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How local councils signpost ‘Early Help’ to families on their websites
Introduction -
Early Help supports children, young people and families when worries first appear. The goal is to address issues early, reduce stress and avoid escalation to statutory services. Because many families look online first, council websites are a crucial gateway for information and access. Clear, action‑focused pages that explain what Early Help is, who it is for, how to get it, what happens next and how information is used can speed up support and build trust (DLUHC, 2022). If information is scattered or written mainly for professionals, families may hesitate (DfE, 2023a). This review looks at Leeds City Council, Leicester City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. It outlines what a family‑friendly Early Help offer should look like, explains why the multi‑agency journey needs simple public language, evaluates each site against practical criteria, compares strengths and gaps, and ends with focused recommendations.
The Early Help system -
Early Help is a local system, not one team. It draws on universal services (schools, health visiting, youth work, libraries, family hubs) and targeted support (parenting programmes, help with attendance and behaviour, emotional wellbeing, practical support with routines, budgeting or housing). The pattern is straightforward: notice needs early; have a short, respectful conversation about strengths, worries and goals; agree consent to share information so services can coordinate; create a written plan; name a lead practitioner as the family’s main contact; and review progress through a Team Around the Family (TAF). If risks rise, support “steps up” smoothly to statutory services; if risks reduce, help “steps down” to universal provision without gaps (DLUHC, 2022). Families should experience one plan and one team, with help that flexes as life changes and with consent‑based information sharing unless safety requires otherwise (HM Government, 2018).
A family‑friendly webpage should answer five questions quickly: what is Early Help, is it for us, how do we get it, what happens after we ask, and how will our information be used (DLUHC, 2022). Strong pages place actions next to explanations: a prominent phone number; a self‑referral form; a clearly labelled professional referral route; a short privacy and consent note; a simple journey timeline (contact → consent/conversation → assessment → plan with named lead → regular reviews → step up/down); and practical details such as family hub locations, opening times and out‑of‑hours advice (Cabinet Office, 2024). Keeping these elements together lets families read, decide and act in one place. Clear wording, explained acronyms and mobile‑first layouts further reduce barriers (GOV.UK, 2024).
Multi‑agency working
Most family worries span several services. A child’s anxiety can affect attendance, sleep and friendships; a parent’s illness can affect income, housing and stress. No single service can meet every need. Multi‑agency working brings the right people together around one plan agreed with the family. The lead practitioner is the anchor—main contact and coordinator. The TAF keeps everyone aligned, avoids duplication and adjusts help as needs change. When risk rises, response steps up; when it falls, support steps down safely (DfE, 2023a). Public pages should explain this simply: one plan, one main contact, who might be involved (school, health, youth, housing, voluntary groups), regular reviews and help that changes with need. A short “what to expect” paragraph or small diagram reduces anxiety and builds trust (DLUHC, 2022).
Family experience, access routes, and digital inclusion -
From a family point of view, good signposting starts with confidence that they are in the right place, followed by a clear way to make contact, and then a simple description of what will happen next. Three access routes matter most online: a direct phone number answered in office hours with out‑of‑hours advice; a short, mobile‑friendly webform for self‑referral; and practical directions to local family hubs or drop‑ins. When these routes sit together on the same Early Help page, families can choose what suits them best in that moment (DLUHC, 2022).
Digital inclusion also affects take‑up. Pages should use plain language, short sentences and headings; avoid jargon; explain acronyms once (for example, “TAF: the team who meet with you to review the plan”); and work well on phones. Translation prompts for common local languages, an easy‑read summary, and a short captioned video help people with different needs and learning styles. A brief note on consent and privacy in family‑friendly terms supports trust and makes information sharing feel safe (HM Government, 2018; GOV.UK, 2024).

Evaluation: Leeds City Council
Leeds offers a concise “One minute guide: Early help.” It clearly states what Early Help is, who it is for and how it aligns with the city’s restorative practice and “Thrive” approach. The tone is plain, and links to strategy and practitioner content show a coherent city‑wide model. As a shared reference for families and professionals, this explainer is strong (Leeds City Council, n.d.).
Leeds signposts where to get support, including locality‑based teams and what to do if risks increase. However, some practical routes sit a click or two away on partnership or practitioner pages. A visible “Get help now” panel on the same page would cut friction: large‑print phone number, self‑referral form, clearly labelled professional referral route, family hub locations/times and out‑of‑hours advice (DLUHC, 2022). Adding a brief consent and privacy note and a simple timeline beneath the explainer would set expectations and reduce uncertainty (HM Government, 2018). The page is readable and mobile‑friendly; inclusion could be strengthened with an easy‑read summary, a translation prompt, a short captioned video and a brief FAQ answering common concerns (impact on school, how long help lasts, how information is used) (GOV.UK, 2024).
Evaluation: Leicester City Council
Leicester’s site contains the key elements—service descriptions, contact details and online forms—but they are dispersed across multiple sections. A single, clearly labelled, family‑facing Early Help landing page is harder to find without searching, which can slow families down (Cabinet Office, 2024).
Leicester should create a plain “Early Help for families” page that brings essentials together: a short definition; who it is for; common support areas (parenting, attendance and behaviour, emotional wellbeing); and a simple journey timeline. A bold “Start here for Early Help” panel at the top and bottom should show a phone number, self‑referral link, clearly labelled professional referral route, family hub locations/times and out‑of‑hours advice (DLUHC, 2022). A short consent and privacy note on the same page—when information is shared with or without consent, how assessments and reviews work and how step‑up/step‑down operates—would improve trust (HM Government, 2018). A one‑paragraph description of multi‑agency working (lead practitioner, TAF, who may be involved) would make coordination visible (DfE, 2023a). Inclusion would be stronger with an easy‑read summary, translated summaries in key local languages and a short captioned video (GOV.UK, 2024).
Evaluation: Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire presents a clear Early Help section within its children and families area. It explains the purpose plainly and lists common types of support (parenting help, attendance and behaviour, emotional wellbeing). It signposts family hubs as a practical front door, making the offer feel concrete (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.).
A major strength is the short path from information to action. Telephone contact, self‑referral and professional referral links, and locality details are placed near the explainer, so families can act in one or two clicks. This matches a strong “front door” design and reduces delay (DLUHC, 2022). Nottinghamshire commonly states that support is consent‑based, plans are reviewed and services can step up to children’s social care or step down to universal provision as needs change—all in family‑friendly language (HM Government, 2018). It also shows that Early Help involves schools, health and voluntary groups, often coordinated via hubs (DfE, 2023a). Navigation is straightforward and calls to action are prominent. Inclusion could be improved further by a visible translation prompt, an easy‑read summary and large‑print PDF, a short captioned “what to expect” video and a small journey timeline for visual guidance (GOV.UK, 2024).
Comparative analysis
Clarity of explanation: Leeds leads with a short, clear explainer linked to a city model; Nottinghamshire is also clear and practical. Leicester has the content but it is dispersed; a single landing page would lift clarity (Leeds City Council, n.d.; Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.; Cabinet Office, 2024).
Access and calls to action: Nottinghamshire keeps phone, forms and locality details close to the explainer, enabling quick action. Leeds should add a visible “Get help now” panel to its family page. Leicester should create a single “Start here” gateway and gather contacts and forms there (DLUHC, 2022).
Consent, thresholds and journey: Nottinghamshire explains consent and step‑up/step‑down in family‑friendly terms. Leeds should add a brief consent note and simple timeline; Leicester should move a plain consent/thresholds paragraph onto its main family page (HM Government, 2018).
Multi‑agency story: Leeds signals a joined‑up city approach and shared principles; Nottinghamshire explains practical connections, including hubs, in everyday language; Leicester should add a short family‑page explanation of the lead practitioner, who may be involved and how reviews work (DfE, 2023a; Leeds City Council, n.d.; Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.).
Accessibility and inclusion: All three are mobile‑friendly. Nottinghamshire’s action‑first layout is inclusive in practice. Leeds and Leicester can add visible translation options, easy‑read summaries and short captioned videos. A brief FAQ in plain English would help across all three (GOV.UK, 2024).
Conclusion
In conclusion, Nottinghamshire provides the most effective and accessible signposting among the three. It explains Early Help clearly, keeps actions beside the explainer and makes it easy to move from reading to contacting—exactly what families need when worried (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.). Leeds is a close second. Its short explainer is excellent and shows a joined‑up city model; adding a “Get help now” panel, a brief consent note, a simple timeline and visible translation options on the same page would likely make it best overall (Leeds City Council, n.d.). Leicester already holds much of the content families need but spreads it across pages. A single family‑facing landing page with a bold “Start here” panel and a short consent and privacy note would transform the journey from concern to support (Cabinet Office, 2024; HM Government, 2018).
Recommendations
· Create or strengthen a single family‑facing Early Help landing page that defines Early Help, says who it is for, lists common support areas and shows a simple journey timeline; keep professional content one click away (DLUHC, 2022).
· Make access prominent and multi‑modal on the same page: add a “Get help now” (or “Start here”) panel at the top and bottom with a large‑print phone number, self‑referral form, clearly labelled professional referral link, family hub locations/times and out‑of‑hours advice (DLUHC, 2022).
· Explain consent, privacy and thresholds in plain language on the family page; link to full policies for detail; state that information may be shared without consent only to keep a child safe (HM Government, 2018).
· Show the team and reviews: explain the lead practitioner role, define the TAF simply and note that reviews focus on goals set with the family (DfE, 2023a).
· Design for inclusion: provide an easy‑read summary and translated summaries; add a visible translation toggle; offer a short captioned explainer video; include a brief FAQ covering common questions (GOV.UK, 2024).
· Keep journeys short and labels consistent: aim for a two‑click route from landing page to contact or form; use a consistent “Early Help” label and simple icons; avoid scattering key actions (Cabinet Office, 2024).
Council‑specific next steps: Leeds should keep the strong explainer and add an on‑page action panel, consent note, timeline and translation/easy‑read options (Leeds City Council, n.d.). Leicester should build a single family page with a bold “Start here” panel and bring consent and the journey onto that page (Leicester City Council, n.d.). Nottinghamshire should maintain strong actionability and add a clearer translation option, easy‑read and large‑print versions, a short “what to expect” video and a simple timeline (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026)
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