for Tower Hamlets. It has an 'About Early help' page that explains the difference between general and specialist provision and defines parental conflict, SEND, low attendance and mental-health difficulty and that that first step to targeted provision is an Early help Assessment. There is a primary focus on coverage of pregnancy to 19 (or 25 for young people with SEND). The page states that likely significant harm becomes statutory services and early help feels like it's divorced from protection. Has low cognitive density. Use of acronyms such as MAST, MASH, CAMHS, eEHA and EDT used throughout the journey, parent may know about integration but not know which is important.
Digital route connected to Best Start Family Hubs and Children and Family Centres and referral, improving accessibility. This will allow families to have a place to go for advice and not have to "know the right team" of professionals. However, visitors continue to follow the main page to the hub pages, and then to the leaflets and request form. This is great for professionals, but can also become a services map, not a direct route. A "first screen" that was more situationally grounded would be things like financial difficulties, attendance at school, parent's wellbeing or immediate safety.


[bookmark: _Toc235827593]5. Southwark Council
What matters to Southwark is that they have a clear concept. It has an ‘About early help’ page, detailing the universal provision that is available before targeted Family early help is undertaken and includes information on parenting, emotional well-being, debt, bereavement and domestic abuse (Southwark Council, 2024). There is a clear age range, in this case age 18 (25 if applicable when SEND). Families are able to identify eligibility without the use of a threshold chart. The weakness begins afterwards. There are different user groups for universal help, children and family centres and "extra" Early Help. This provides a correct picture of the intensity of services and brings up further decisions. A family's need for one universal service or targeted casework—or multiple referrals may not be known.
Southwark's referral page provides an urgent safeguarding number, needs consent for non-urgent referral, provides duty-manager advice and states that referrals are considered for during a weekly allocation meeting (Southwark Council, 2025). This openness contributes to make sense of the procedure. There are however separate arrangements to refer for non-urgent services. A single offer across two access points - parenting and education inclusion and wellbeing. A form that needs to be completed - and sent by email - is not as mobile friendly as a responsive application, particularly for people with low data rates. So Southwark expresses thresholds well but action is more process than substance as it does in its introduction.


[bookmark: _Toc235827594]6. Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire has been able to show a good locality model. Families First is delivered in 19 geographical patches in eight districts, providing a connection between Early Help Teams and safeguarding and disability services (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The page sets out a tiering system, distinguishing between Level 3 multiple needs and Level 4 acute needs and offers a clear allocation system for practitioners. Its language is system oriented, rather than family oriented. No words mentioned deployment, words like 'geographical patches' and 'levels of need' and 'specialist safeguarding units' are not about families. Although the page is stated to be “co-ordinated”, it doesn't specify who co-ordinates an individual family plan. Informative, not quite family friendly.
The ‘Getting access to support’ page differentiates between families receiving support and families seeking support - including any early help or urgent safeguarding concerns (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). It directs users to a pre-existing worker, and encourages support as prevention. Families must, however, find a local team, or go to other contact pages. Horwath argues that families should not be segmented into services, but rather that lived experience and socioeconomic factors need to be explored. What Staffordshire should do, is better embody that, and in doing so provide one named contact, response time and options of nearby hubs when people input their postcode. Localisation should make it easy to access, and not require knowledge of district boundaries.


[bookmark: _Toc235827595]7. Comparative Analysis
All Tower Hamlets best links definition thresholds multi-agency and physical provision. Southwark is easier to read at first, but splits at referral, while Staffordshire provides good geographical information and is more practitioner friendly. Despite the existence of the Internet, it doesn't necessarily mean people can do things online, as was observed by van Deursen and van Dijk (2014). While a parent may own a smartphone, they might be at a disadvantage due to acronyms, forms, low data or unclear thresholds. The borough of Tower Hamlets is consequently ranked 1st, Southwark 2nd and Staffordshire 3rd. None provides a smooth transition to a human response name.
There is a capacity qualification for the ranking. The possibility to self-referral and increase demand but not supply, and vice versa, can lead to decreased trust. In England, an English authority stated that the shift to later intervention was due to deprivation, less provision in the community, and a lack of partnership working practice (Hood et al., 2020). Councils must make available information on their times of response, how they prioritise and what options are available if they cannot deliver targeted support. They should monitor forms which are abandoned, repeat calls and escalation to statutory intervention. Repeated page views are not a good indicator of accessibility; it could mean that the visitor is confused. Digital Analytics: Based on Family Experience and Service Outcome.


[bookmark: _Toc235827596]8. Conclusion and Recommendations
Tower Hamlets is most effective with respect to the Early Help, multi-agency front door and visible hub network. Southwark is good at explaining the provision of universal and targeted support and asking families to work this out in terms of administrative geography when making referrals. That is because "process can consume children's attention when attention is on the process" (Horwath and Tarr, 2015). This can be done in the design of websites as well, in which the web pages are more about form and thresholds than about the child. Ask on each page what is going on, how it is impacting the child and if anyone is being put at risk. Information architecture should be used to enact responsive action rather than to show institutional fullness.
One permanent “Get family help” button should be available in all three councils and connect to regular help, professional advice and life threatening safety concern. The next screen allows you to add the following features: situation based prompts, postcode based contacts, translated summaries, read aloud and mobile form that can be saved. Councils should include details of consent requirements, response time, arrangements for information sharing and any consequences of a rejected referral. Parental testing should be done to ensure Pages work with parents with SEND, limited literacy, limited English and coercive control and pay-as-you-go data. The intent is to contact them sooner and safer. A website is successful if a family can get to an appropriate human response without knowledge of the council's organisational structure. This should be assessed by successful contact, rather than by traffic to council web pages.
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