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Evaluating Early Help and Family Support Websites: Staffordshire, Leeds and Nottinghamshire
1. Introduction
Early Help is an important component of the support, safeguarding and protection system for children, young people and families in England. Its underlying principle is that children and families should receive appropriate assistance when needs first emerge, rather than waiting until difficulties escalate and require more intensive statutory intervention. Effective Early Help therefore depends not only on available services but also on whether families can identify, understand and access them.
This report examines how Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council communicate Early Help and family support through their websites. It evaluates the clarity and accessibility of information, routes into support, availability of services, explanation of multi-agency working and consideration of family needs.
The analysis draws on two Department for Education publications. The Early Help System Guide identifies 31 descriptors of a mature Early Help system, organised around family voice, workforce, communities, leaders and data (Department for Education, 2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises effective multi-agency partnership working and positive, trusting relationships with parents and carers (Department for Education, 2023).
The report compares the authorities' online communication, identifies strengths and limitations, and recommends improvements. Overall, Leeds provides the most coherent explanation of Early Help, Nottinghamshire offers particularly accessible family-focused information, and Staffordshire demonstrates extensive provision that could be communicated more simply.
2. The Early Help System
Early Help is a preventative approach intended to identify and address emerging difficulties before they become more serious. The Early Help System Guide presents it as a connected system involving families, communities, practitioners, leaders and information systems, rather than a single service or referral pathway.
Its 31 descriptors help local areas assess their arrangements and identify development priorities (Department for Education, 2022). These include family participation, workforce development, community provision, strategic leadership and effective information sharing. Consequently, websites should communicate how services connect rather than simply advertise individual programmes.
Family voice is particularly important. Parents, carers, children and young people should participate in identifying needs and developing solutions. Websites should therefore use understandable language, provide meaningful choices and explain how families can influence decisions about support.
Early Help covers parenting difficulties, emotional wellbeing, behaviour, education, relationships, finances, housing, domestic abuse, disability and children's health. Families might search for parenting advice or financial assistance without recognising these needs as Early Help. Effective signposting must anticipate everyday language and organise information around circumstances families recognise.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 reinforces shared responsibility for safeguarding and supporting families. Early Help should form part of a continuum extending from universal services through targeted assistance to statutory intervention when necessary. Websites must explain these options without implying that every difficulty requires specialist intervention.

3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working involves organisations collaborating to identify and address children's and families' needs. Partners may include local authorities, schools, health services, police, housing providers and voluntary organisations.
Families often experience several difficulties simultaneously. Behavioural concerns, for example, may coexist with parental conflict, financial pressure or housing insecurity. When services operate independently, families may repeatedly explain their circumstances, potentially delaying assistance. Coordinated working enables professionals to develop a more holistic understanding and agree appropriate responses.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises partnership working across the system of help, support and protection. It also highlights positive relationships with parents and carers, recognising that effective support depends upon cooperation and trust.
The Early Help System Guide similarly promotes shared responsibility, community provision and coordinated responses to whole-family needs. Family Hubs can support these principles by bringing services together and providing recognisable access points.
The three councils demonstrate these approaches differently. Staffordshire presents Families First as bringing together services supporting children and families. Leeds describes multidisciplinary Family Hubs, while Nottinghamshire positions its Family Hub Network as a central access point.
Websites should explain how collaboration benefits families rather than merely listing professional roles. Clear communication helps parents understand where to seek assistance and how different organisations contribute to coordinated support.

4. Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council provides extensive Early Help information through its Early Help, Family Hubs and Families First webpages.
Its dedicated Early Help page uses reassuring language, explaining that everyone needs help sometimes and describing how local services provide information, advice and guidance. This normalises seeking assistance rather than associating Early Help exclusively with serious family difficulties.
[bookmark: _Int_93Jj8nGU]The council directs families towards Staffordshire Connects, a directory of services. This provides a useful link between general explanations and practical access, particularly for families unsure which organisation can address their circumstances.
Family Hubs are another strength. Described as welcoming spaces, they enable families to speak with trained staff and access support and activities. The online directory helps users identify local hubs, while associated information covers parenting, family learning, parental conflict, domestic abuse and other needs.
Families First further demonstrates the council's commitment to coordinated support. Its information explains how partner organisations work together and distinguishes between different levels of need. Separate routes for Early Help and safeguarding help families identify appropriate assistance.
The Early Help Team pages also describe practical provision, including advice, individual support, group sessions and collaboration with schools. This makes the service more understandable by showing what assistance can involve.
However, the website uses several service names, including Early Help, Families First, Family Hubs, Staffordshire Connects and the Families Integrated Front Door. Although these services form part of a wider system, their relationships may not be immediately apparent to first-time visitors.
Staffordshire therefore offers substantial information and useful signposting, but its navigation could be simplified. A single, prominent access point explaining available options would help families move from recognising a problem to obtaining appropriate support.

5. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council provides a detailed explanation of Early Help through its dedicated guidance, including the One-minute guide: Early help.
The guidance explains that support should begin when difficulties first emerge and describes a graduated approach. Universal and targeted services can address many needs, while more intensive assistance becomes available when circumstances require it.
This explanation is valuable because it demonstrates how different levels of support relate to one another. Families can understand that difficulties do not automatically require statutory children's social care and that assistance can respond to changing needs.
Family Hubs are central to the Leeds approach. They provide access to advice, services and support relating to parenting, health, education and wellbeing. Seven hubs offer identifiable locations and contact details, with opportunities to drop in or arrange appointments.
Leeds also communicates multidisciplinary working particularly clearly. Its information identifies professionals and coordinators working across Early Help, social care, substance use, domestic abuse, mental health, special educational needs and disability, and policing. This illustrates how different expertise can contribute to understanding and addressing family needs.
[bookmark: _Int_4VIROO3S]The council promotes the principle that Early Help is everybody's business. Schools, youth services and other universal or targeted services contribute to identifying emerging difficulties and providing assistance before more intensive intervention becomes necessary. This corresponds with the Early Help System Guide's emphasis on shared responsibility.
Nevertheless, professional terminology can create barriers. Expressions such as graduated approach, clusters, TAC/F and front door may be unfamiliar to parents. Information spread across multiple webpages may also require users to navigate between explanations and contact details.
A simplified family-facing pathway would improve accessibility. Despite this limitation, Leeds provides a particularly coherent connection between Early Help principles, multidisciplinary working and identifiable services.

6. Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council uses its Family Hub Network as a central access point for families seeking assistance. Its description of the network as a front door reduces the expectation that parents must understand children's services before obtaining support.
Information is organised around everyday circumstances, including pregnancy, parenting, education, health, relationships, employment and finances. This approach helps families locate relevant assistance without needing to recognise professional terminology.
The network works with partners including the NHS, schools and local charities. Support can be accessed through physical hubs, schools, libraries and online provision through the Virtual Family Hub. These arrangements reflect the Early Help System Guide's emphasis on community-based provision and coordinated services.
Families can contact their local Family Hub, complete an online enquiry form or approach the Early Help Unit. An important strength is the distinction between professional referrals and family self-referrals. The website explains that certain professional forms are not intended for parents and carers, directing them towards the appropriate enquiry route.
Parenting information is particularly family focused. Support is available for behaviour, routines, wellbeing, safety, learning, benefits and debt. Assistance may be delivered at home, by telephone, within a Family Hub or in a community setting.
This connects Early Help with ordinary family experiences rather than presenting it primarily as an administrative process. Multiple access methods may also benefit families who cannot easily attend locations.
However, information is distributed across the Family Hub Network, Early Help Unit, Virtual Family Hub and Your Notts Directory. New users may consequently struggle to identify the most appropriate starting point.
Some information also appears alongside safeguarding and professional referral material. Clearer separation between preventative family support and professional safeguarding procedures could improve usability.
Overall, Nottinghamshire communicates support accessibly and offers varied contact methods. Better integration between its online entry points would strengthen its approach.

7. Comparative Analysis
The authorities demonstrate substantial commitment to Early Help, although their websites communicate services differently.

	Criterion
	Staffordshire
	Leeds
	Nottinghamshire

	Explanation of Early Help
	Strong
	Very strong
	Strong

	Family-friendly language
	Strong
	Strong
	Very strong

	Family-friendly language
	Strong
	Strong
	Very strong

	Multi-agency information
	Strong
	Very strong
	Strong

	Range of information
	Very strong
	Very strong
	Very strong

	Family Hub access
	Strong
	Very strong
	Very strong

	Navigation complexity
	Moderate
	Moderate
	Moderate

	Family voice
	Good
	Very strong
	Good



Staffordshire's principal strength is its practical explanation of Early Help and differentiation between levels of need. Its extensive information and Family Hubs provide useful support, although multiple service names complicate navigation.
Nottinghamshire performs particularly well in family-facing accessibility. Its everyday categories, self-referral guidance and varied access methods help families identify relevant assistance without understanding professional systems.
Leeds provides the most coherent explanation of how Early Help operates. Its graduated approach, Family Hubs and multidisciplinary model connect preventative principles with practical services.
The Early Help System Guide suggests that mature systems require more than numerous services. They also need partnership working, family voice, shared responsibility and accessible community provision. Leeds communicates these connections most consistently.
However, this comparison evaluates online presentation rather than the effectiveness of the councils' underlying services. Website information alone cannot establish whether families receive timely support or achieve better outcomes.

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has examined how Staffordshire, Leeds and Nottinghamshire communicate Early Help and family support online. All three provide substantial information and access routes intended to help families obtain appropriate assistance.
Effective online communication requires more than listing services. Families must understand Early Help, recognise its relevance, identify contact methods and know what happens after seeking assistance. These requirements reflect the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, particularly their emphasis on family participation, partnership working and coordinated support.
Leeds provides the most coherent overall presentation because its graduated approach, multidisciplinary model and Family Hubs explain how different elements connect. Nottinghamshire offers particularly accessible information organised around everyday family needs, while Staffordshire provides extensive support information that would benefit from simpler navigation.
Three recommendations follow.
First, councils should establish a single, prominent family-facing access point. Families should not need to distinguish between Early Help, Family Support, Family Hubs and safeguarding before finding appropriate assistance.
Second, websites should explain the support journey visually: identifying a concern, making contact, discussing needs, agreeing support, reviewing progress and adjusting assistance when circumstances change. This could reduce uncertainty and clarify expectations.
Third, councils should routinely involve parents, carers, children and young people in website testing. Their feedback could identify confusing terminology, inaccessible information and difficulties locating contact details. This would translate family voice into practical improvements.
Ultimately, online communication is integral to Early Help rather than merely an administrative function. If families cannot identify or access available support, preventative intervention may be delayed. Clear, inclusive digital information can help ensure children and families receive coordinated assistance at an appropriate time.
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