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Introduction
The ability of families to access early help services is significantly influenced by how clearly and accessibly local authorities communicate information online. This report examines the websites of Staffordshire County Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Leeds City Council, evaluating how effectively each communicates early help and family support services to families in need. The report is framed by two key national policy documents, Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) and the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (DLUHC/DfE, 2022), both of which set out expectations for how early help should be delivered and communicated. The report begins with an explanation of the early help system and the principles of multi-agency working, before evaluating each council's website, comparing their strengths and weaknesses and concluding with recommendations for improvement.


The Early Help System

Early help is described in Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) as support offered to children and families at the earliest signs of difficulty, rather than delaying intervention until concerns become severe enough to require statutory involvement. This approach emphasises prevention and timely action, requiring professionals to recognise emerging needs, undertake appropriate assessments, and deliver focused support that improves outcomes for both the child and their family (HM Government, 2023).
In England, support for children and families is structured around a graduated model of need. Universal services form the foundation, providing support to all families through provisions such as schools, general practitioners and health visitors. When additional needs arise, families may access targeted early help services, including parenting programmes or support from family workers. Statutory intervention is reserved for cases involving the highest levels of risk or complexity. The overarching goal of early help is to intervene at the lowest appropriate level, reducing the likelihood of problems intensifying and requiring more intrusive involvement (HM Government, 2023).
The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (DLUHC/DfE, 2022) extends this framework by outlining a national ambition for a more integrated and fully developed early help system. A key feature of this vision is the Family Hub model, designed to provide a clear and accessible entry point for families with children of all ages. By bringing together a range of services in one place, Family Hubs aim to simplify access and promote coordinated support. The guidance highlights the importance of a system that is cohesive, collaborative and straightforward for families to navigate (DLUHC/DfE, 2022).
An important development within Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) is the expansion of the lead practitioner role. No longer limited primarily to social workers, this responsibility can now be undertaken by a broader group of professionals, including teachers, health visitors and youth workers. This shift reflects a more inclusive, workforce-wide approach, recognising that effective early help often depends on the involvement of trusted professionals who already have established relationships with families (HM Government, 2023).


Multi-Agency Working in Early Help

Collaborative, multi-agency working lies at the heart of effective early help provision. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), it involves the joint effort of organisations across sectors such as health, education, social care, housing, and the voluntary sector to respond to the diverse needs of children and families. This approach is grounded in the Children Act 2004, which places a statutory duty on local authorities and their partners to cooperate in promoting the wellbeing of children within their communities (Children Act 2004).
In practice, multi-agency collaboration often takes shape through the Team Around the Family (TAF) process. When a family is identified as requiring early help intervention, practitioners from relevant services meet to review the family's circumstances, agree on priorities, and develop a joint action plan with clear roles and responsibilities. Oversight of this process is typically provided by a lead practitioner, who maintains consistent contact with the family and ensures coherence across different strands of support (HM Government, 2023).
At a broader level, the coordination of multi-agency early help arrangements falls under the remit of Local Safeguarding Children Partnerships (LSCPs). Established through the Children Act 2004 and further reinforced by Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), these partnerships unite local authorities, the police, and integrated care boards as the statutory safeguarding partners, alongside other relevant agencies (Children Act 2004; HM Government, 2023).
Central to these processes is the principle of family-centred, relationship-based practice. Working Together (HM Government, 2023) underlines that early help is most effective when built upon trust and partnership, enabling parents and carers to participate actively in shaping the support they receive. Similarly, Featherstone, White and Morris (2014) highlight the importance of respectful, collaborative engagement that recognises families' capabilities as well as their challenges.


Clarity and Accessibility of Language

Each of the three councils demonstrates some effort to use accessible and family-oriented language within their early help webpages, though the degree of success varies. Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) highlights the need to foster trust from the outset, and the language used online plays an influential role in shaping how families perceive and approach early help services.


Navigation and Website Structure

Navigation presents challenges across all three websites, largely because information about early help is dispersed across multiple platforms rather than integrated into a single, family-friendly access point. Staffordshire's content is the most fragmented, split between the main council website, the Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership site, the Staffordshire Connects directory, and the MyStaffs app. Each resource serves a particular function, but the absence of a unified entry route can make it difficult for families to know where to begin. Nottinghamshire's Notts Help Yourself directory is well-established and functionally useful, though it similarly requires cross-linking between platforms. Leeds manages this aspect most effectively through its Local Offer, which operates as a central hub, clearly signposting family-focused services while linking to other relevant resources in a coherent structure. Despite this, even Leeds' system can feel fragmented when families are required to navigate between the council website, the Local Offer, and the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership pages—an issue that may be particularly challenging for those with limited digital skills.


Explaining Multi-Agency Working to Families

Although all three councils refer to multi-agency collaboration within their early help frameworks, the extent to which this is communicated clearly to families varies. Leeds provides the most transparent and user-friendly explanation of how agencies collaborate, outlining the cluster model, Family Hubs, and Team Around the Family (TAF) approach in straightforward terms. This helps parents understand which professionals might be involved and how support will be coordinated—aligning with the principles of openness and partnership embodied in Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023). Staffordshire's Families First approach acknowledges joint working but gives less prominence to how interagency coordination functions day to day. Nottinghamshire highlights its Children's Trust and the collaborative nature of its support offer, yet this information is largely located on practitioner-oriented pages, meaning that parents may not easily grasp how agencies will work together on their behalf.

Practical Referral and Access Routes
The accessibility of referral and contact routes varies across the councils. Each provides basic contact information, but the transparency and simplicity of self-referral options differ notably. Nottinghamshire performs strongly in this regard, offering both a telephone helpline and an email for the Early Help Unit, allowing families to make contact without completing formal referral forms—consistent with the low-barrier approach advocated by the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC/DfE, 2022). Leeds also supports accessibility through individual Family Hub contact details alongside a central email address, helping families locate local support easily. Staffordshire provides clear contact channels according to concern level, including the SCASS helpline and Emergency Duty Service, as well as an online referral portal. However, some wording across its pages implies that professional referrals are the usual route, which could deter families from seeking help independently contradicting national guidance promoting open, self-directed access to early help (DLUHC/DfE, 2022).


Inclusion and Accessibility

Provision for families requiring translation, interpretation, or additional accessibility support is inconsistent across all three councils' websites. This represents a significant shortfall given the emphasis on inclusive, child-centred practice within Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), as well as the public sector equality duty established by the Equality Act 2010. Leeds shows some positive practice by referencing translation options within its Local Offer and embedding basic accessibility features into parts of its site, though this is not applied uniformly across early help webpages. Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire, meanwhile, make limited or no explicit mention of translation or accessibility aids. Ensuring that early help information is available in multiple languages and accessible formats is essential for engaging families with diverse needs and represents an important area for improvement if councils are to reach those who are most marginalised or at risk of exclusion (Equality Act 2010; HM Government, 2023).

Recommendation 1 — Establish unified early help gateway
Each council must create a single, integrated early help webpage on its primary site, consolidating contact details, referral pathways, and Family Hub locations. The Early Help System Guide (DLUHC/DfE, 2022) mandates barrier-free access to support; current fragmented platforms directly contravene this national priority.
Recommendation 2 — Adopt family-centred communication

All councils should comprehensively audit web content to eliminate jargon and adopt plain English that directly addresses families as primary audience. Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) establishes trust as foundational to effective early help—accessible language represents the critical first step.

Recommendation 3 — Embed inclusive design principles
Early help information must be systematically available in multiple languages and accessible formats, with prominent translation service signposting. This operationalises the family-centred ethos of Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) while meeting statutory Equality Act 2010 obligations to eliminate exclusionary barriers.


Conclusion
This report examined how Staffordshire, Nottinghamshire and Leeds City Council communicate early help through their websites, evaluated against Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) and the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC/DfE, 2022). Across five key themes, Leeds City Council emerged as the most effective, presenting information clearly, consistently and accessibly.
Leeds stands out through its Practice Principles, Family Hubs with local contact details, the cluster model explanation and tools such as the One Minute Guides and Local Offer — collectively exemplifying the whole-system approach of the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC/DfE, 2022). Staffordshire's Families First framework and Staffordshire Connects directory provide a strong foundation, though fragmentation across platforms remains a barrier. Nottinghamshire's Early Help Unit and Notts Help Yourself directory offer a sound basis but lack the family-facing clarity and navigational simplicity of Leeds.
While all three councils demonstrate a commitment to early help, significant differences remain in how effectively this is communicated online. The recommendations below identify key priorities for improvement. By acting on these, all three authorities can ensure families access support earlier, contributing to stronger and more accessible early help systems across their areas.
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