Student Name: Susannah Moriarty
Student Number: 2331924
Module Name: Protecting and Supporting Families in Health Care
Lecturer: Phillip Jones
Assignment Title: Component 2 Written Assignment (Report)


















Content Page
Written Report...............................................................................................Page 3
Reference List...............................................................................................Page 9 




















Abstract
This report critically examines the effectiveness of online communications and referral pathways for the Early Help systems that are delivered across three diverse English Local Authorities (LAs), Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower hamlets Council. Early help is a preventative, non-statutory service designed to address children's and family's needs at the earliest point of emergency, as mandated by UK statutory guidance, including working together to safeguard children (2023) and the Early Help System guide. The analysis focuses specifically on the digital front door, the LA website assessing accessible, clarity of terminology and coherence of the referral pathway. Findings reveal significant divergence in practice, while Leeds and Tower Hamlets offer clear single points of access (SPA) for example MAST/Early Help Front Door, Staffordshire demonstrated critical access barriers and poor sign posting. The report concludes with practical recommendations for Local authorities (LAs) to enhance digital accessibility and user experience, mitigating the risk of drift and delay in family support.
Introduction
The provision of Early Help is a cornerstone of the UK child welfare strategy, recognised as the most effective means of improving outcomes for children and families. It is a preventative, non-statutory framework designed to provide support at the earliest opportunity, reducing the need for high cost, statutory Children's Social care interventions (DfE, 2024). The success of this preventative approach is critically dependant on its accessibility. In contemporary practice, the LAs website functions as the primary gateway, the front door, through which families, professionals and concerned members of the public can locate and access vital services.
The purpose of this report is to assess and compare three distinct Local Authorities, (Leeds City Council, Staffordshire City Council and Tower Hamlets Council), signpost Early Help information online. The comparisons focus on accessibility, clarity, and the coherence of the multi-agency referral pathway. The subsequent analysis evaluates these findings against the core principles of statutory safeguarding guidance. The report concludes with practical recommendations for LAs to enhance their digital communication and service access, ensuring clear information for families and professionals.
Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is formally identified in The Early Help System Guid as providing “support to families as soon as a problem emerges, at any point in a child's life” (DfE, 2024). Its primarily functions preventative measure, aiming to support families in building resilience and addressing problems before they escalate into a crisis requiring statutory interventions under Section 47 enquiries. This system is underpinned by the continuum of need, a graded framework that helps professionals identify the level of intervention needed, ranging from universal services (Tier 1) to specific, highly targeted (Tier 2/3). Effective Early Help is characterised by a voluntary, consent-based approach, this involves a holistic assessment (The Early Help Assessment) that looks at the family as a whole family, not just the child.
This framework aligns directly with broader safeguarding principles by embodying the core belief that “safeguarding is everyone's responsibility” (DfE,2024). By offering targeted proportionate support at the earliest stage for families, Early Help acts as a protective factor, illuminating risks and ensuring that social workers can focus their time and their expertise with children facing the highest levels of harm. The failure to provide timely, accessible Early Help is often cited in serious case reviews as a precursor to escalation, known as drift and delayed.
Explanation of Multi Agency Working
Multi agency working is the collaborative core Early Help system, defines as the coordinated effort of various professional bodies to achieve a share outcome for a child and their family. Its significance is rooted in statutory guidance, Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), which mandates that health care professionals, police and schools must cooperate to improve the welfare of all children.
In the context of Early Help, this collaboration is essential because a family’s needs are often complex with multiple factors such as mental health, housing, education, and parental conflict. No single agency holds all the resources or information making sign posting and clear communication a necessity for children, young people and their families.
Multi agency support is formalised through structures such as the Team Around the Family (TAF), coordinated by a central mechanism, typically the Single Point of Access (SPA) or Multi Agency Support Team (MAST) professional across different sectors, a school attendance officer, a health visitor a police community support officer and a Local Authority Early Help worker, share relevant information (with consent) through the SPA to ensure a holistic view of the family. Then collaborate in the Team Around the Family (TAF) meeting, creating, implementing and reviewing the family plan. Professional partners can easily and effectively contribute to this multi-agency working approach.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Tower
 Hamlets Council
Leeds City council: Accessibility and the Front Door
Presentation and Accessibility
Leeds City Council’s website demonstrates a high level of user experience and accessibility. The information is prominently featured and easily found via internal search using terms like Family Support and Early Help (Leeds City Council). The overall design is clean, with clear headings for easy navigation.
Clarity and Comprehensiveness
The language used is simple and family focused, which successfully translates complex safeguarding language into actionable steps. A key strength is the use of One Minute Guides and visual pathways which distil the Early Help Assessment team (EHA)/Team Around the Family (TAF) process into easily digestible formats for parents and non-specialist professionals for example teachers. The site clearly defines Early Help Front Door Team as the Single Point of Access (SPA) providing direct telephone and email contact details.
Strengths and Weaknesses
The main strength is the clarity of the pathway and the investment in accessing resources. The Front Door team is presented as working closely with Social Care, managing the threshold effectively. A minor weakness is the volume of support resources, which could still feel overwhelming to a family in crisis.
Staffordshire County Council: Critical Access Failures and Professional Focus
Presentation and Accessibility
Staffordshire County Council’s digital interface presented immediate and severe barriers to access (Staffordshire County Council, 2025. Initial attempts to locate the core Early Help landing page resulted in a critical failure, rendering the service information completely inaccessible at the first point of research. The overall navigation was fragmented, with key support documents buried deep or found only via oblique search terms.
Clarity and Comprehensiveness
The functioning content found later was heavily skewed towards internal processes and professional jargon. Search results are dominated by internal programmes such as the Household Support Fund and documents relating to the Graduate Response Toolkit, which is intended for professional use, not for public enquiry. The information is comprehensive for professionals but can be highly confusing for parents.
Strengths and Weaknesses
A significant weakness is the critical failure and fragmented approach lacking a clear SPA. The pathway focuses excessively on how to complete the EHA rather than how to initiate support. This design transfers the burden of navigating the complex multi-agency landscape onto the user, directly undermining the goal of swift, timely help. A potential strength is the comprehensive documentation available if a professional knows where to find it.
Tower Hamlets Council: The MAST Model Coherence 
Presentation and Accessibility
Tower hamlets council provides a unified and coordinated online experience (Tower Hamlet Council, 2025). The entire Early Help service is consolidated under the umbrella of the MAST (Multi Agency Support Team) making it highly searchable and prominent. The page layout is clear, detailing the MAST’s multi-agency purpose immediately.
Clarity and Comprehensiveness
The site is highly effective in communication with the Single Point of Access (SPA). It unequivocally instructs users both families and professionals to complete and email the MASH Request Support Form. This is clarity ensures there is no ambiguity about the referral mechanism. The information comprehensively explains the subsequent steps, detailing the role of the EHA and support provided by local based family hubs.
Strengths and Weaknesses
The primary strength is coherence and centralisation. By unifying all the Early Help and safeguarding enquiries under the LAST brand, Tower Hamlets simplifies the threshold decisions for the use user. A minor weakness is the reliance on a downloadable form that must be emailed, which is slightly less user friendly than a dedicated online submission portal, but the instructions are clear.
Comparative Analysis
The comparative analysis reveals that the effectiveness of the digital front door is directly correlated with the commitment to centralisation and plain language.
Tower Hamlets excelled by unifying all the support under the MAST brand, offering the most coherent Single point Access (Tower Hamlet Council, 2025).
Leeds stood out for its use of accessible resources, such as the One Minute Guide and visual pathways, making the complex Early Hel Assessment/Team Around the Family process understandable for families (Leeds City Council, 2025)
Leeds City Council is highlighted as the most effective website. It balances high searchability with clear instructions for the public, ensuring that the critical duty to provide swift intervention is met.
The Staffordshire website’s critical failure in loading the webpages highlighted a fundamental weakness, technical instability creates the ultimate barrier to accessing Early Help (Staffordshire County Council, 2025). A system that cannot be accessed is a system that cannot provide help.
Both Staffordshire and Tower Hamlets’ reliance on the downloadable forms rather than seamless online submissions detracts from the user's experience. All three could improve by conducting user testing with parents to ensure all terminology (EHA, TAF, SPA) is universally used and understood or replaced with plain language for example family support plan or help request form. 
Staffordshire must undergo an immediate technical audit and redesign to feature the SPA prominently, moving the focus from internal professional toolkits to direct family access.
Conclusion
This report concludes that the digital front door to Early Help Services varies significantly across Local authorities impacting access to preventative support services. The analysis affirms that Leeds City Council provides the most effective online signposting to services and successfully translate statortory complexity into family friendly action points. Conversely the critical access issues and professional centric design of Staffordshire website demonstrate a failure to meet the statutory principle of providing timely and accessible support.
Practical recommendations for improving how all the Local Authorities signpost Early Help online are as follows,
Mandate Technical Resilience. Implement continuous technical auditing of all critical service links and eliminate accessibility failures and prevent the risk of drift and delay.
Centralise the Single Point of Access (SPA). Clearly and unambiguously define the SPA for example MAST or Front Door Team on the primary landing page with direct contact methods, avoiding fragmented pathways.
Prioritise plain language. Adopt a universal plain language policy, using simple terms for key concepts like Team around the family becoming a support meeting ensuring online guidance is written for families first.
Ultimately, the clarity and accessibility of the online information is paramount to achieving the Early Help system goals, ensuring families receive the right support, at the right time, at the earliest opportunity. 
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