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Protecting & supporting families in health & social care



Introduction:
In order to keep issues from getting worse and requiring statutory guardianship, social care, or engagement with the criminal justice system, early intervention and support services for kids, teens, and their families collectively referred to as "Early Help"are essential. A clear accessible “front door” to Early Help is crucial so that families can navigate support quickly and easily. This study looks at how information about Early Help and related family support services is presented on the websites of three English local authorities Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council. The goal is to evaluate and contrast how these councils communicate Early Help to families, determine which website provides the most effective and easily available information, and make recommendations for improvement. The statutory advice establishes the national benchmark for this analysis. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, including the strategic framework document Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide




The term "Early Help describes assistance given to kids, teens, and families as soon as issues arise or resurface—before they become serious enough to call for legal or expert assistance. The aim is to improve outcomes and family functioning, reduce demand for intensive services, and support resilience by intervening early.  According to the Supporting Families guide, a mature Early Help system usually includes Early identification of emergent needs (e.g., through schools, health services, and family centres. A whole-family, holistic approach, acknowledging that issues affecting one person (kid or adult) frequently influence the entire family unit. A lead practitioner approach, in which one professional manages support, communicates with the family and other agencies, and ensures that the plan is cohesive, personalised, and responsive. A tiered response, ranging from universal services (health, education) to tailored support (parenting programs, youth work), to intensive multi-agency interventions if necessary. Provide clear information, referral options, and support pathways for families and professionals. The driving objective is to integrate Early Help into local strategic partnerships to establish seamless, efficient support systems that respond quickly, decrease risk, and increase capacity across services. Multi-agency teamwork lies at the heart of an effective Early Help system. All people and organisations that deal with children and families must cooperate under "Working Together 2023 exchanging information, organising action, and putting the child (and the family) at the core of planning and intervention.   Because families' needs are frequently complicated and interconnected (e.g., mental health, housing, education, substance abuse, domestic abuse), no single organisation can provide a comprehensive answer. Multi-agency cooperation brings together specialists from several fields, including health, education, social care, youth work, the volunteer sector, police, housing, and others, to provide a coordinated, whole-family response. The lead practitioner is critical in coordinating care, ensuring that plans are consistent and that families do not have to navigate many, disparate providers.  Effective multi-agency Early Help saves duplication, closes gaps, increases resilience, and can keep needs from escalating to crisis or statutory intervention. However, it also necessitates good governance, clear communication, adequate resources, and accessible channels for families, all of which must be reflected in how local governments advertise Early Help to citizens. Below are evaluations of how each of the three chosen local authorities delivers Early aid and other family support services online, from the standpoint of a family or lay user seeking aid.

Leeds City Council Clarity of Information and Structure Leeds website provides a clear entry point via "Family Hubs, and the Early Help front door. The one-minute guide describes Family Hubs as the primary access point for families with children under the age of 18 as well as young adults aged 18-25 with SEND in education — to receive help. The guide describes each hub as a multi-disciplinary team including early help practitioners, social workers, and coordinators for mental health, substance use, domestic abuse, SEND, and policing.  The Family Hubs bring together multiple organisations as a one-stop shop" to make access easier. Our services include advice and guidance, direct help, and signposting. According to the website, for more intense help or risk concerns, referrals can be made to children's social work services or expert teams. Leeds offers a central contact line (phone and email) instead of forcing families to fill out a referral form, making it easier for people who may struggle with forms. The local offer page highlights how Early Help operates inside existing universal services (schools, children's centres) and clusters, highlighting collaboration across education, health, social care, and the third sector to identify and respond to needs early. In 2025, Leeds opened seven new Family Hubs to improve help and accessibility. The hubs are spread across the city (east, west, and south), with the goal of serving the entire community and addressing issues including as mental health, domestic abuse, substance use, parenting support, and SEND through increased efficiency and multi-agency collaboration. Leeds communicates a well-organised, accessible, and comprehensive Early Help program. The Family Hub model, with its multidisciplinary teams and clear contact pathways, exemplifies the national vision of a mature Early Help system. Information is generally straightforward, and families do not require a professional referral to begin the procedure. The biggest disadvantage is the occasional use of organisational jargon clusters "front door," "SEND" which may be difficult for some users  but, overall, Leeds provides a comprehensive and user-friendly starting point for Early Help.


The Staffordshire County Council Clarity, Presentation Staffordshire's "Your Early Help Team" page describes focused, non-social-work help for children, adolescents, and families in various locations. The focus is on satisfying additional needs (level 3) and taking action early to avoid problems from deteriorating. The services given include consultation and advice, individual case work, group/family work, and whole-school work indicating a broad variety of support function. "Getting access to support," explains how to obtain "Families First" services. Families are directed to a local support coordinator for early intervention (levels 2-3 on the need continuum) for issues such as school attendance, alcohol misuse, and anti-social conduct. The "Family Support" section describes 1:1 help for families dealing with multiple or complicated challenges, with a designated Family Support Worker providing assistance in the home or community environment. Services include mental well-being, child development, relationships, housing/financial concerns, and more. To get early help

, call Staffordshire Children's Advice Service. When help is requested, an assessment (Early Help Assessment - EHA) is mentioned to better understand the family's requirements. However, the material appears to be more fragmented, with distinct aspects of Early Help (team, referral, and family support) listed on separate pages. There is no single "front door" landing site that compares to Leeds' Family Hubs. Furthermore, the presentation and wording are highly technical (for example, "level 2-3" on a "continuum of need"), which may make it more difficult for certain families to understand. Staffordshire's commitment to family support services extends beyond 2025, with almost 7,800 families served from 2018 to 2024. This shows that provision is stable, but the website offers nothing to reflect these strategic goals or clarify how Early Help fits within a larger safeguarding or multi-agency framework. Staffordshire does offer Early Help services and family assistance, and it gives some pertinent information. However, the website's structure is more service-driven and fragmented, with less emphasis on a cohesive Early Help "system." The lack of a clear, accessible "front door," mixed with jargon and various pages, makes it less user-friendly for families seeking assistance when compared to Leeds.


The Nottinghamshire County Council Clarity of offer and structure. Nottinghamshire's Early Help programme is made up of a number of linked services. On the "Referring to Early Help Services" page, the council describes support for families with emerging needs through "Family Hub Networks" and "Targeted Early Help Services" provided by the Family Support and Safeguarding teams. .  The "Early years and family hubs" section notes that Family Hubs provide services to children and families from conception to 19 years (and sometimes beyond, for SEND), and that support can take place in hubs, community venues, or residences. A "Family Service" website provides information about specialised support, such as assistance with school attendance or behaviour, support for families dealing with substance use, mental or physical health concerns, young carers, homelessness risk, parenting courses, and a variety of other issues. Nottinghamshire offers clear contact information. Families can self-refer by calling the Early Help Unit (phone and email supplied) or contacting their local Family Hub. Professionals can utilise an online "service request form" for referrals, but families should contact by phone or email. According to the website, the family will receive news within ten working days.The Early Help Development Plan" outlines the county's approach to integrating services using a "Pathway to Provision" structure Universal Early Intervention Targeted Services which aligns with the county's overall strategic goals of early support and collaboration across agencies. Nottinghamshire's Early Help pathways address a wide range of family needs, including early years, youth support, parenting, mental and physical health, SEND, education, homelessness prevention, and substance misuse. Youth support services primarily address concerns such as school problems, substance abuse, anti-social behaviour, homelessness risk, and help for young carers or teenage parents. Nottinghamshire has a strong and reasonably comprehensive Early Help offer, with multiple access points and a diverse range of services. The existence of both universal (family hubs, early childhood programs) and customised support, as well as relatively clear contact information, is consistent with the national strategy. However, some of the information is dispersed across multiple pages, and families may need to move between areas to get a complete view of what is offered. This can impair overall accessibility, especially for people unfamiliar with local government lingo or site layout.

Leeds stands out for providing a clear, uniform, and user-friendly access point (Family Hubs), which closely aligns with the national objective of a mature Early Help system. • Nottinghamshire provides a wide range of services, including early childhood, youth, and family assistance — but the content is somewhat scattered, making navigating difficult. • While Staffordshire provides important services, it presents information in a disconnected, service-driven manner, which may make it difficult for families (particularly those without professional assistance) to see what support is available or how to obtain it.

According to the comparative study, Leeds City Council looks to give the most effective and easily available online information regarding Early Help and family support programs. Its Family Hub model provides a clear "front door," a unified strategy, multi-agency integration, clearly available contact information, and a diverse range of services that cover all aspects of family needs. Nottinghamshire County Council provides a strong service provision overall, however the information is more fragmented, requiring users to traverse various sites to determine what support is offered. Staffordshire County Council provides important services, but lacks a cohesive and accessible Early Help "system" presentation; its website is more geared towards experts or those already involved, rather than first-time family users seeking assistance. These distinctions are significant because, as the national texts highlight, accessibility, clarity, and ease of referral are key to Early Help's success in preventing problems from worsening.

does not assess the actual availability, quality, or effectiveness of services, but rather how effectively they are communicated online. • Websites may be outdated or under review. Families in real life may face obstacles that are not reflected online (for example, high wait periods, limited resources, and capacity). • Some services may exist but be less apparent online, such as those provided by third-party or partner organisations. • This web-based review does not address accessibility concerns for some users, such as language barriers and a lack of internet connection. Further research would be required to obtain a complete picture of Early Help effectiveness, such as surveys of families who have utilised the services, audits of referral pathways, or interviews with practitioners.
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