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Introduction: 

Within modern British social policy, "Early Help" represents a critical shift from reactive, 
crisis-driven intervention toward proactive, preventative support. Designed to mitigate 
emerging familial challenges before they escalate, Early Help operates as a protective 
framework to bolster family resilience, safeguard child welfare, and reduce operational and 
financial pressures on statutory Children's Social Care. (Department for Levelling Up, 
Housing and Communities & Department for Education, 2022). 

As local governments transition toward "digital-by-default" service delivery, a local authority’s 
website serves as the primary virtual "front door" to these support pathways. For vulnerable 
families seeking self-referrals, and for multi-agency professionals (such as teachers, GPs, 
and community workers) looking to submit an Early Help Assessment (EHA), the clarity, 
accessibility, and emotional tone of these digital interfaces are paramount. If these online 
portals are overly bureaucratic or clinical, they risk creating barriers. Such obstacles can 
discourage engagement and leave vulnerable children without timely support. 

This report provides a comparative evaluation of how Early Help information is signposted 
and communicated online across three diverse UK local authorities: Birmingham City 
Council, Cornwall Council, and Salford City Council. It evaluates their design, 
accessibility, and clarity, and suggests practical ways to optimise these virtual gateways. 

Theoretical and Legislative Foundations of Early Help: 

Early Help is a coordinated, multi-layered network of early-stage support spanning a child's 
development from pre-birth through the transition to adulthood. The system is designed to 
resolve emerging issues holistically, enhancing long-term outcomes and avoiding intrusive 
statutory intervention under the Children Act 1989. 

The framework is structured around a standard four-tiered threshold of need model widely 
adopted across England to map out service delivery along a continuum of vulnerability and 
risk: 

Level 1: Universal Services: Support open to the entire population, including primary 
healthcare (GPs and maternity care), mainstream education, early years nurseries, and 
public libraries or leisure centres. 

Level 2: Early Targeted Intervention: Light-touch support for emerging, single-agency 
difficulties, such as a school counsellor supporting a child experiencing mild anxiety, or a 
housing officer addressing mild tenancy instability. 



Level 3: Intensive Targeted Support: For families facing complex, multi-faceted struggles 
requiring coordinated, multi-agency interventions, structured around an Early Help 
Assessment (EHA) and Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings. 

Level 4: Statutory Specialist Protection: The threshold for compulsory statutory 
intervention, reserved for children experiencing or at risk of significant harm. This level 
triggers formal social work assessments, child protection plans, or care proceedings. 
(NSPCC, 2024). 
 
By acting as a structured intermediary, the Early Help framework (operating at Tiers 2 and 3) 
keeps high-cost statutory resources reserved for the most critical cases. Crucially, Early 
Help relies entirely on voluntary consent and active partnership. This voluntary nature shifts 
the power dynamic from coercive state surveillance to collaborative support. Consequently, 
the warmth and accessibility of initial digital signposting are critical to securing parental trust. 

Multi-Agency Delivery and the EHA Pathway: 

Because the challenges faced by vulnerable families are rarely isolated, no single agency 
possesses the specialised knowledge or resources to address them alone. Consequently, 
multi-agency working operates as the cornerstone of the Early Help infrastructure. This 
collaborative approach is legally mandated by the statutory guidance Working Together to 
Safeguard Children, which places a joint duty on local authorities, health partners, and police 
to collaborate systematically. (Department for Education, 2023). 
 

In practice, multi-agency working within the Early Help arena is operationalised through two 
vital processes: 

The Early Help Assessment (EHA): A standardised, holistic tool co-produced with the 
family, focusing on mapping out their existing strengths and protective factors alongside their 
worries and challenges. This unified document prevents families from experiencing the 
distress of repeating their stories to multiple different departments. 

Team Around the Family (TAF): A regular meeting that brings together the family and a 
customised group of professionals, such as teachers, family support workers, and health 
visitors, to agree on a single, integrated support plan. To ensure continuity, a single 
professional is designated as the Lead Practitioner, serving as the family's primary point of 
contact and coordinating the delivery of agreed actions. 

Evaluating the Council Websites: 

Birmingham City Council: The Welcoming Campaign: 

Birmingham structures its Early Help services through the Birmingham Children’s 
Partnership, dividing the city into ten "Locality Hubs" led by the voluntary and community 
sectors. To make these hubs approachable and reduce the cold, institutional feel often 
associated with municipal services, they developed a warm, parent-focused campaign 
called "From Birmingham with Love". 

Getting to the "From Birmingham with Love" portal from the main homepage is highly 
intuitive. The link is prominently displayed, acting as a direct gateway that immediately 
bypasses the main corporate council structure. Rather than navigating through layers of 
corporate directories, parents are immediately routed to a colourful, humanised landing page 
designed specifically to reduce system shock. As shown in Figure 1, the landing page 
employs a bright, non-clinical layout that avoids municipal jargon to reduce parental anxiety. 



 

Figure 1: The parent-facing landing page for Birmingham Children's Partnership's "From 
Birmingham with Love" campaign (Birmingham Children's Trust, 2026). 

 
The written content of the portal is completely free of clinical, academic, and social work 
jargon. Instead of using complex phrases like "multi-agency intervention," it lists simple, 
practical topics like "food and finances," "parental conflict," "mental health," and support 
during the "first 1,001 days" of a child's life. 

The portal links directly to local "Family Hubs" and a community directory called "The 
Waiting Room". Run by partner organisations, this directory lists hundreds of localised, 
grass-roots services. To make contact simple, the interface features a highly visible, secure 
online form called "Family Connect" alongside direct, easy-to-find telephone helplines. 

 



Cornwall Council: The Centralised Gateway: 

Cornwall Council directs all preventative queries through a centralised "Early Help Hub", run 
as a joint partnership between the Council and the Cornwall Foundation Trust. This acts as a 
single virtual and administrative front door for all requests for early support. 

The digital pathway into the "Early Help Hub" is highly logical and organised around a clear 
step-by-step structure. Users visiting the council website are instantly met with a prominent, 
brightly coloured button that guides them directly into the application and referral pipeline. 
However, because this page is so highly structured and focused on administrative efficiency, 
it immediately forces the user to navigate administrative rules rather than offering gentle, 
upfront reassurance. This highly structured layout (see Figure 2) prioritises bureaucratic 
triage efficiency over a soft, welcoming introduction. 
 

 
Figure 2: Cornwall Council's centralised "Early Help Hub" digital referral portal (Cornwall 

Council, 2026). 



The language on the landing page is highly professional and clear, but it can feel quite 
legalistic, clinical, and corporate. The page places a heavy emphasis on formal 
requirements, such as verifying that the applicant holds "Parental Responsibility" (PR) and 
ensuring that children aged 13 or over have given explicit consent to the assessment. 

Despite the formal tone, the platform provides a detailed list of available services, including 
Health Visiting, School Nursing, Portage, family support, and CAMHS. Contact options, 
including direct email addresses, phone lines, and operating hours, are prominently 
displayed. 

Salford City Council: The Relational Approach: 

Salford City Council places real parents' stories and the "Family Partnership Model" 
(FPM) at the heart of its digital landing page under the "Salford Family Partnership" banner. 
The council grounds its early intervention framework in a commitment to being a "Trauma 
Responsive City," a philosophy that heavily influences its online presence. 

Finding the Early Help page on Salford’s website is straightforward, as it is neatly 
categorised under the main "help for families" section. The site immediately routes families 
toward cooperative, community-led support rather than pushing them through a rigid digital 
form. By showing parents' personal stories and video testimonials right at the entrance, the 
landing page acts as a comforting, human-centred gateway. 

 



Figure 3: Salford City Council's "Salford Family Partnership" portal highlighting their 
relational approach (Salford City Council, 2026). 

 
The site stands out for its warm, conversational, and non-judgemental language, designed to 
reduce parental anxiety about local authority involvement. It explicitly displays its Partnership 
Pledge, stating that workers will use a strengths-based and collaborative approach to 
work "WITH" families, not "DO TO" them. 
 
Salford clearly explains the EHA and TAF processes step-by-step using plain, everyday 
English. To help families make contact, the page lists direct details for localised Family Hubs 
so parents can reach out to a real person in their neighbourhood. If a family's needs are too 
complex for Early Help, the site also provides clear signposting to their multi-agency 
statutory referral pathway, "The Bridge Partnership." 

Comparative Analysis and Discussion: 

Evaluating these digital portals reveals how distinct design philosophies can impact how 
effectively vulnerable families are supported. 

Reducing System Fear and Stigma: 

Families facing emerging crises often feel anxious about contacting municipal authorities 
due to fear of coercive state intervention. This anxiety is a major contributor to delayed help-
seeking behaviour. When a family delays seeking support, their problems frequently 
compound, eventually requiring high-level, compulsory intervention. 

Salford City Council effectively addresses this barrier. By embedding parent narratives and 
explicit, collaborative language on its landing page, it positions the council as a supportive 
partner rather than an intrusive enforcement agency. 

In contrast, Cornwall's site presents a highly structured, corporate interface. While useful for 
professional partners, its upfront focus on legal checks, databases, and consent rules can 
feel cold and intimidating to a parent in distress. A parent visiting Cornwall's site may feel  

that they are entering a surveillance network rather than a support system, which can deter 
them from completing a self-referral. 



 

Comparative Evaluation of Council Portals: 

Accessibility and the Digital Divide: 

How information is structured online is a major factor in digital inclusion. According to Ofcom 
data, low-income households are disproportionately reliant on mobile phones for internet 
access, often lacking access to a desktop computer or reliable broadband. This digital divide 
means that complex web pages and heavy, non-responsive PDF forms can actively exclude 
families. (Ofcom, 2022). 
 

Birmingham City Council addresses this well by presenting resources in a responsive web 
directory ("The Waiting Room") rather than relying on complex, downloadable PDF 
documents. This design choice makes vital community directories easily accessible to 
mobile-only users, allowing a parent to quickly find a local food bank or support group while 
using a basic smartphone. 

Furthermore, Salford's use of multimedia content, including brief audio snippets and real 
parent video testimonials, addresses the needs of users with lower literacy levels. By 
contrast, Cornwall’s reliance on dense blocks of descriptive text requires a re latively high 
level of reading comprehension, which may inadvertently exclude families experiencing 
multiple layers of disadvantage. (Watson & Thompson, 2021). 
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Conclusions and Simple Recommendations: 

Conclusions: 

While all three councils offer excellent physical support, their websites use very different 
design choices. Salford provides the best relational model for parents, using trauma-
responsive principles to build trust. Birmingham offers the best community-centric, mobile-
friendly directories, ensuring that resources are highly accessible on any device. Cornwall's 
portal is exceptionally clear and efficient for professionals but would benefit from a softer, 
more parent-centric tone to encourage voluntary self-referrals. 

Practical Recommendations for All Councils: 

Use Welcoming, Non-Stigmatising Language: Avoid technical phrases like "eligibility 
reviews" on parent-facing pages. Use plain English to explain that getting help is a normal 
part of parenting and a strength rather than a weakness. 

Separate Parent and Professional Routes: Create two distinct pathways on the main 
page. One pathway should be warm, simple, and narrative-driven for families, while the 
other should contain the necessary administrative details, legal consent guides, and EHA 
upload forms for multi-agency professionals. 

Include Real Stories: Use audio, video, or written case studies to show families how the 
process actually works. Seeing other local families talk about how Early Help supported 
them builds immediate trust and demystifies the system. 

Design for Mobile Screens: Ensure all directories, information pages, and contact forms 
work seamlessly on mobile phones without requiring large, complex PDF downloads. 
Interactive directories should be built directly into responsive web pages. 
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