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In July 2025, the government 
committed to reviving family 
services across England through 
the expansion of its family hubs 
programme to every local authority1. 
This is a welcome signal of a new 
era of commitment to integrated 
family support and to improving the 
outcomes of young children, and 
creates an important opportunity to 
respond to years of dysfunction.

One in three parents say they are 
unable to get the support they 
need2. That’s over a million families 
reporting that they struggle to 
access professional support in the 
early years. Health visiting coverage 
is inconsistent: even before the 
pandemic, 16% of babies missed their 
9-12 month review, and over 20% of 
toddlers missed the 2-2.5 year check3. 
These gaps are widest in the most 
deprived areas. Services don’t reach 
those who need them most.

Fewer than one-fifth of local areas 
meet the minimum requirements 
for safe and effective delivery of 
the Healthy Child Programme. 
The health visiting workforce alone 
has shrunk by 30% since 2015 and 

only 16% of local authorities meet 
the minimum ratio of one health 
visitor per 250 children under five 
(the benchmark for safe, effective 
delivery)4. When people do access 
services, they are insufficient.

Early-years services are delivered by 
different departments and agencies 
with separate funding streams, 
priorities and referral pathways. 
Health visiting, midwifery, early 
education and family support are 
siloed, even though families benefit 
most when these services are joined 
together. Services are not integrated 
with wider provision that shapes 
family outcomes.

Since 2010, more than £2 billion has 
been cut from preventive services5 
– and, despite robust evidence of 
their effectiveness, 1,340 Sure Start 
centres have closed6. Investment 
has shifted away from early support. 
Services are increasingly reactive, 
intervening only after needs escalate. 
They’re not focused on prevention.

The result? Teachers are increasingly 
reporting that fewer children are 
starting school ready to learn – some 

At Nesta, we want to break the link between family background 
and life chances so that every child can reach their full potential 
in the earliest years of life. We are not alone in this aspiration.

Executive summary
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are not toilet trained, others lack 
the language to communicate their 
needs7. Children who start school 
without the foundational skills they 
need are more likely to become 
disengaged from education, with 
higher rates of persistent absence and 
lower attainment8. Children from lower 
income families are also at greater 
risk of poor outcomes. Those eligible 
for free school meals are already 
4.8 months behind their peers when 
they start school, and this attainment 
gap widens during their time in 
education9. These poorer educational 
outcomes increase the risk of poorer 
employment prospects, involvement 
in the justice system, and worse health 
outcomes later in life – all of which 
carry significant long-term costs 
for society, the economy and the 
individuals they affect10. 

The good news is that we now 
have better evidence than ever on 
what it takes to help children fulfil 
their potential, and we can use the 
exercise of rebuilding family support 
to make sure this evidence is built 
into – and improved upon by – the 
system. This report summarises 
comprehensive work undertaken 
over a 10-month period to examine 
three sources of evidence about what 
works in integrated family services. 

These sources are: 

1.	Families (experts by experience). 
Through 30 interviews, three 
workshops, and ethnographic 
research in three different localities, 
we captured lived experience data 
that highlighted the assets and the 
pain points in navigating support 
systems. This research was funded 
by the Ethos Foundation.

2.	Experts from across the Early 
Years sector (experts by 
profession). A modified Delphi 
survey completed by over 80 
experts, plus a second round 
Delphi, six workshops, two focus 
groups and 18 interviews with 
professionals across health, 
education and social care 
surfaced key challenges in 
delivering integrated support and 
illuminated what good looks like 
in practice.

3.	Published literature and call 
for evidence responses (written 
evidence). A review of 89 policy 
documents, academic research 
and evaluations, plus 44 responses 
to our open call for evidence, 
provided the broader context for 
what has worked in the past and 
where current gaps lie.

Since 2010, more than £2 billion has been cut 
from preventive services – and, despite robust 
evidence of their effectiveness, 1,340 Sure Start 
centres have closed.

https://options2040.co.uk/navigating-policy-complexity-a-delphi-method-approach/
https://options2040.co.uk/navigating-policy-complexity-a-delphi-method-approach/
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By triangulating the three evidence 
sources above, we were able to 
identify the hallmarks of a highly 
functioning Integrated early-years 
system. In the research insights 
section of this report, we present 
these system requirements alongside 
ratings that show the degree of 
consensus between the different 
sources of evidence. We then 
use these to infer a set of policy 
implications, and present a high-level 
blueprint for delivering integrated 
family support. This blueprint involves 
10 components, starting with (i) a 
long term vision, with corresponding 
funding commitments, that is 
centred on (ii) a national early-
years core offer (EYCO) of services 
guaranteed to every child aged 
five and under. Consistent with the 
government's vision for the expansion 
of Best Start Family Hubs, the offer 
would be delivered via a joined-
up system of early-years services 
through (iii) physical one-stop shops 
and supported by a complementary 
digital service. While elements of 
the offer – joined-up health visiting, 
and midwifery services, for example 
– would be fixed and centrally 
mandated, others should be flexible 
so that local authorities can deliver 
in a way that makes the best of their 
existing assets and context.

At the local level, key components of 
the EYCO include:

(iv) Smart targeting and tailored 
delivery. Those delivering the EYCO, 
through family hubs or other one-
stop shops, should be equipped with 

the right skills to reach families who 
are unlikely to otherwise engage 
with services, and should be held 
accountable for doing so. Local early-
years leaders should also design their 
EYCO in a way that gives the highest 
value to those with the highest needs. 
For example, by commissioning 
providers that have deep experience 
working with communities that 
are often reluctant to interact with 
government, by co-designing the way 
their services are framed with those 
who use them, or by co-locating 
delivery in locations those with the 
highest needs already use, such as 
children’s centres, football community 
clubs, or churches, perhaps.

(v) A seamless service user 
experience. Families should simply 
be able to present at a one-stop 
shop (or use the digital service), 
speak to a member of staff and have 
their needs understood and met with 
a personalised service-offer. They 
should not have to know what the 
early signs of autism are, whether 
their wage qualifies them for certain 
benefits, or whether the low mood 
they are experiencing requires clinical 
intervention: they should simply be 
able to show up, share their story, 
and have a professional identify 
answers to questions they didn’t 
know they needed to ask. This means 
that there needs to be back-end 
processes that connect a vast array 
of services, including early childhood 
education and care, health services, 
special educational needs services, 
financial advice, housing services, 
legal advice, employment support 
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and domestic abuse services. In 
order to facilitate the disclosure of 
the type of information needed to 
help families, the EYCO should be 
delivered in a way that makes people 
feel dignified, human and safe.

To help make this vision a reality, the 
government should lead on a set of 
enabling actions. This begins with (vi) 
the adoption of a single outcomes 
framework to align services and 
measure their impact at a local 
level. This needs to be accompanied 
by (vii) clear governance with a 
golden thread connecting health 
and education services from the 
national level to those delivering 
on the ground. The accountabilities 
created by this system should 
extend to (viii) innovation and 
continuous improvement activities 
as well as day-to-day delivery. 
This means establishing the ability 
for local leaders to experiment 
and the mechanisms for national 
dissemination and adoption of 
what they learn through these 
experiments. To ensure that all of 
this is possible, we will need (ix) 
enhanced data capabilities. This 
starts with ensuring services have 
the right data in the first place and 
then ensuring that this data can 
be easily shared and used across 
the system. The government has a 
significant role to play in dismantling 
barriers, demystifying GDPR risks, 
providing standardised data sharing 
agreements and extending the use of 
a Unique Child Identifier, for example. 
It also needs to act as a market 

shaper, creating the commercial 
conditions for interoperability of 
systems, for example by setting 
new data and API standards. Lastly, 
(x) we need to recruit and retain a 
workforce capable of delivering 
within a multiagency system. This 
means filling vacancies, establishing 
the scope of critical connecting 
roles, such as family navigators, 
and ensuring staff at every level are 
equipped with the skills needed to 
deliver excellence for families.

Encouragingly these components, 
that enjoy high levels of support from 
experts, are also highly consistent with 
the Government's newly published 
Best Start in Life strategy. Now we 
need to capitalise on that alignment, 
collectively mobilising our resources 
and assets behind the common goal 
of enabling all children to reach 
their potential. If we don’t choose 
to commit in this way as a sector to 
the successful implementation of this 
vision, we will fail to have the impact 
we collectively seek. 

In short, the high-level blueprint 
outlined in this report can be read 
as an extra layer of detail on how to 
deliver the Government’s Best Start 
vision by drawing on evidence from 
science, experience, and context. 
Over the summer we will continue to 
work on expanding the detail within 
this high-level blueprint, building on 
our existing projects and analysis, 
with a view to publishing a more 
implementation-oriented version in 
the autumn.
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1. Context and the 
case for change 
1. 1 Current context

England’s Sure Start programme, 
launched in the late 1990s, was a 
bold, nationwide programme that 
brought together early education, 
childcare, health services and family 
support to promote the physical, 
intellectual and social development 
of babies and children11. It created 
local one-stop shops offering 
health, early learning, parenting and 
employment support. After rapid 
expansion, a change in government 
in 2010 heralded a period of financial 
austerity and a change of focus in 
early-years policy. Over the next 
12 years, funding for Sure Start 
decreased by over two-thirds and 
more than 1,340 centres closed12. 
Over £2 billion has been lost from 
preventative services13 during this 
period, with the most deprived areas 
worst affected. 

The Family Hub and Start for Life14 
offer started in 2021 in England to 
improve access to joined-up support 
for families with babies and children. 
The programme spans 75 local 
authorities (based on their relative 
deprivation, measured by Income 
Deprivation Affecting Children 
Indices (IDACI))15 and currently has 
funding of £126 million for 2025/2616. 

Significant expansion is currently in 
the pipeline after the government 
announced in July 2025 a £500 
million commitment to build up to 
1,000 new Family Hubs by the end 
of 2028. Our recommendations here 
align closely with the direction of 
this new national vision and provide 
practical detail on how it might be 
operationalised. But funded Family 
Hubs are currently available in 
only half of the local authorities, 
and their roll-out has been uneven, 
with persistent challenges around 
capacity, workforce, data sharing 
and accountability. Underlying this 
are divided responsibility, funding 
and delivery. The Family Hubs and 
Start for Life programme is jointly 
overseen by the Department for 
Education (DfE) and the Department 
of Health and Social Care (DHSC)17. 
While they provide shared strategic 
direction and guidance, funding for 
the programme’s different elements 
is separately negotiated with the 
treasury. Health visiting policy sits 
with DHSC (NHS England played a 
role in shaping integration with other 
NHS services, workforce planning 
and digital health records). Since 
2015, commissioning responsibility for 
health visiting has rested with local 
authorities under the Healthy Child 
Programme. Midwifery policy was led 
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by NHS England (before closure) and 
DHSC. Upon NHS England closure, 
midwifery will likely be commissioned 
by integrated care boards (ICBs)18. 
As a result, early-years support 
often remains fragmented. 
Health, education, social care and 
community services frequently 
operate in silos, constrained by 
different priorities, funding streams 
and eligibility thresholds. 

For families facing poverty, poor 
housing, or isolation, this lack of 
coordination can mean missed 
opportunities for timely help, with 
many families continuing to face 
serious gaps in support. Babies, 
children and families experience 
vastly different outcomes depending 
on income, race, and other 

intersecting factors, and a more 
equitable approach to integration 
must respond to this. UNICEF found 
that 59% of parents say they are 
struggling with their mental health 
and 66% have been negatively 
affected by the rising cost of living19. 
Parents with very young children 
cite a lack of support as a key 
factor in their struggle. There is a 
huge variation in the level of care 
and support available depending 
on where families live. One in three 
parents (over one million families) are 
struggling to get any professional 
support20. Health visiting is a striking 
example of this unevenness. Despite 
being a mandated universal service, 
with at least five contacts required 
between a health visitor and each 
caregiver-baby pair, many families 
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are missing out. Even before the 
pandemic, 16.4% of babies missed 
their 9-12 month review, and more 
than one in five toddlers missed their 
2-2.5 year check21. Since 2015, the 
health visiting workforce has shrunk 
by at least 30%22, undermining its 
ability to support early development 
and spot issues before they escalate.

There are signs that these gaps are 
already having an impact. A recent 
UNICEF report found that many child 
outcomes are poor across most local 
authorities in England, with 22% 
of children overweight or obese by 
age five, and significantly worse in 
more deprived areas23. Every local 
authority in the bottom quintile for 
deprivation was also in the bottom 
quintile for multiple child health and 
development measures and 9 out of 
10 local authorities with the poorest 
proportion of children reaching a 
good level of development are in the 
most deprived quintile24. Teachers 
are increasingly reporting that 
fewer children are starting school 
ready to learn – some not toilet 
trained, others lacking the language 
to communicate their needs25. 
Children who start school without 
the foundational skills they need are 
more likely to become disengaged 
from education, with higher rates 
of persistent absence and lower 
attainment26. This increases the risk 
of poorer employment prospects, 
involvement in the justice system, 
and worse health outcomes later in 
life – all of which carry significant 
long-term costs for society and the 
economy27.

1.2 The case for joined-up 
support in the early years 

The first five years of life shape 
children’s long-term outcomes in 
learning, health and wellbeing. 
The early years are consistently 
highlighted as a period of rapid 
child development in which the 
foundations are laid for lifelong 
social, emotional and physical 
health28 29 30. Children who receive 
the support they need during these 
foundational years are likely to 
benefit from a range of positive, 
long-term outcomes, including better 
mental and physical health, fewer 
behavioural problems and greater 
academic success31 32 33 – yet the 
support families receive during this 
period is too often fragmented, 
underfunded and hard to access.

There is high-quality evidence 
suggesting that an integrated family 
support offer can be an effective 
way to improve outcomes of children. 
For example, Sure Start led to 
improvements in health, education 
and youth justice outcomes34 and to 
medium- and long-term savings. The 
effects are especially large for children 
from low-income families, therefore 
having the potential to reduce 
inequalities and boost those who were 
more likely to have poorer outcomes. 
Sure Start is estimated to have 
generated £3.1 billion in increased 
lifetime earnings and £1.9 billion in 
additional tax revenue per cohort, 
alongside £0.6 billion in government 
savings from reduced service use35. 
Taking these into account, the net 
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cost to the government was under 
£300 million – around 10% of the 
upfront cost – implying a return of 
approximately £11 in benefits for every 
£1 of net public investment. These 
gains show how an integrated family 
support system can pay off in the 
short, medium and long term. 

Although few Family Hubs have 
conducted cost-benefit analysis, those 
that have have shown promise: cost-
benefit analyses of Family Hubs36 
in Essex and Doncaster suggest 
the model can generate significant 
savings by reducing demand on other 
services. In Essex, estimated savings 
ranged from £36 million to £133 million 
over seven years, with most costs 
attributed to staffing.

Beyond offering a collection of well-
performing services, integration can 
have a wealth of added benefits – it 
has the potential to support early 
identification of needs,37 improve 
access and referrals38, enhance 
data sharing39 and evidence use40 
and ensure families receive timely, 
coordinated support. By reducing 
fragmentation, integration could 
strengthen preventive services, 
making it less likely that families fall 
through service gaps or require crisis 
interventions41 42. Done right, it can 
reduce administrative burdens and 
spare families from repeatedly sharing 
their stories, fostering trust and 
engagement.43 Ultimately, integration 
of family support services can lead 
to more effective, efficient services 
and better long-term outcomes for 
children and families.

1.3 The opportunity for change 

There is now an opportunity to act. 
When the Labour government took 
power, it set out its intention to govern 
through long-term, mission-led reform. 
Since then, it has placed early years at 
the heart of its Opportunity Mission. 
And, in July 2025, it committed to 
'reviving' family services through the 
expansion of Family Hubs. In its Plan 
for Change44, the government has 
quantified a target for improvement, 
with a milestone goal of a record 
proportion (75%) of children reaching 
a good level of development when 
they start school by 202845. All of this 
creates a window of opportunity to 
collectively improve the earliest years 
of life for children across the nation.

The reality on the ground is that 
services that support families in the 
early years – from health visiting 
to parenting programmes to wider 
forms of support – have recently 
lacked the visibility, investment 
and coherence of more established 
public services such as schools or 
the NHS46. But this is beginning to 
shift. The renewed policy focuses 
on outcomes in the early years, the 
commitment to tackling entrenched 
inequalities, and growing cross-party 
recognition of the importance of 
joined-up services all mark a turning 
point47. The government’s emphasis 
on neighbourhood-level health 
reform – including multidisciplinary 
teams for children and young 
people48 – provides an additional 
critical opportunity to embed early-
years support more firmly within 
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the health system. At the same 
time, the government is supportive 
of a more ‘live testing’ approach to 
address evidence gaps by gaining 
real-life insights through delivery 
and encouraging more innovative 
approaches, such as through the 
Cabinet Office’s Test, Learn, Grow 
programme49. 

New technological advances also 
present a chance to build better and 
more inclusive digital services. These 
services can complement face-to-face 
provision, driving down the cost of 
delivery in the process. Rebuilding also 
opens an opportunity to design around 
and contribute to the growing body 
of evidence about what works to give 
children the best start in life; something 
this report aims to present clearly.

While family support services have 
a track record of mitigating the 

harm caused by poverty50 and enjoy 
broad support from the sector as 
an effective means of addressing 
the challenges currently faced by 
many families, there is no evidence-
backed, sector-wide consensus to 
date on what the optimal design and 
governance of such a system should 
be. If the government is to make good 
on its promise to children of the 'best 
start in life', there is an urgent need 
to deliver on the reinvigoration of an 
integrated family support service, so 
that it can drive improved outcomes 
for more families nationwide.

The rest of this report seeks to help 
outline what is needed to deliver 
this change, first by examining 
evidence to identify the hallmarks 
of a high-performing system, 
and then by turning these system 
requirements into a set of high-level 
recommendations.
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Between October 2024 and June 2025, we conducted a 
variety of research activities, with the goal of unifying three 
perspectives: insights from families’ lived experience (referred 
to as 'experts by experience'), the wider sector (referred to as 
'experts by profession'), and written evidence.

2. Methodology

2.1 Written evidence

We conducted a review of published 
written evidence, including grey and 
academic literature, and responses 
from an open call for evidence 
conducted in autumn 2024. Our 
initial review of evidence extracted 
22 academic sources and 67 grey 
literature (such as conference 
proceedings and white papers) 
sources (details on the search 
criteria are available in section 6.1). 
Throughout the project, we have 
used additional sources, both from 
new publications and from wider 
searches for specific issues. We also 
received 44 responses from across 
the UK nations to an open call for 
evidence (details on the open call 
responders are available in section 
6.2). The majority of the evidence 
comes from qualitative research, 
including individual case studies or 
thematic analysis of multiple case 
studies, interviews and ethnographic 
studies, literature reviews and 
research reports, policy documents, 
expert opinion and unpublished 
examples (from the open call). A 

relatively smaller amount of the 
evidence comes from quantitative 
research, such as quasi-experimental 
observational studies and surveys. 
 
2.2 Experts by experience

We engaged directly with families 
with experience of accessing family 
support across England. Between 
December 2024 and January 2025, 
Nesta - using funding from the 
Ethos Foundation - commissioned 
Neighbourly Lab to conduct 30 in-
depth ethnographic interviews with 
expectant and current parents and 
carers of children aged zero to five 
in three locations: Armley in Leeds, 
Blyth in Northumberland and Catford 
in the London Borough of Lewisham. 
These locations were selected to 
reflect a range of geographies, from 
the inner-city to more suburban and 
coastal, and the different support 
services available. More details of the 
sample can be found in section 6.3.

With the support of our colleagues at 
the Centre for Collective Intelligence 
(CCID), we returned to these same 
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three locations in April 2025 to run 
deliberative workshops with local 
families. The aims of the workshops 
were to facilitate a discussion on 
what the future of integrated family 
support could look like. We did 
this by asking families about their 
current experiences and proposing 
different potential future scenarios 
based on the emerging findings from 
our evidence review. A total of 21 
caregivers took part in the workshops, 
who were a mix of some of the 
original 30 parents we interviewed 
and other caregivers from the 
region. For both the interviews and 
the deliberative workshops, families 
received gift vouchers as a thank-you 
for their time and participation. 
 
2.3 Experts by profession

We also engaged with a range of 
early-years sector professionals, 
including practitioners, 
commissioners, heads of service, 
academics, funders and those 
working in policy, evidence and 
delivery. Sector professionals took 
part in interviews, focus groups and a 
two-part modified Delphi survey. 

In December 2024, we used a 
convenience snowball sample method 
to ask various practitioners in the early-
years sector to take part in interviews 
and focus groups. We aimed to speak 
with a range of people in different 
roles, locations and levels of seniority 
while drawing on existing networks 
within the sector. We conducted two 
focus groups with 20 practitioners who 
had a variety of expertise, including 

heads of service, family hub navigators, 
and speech and language therapists. 
We also conducted interviews with 
six academic and policy subject area 
experts who were asked about what 
works, as well as what should happen 
in the future of integrated family 
support. In addition, we conducted 
12 interviews with practitioners in the 
three sites we visited for the experts 
by experience research. The topic 
guide for practitioner focus groups and 
interviews is shown in section 6.4.

From February to April 2025, we 
conducted a two-stage modified 
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Delphi survey51 with different groups 
in the early-years sector. This survey 
is built on the project's previous two 
evidence-gathering strands. The first 
round of the modified Delphi survey 
invited sector experts to review and 
rank options for a future integrated 
family support system. Eighty-two 
individuals completed the online survey 
through an email invite, representing 
a diverse mix of academic and 
policy groups, advocacy and delivery 
organisations, sector funders, local 
authorities and commissioners, relevant 
membership bodies, practitioners, think 
tanks, and those who responded to 
the call for evidence. See section 6.5 
for a demographic overview of Delphi 
respondents. The second stage of the 
Delphi survey was delivered through 
a series of six workshops in April 
2025, with a total of 54 participants. 
Everyone who completed the first 
survey was invited to the workshops. 

Delphi survey questions for stages 
one and two are shown in section 6.6, 
and the format and outline of the 
workshops in section 6.7. Lastly, in 
April and May 2025, New Philanthropic 
Capital (NPC) hosted two workshops 
where we presented our emerging 
research findings to test it against the 
real-world experience of Better Start, 
Early Learning Communities and Thrive 
at Five, all organisations that have 
delivered local integrated early years 
approaches.

Throughout the data collection and 
analysis of these three evidence 
strands, we engaged in an iterative 
consensus-building exercise to 
establish the degree of alignment or 
divergence between and across the 
various pieces of evidence, with the 
view to understanding the elements of 
a joined-up system. Limitations of our 
research are outlined in section 6.8.
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What does fully functioning integrated family support look like, 
and what are the barriers to this happening?

3. Research insights

3.1 System requirements for 
integrated family services

By bringing together findings from 
the three strands of research – 
the written evidence, professional 
expertise and lived experience of 
families – we identified eight system 
requirements for high-functioning 
integrated family services. These are 
summarised in the table below, which 
is followed by a focused narrative 
discussion of the evidence behind 
each of the eight requirements. For 
each requirement, we also present 
the consensus rating that resulted 
from the iterative consensus-building 
exercise referenced above. The label 
should be interpreted as follows: 

•	 high consensus: clear alignment 
across all three strands of 
evidence around the core 
principles related to the specific 
system requirement 

•	 medium consensus: core principles 
still in alignment and no direct 
contradictions between strands 
of evidence, but a lack of strong 
alignment, such as where one 
perspective is less developed, 
or where there is agreement in 
general but divergence in emphasis 
or detail of a specific theme

•	 low consensus: conflicting views 
or priorities between two or more 
perspectives, indicating the need 
for deeper exploration, careful 
design, or iterative testing to 
reconcile tensions.

 
The obvious takeaway is that there is 
a medium to high level of agreement 
across all eight system requirements. 
This is important for policymakers to 
understand as it can embolden some 
decisions while giving more pause for 
thought on the minority of areas with 
slightly lower consensus.
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System requirement Level of consensus

A high-functioning early-years system must be built on a 
long-term vision and objectives centred around children’s 
outcomes 

Medium-High

A need for core services, delivered seamlessly with clear links 
to related provision

Medium-High

A single outcome framework should be used nationally to 
guide and measure performance

High

Underpinned by a clear governance and performance 
management system

Medium

The system should be able to learn and improve through 
a combination of local experimentation and national 
dissemination and adaptation

High

Data that is high-quality, complete, linked and easy to 
understand helps improve delivery

Medium-High

Services must be delivered by a workforce skilled in multi-
agency working, without large numbers of vacancies

High

All of this should be enabled through long-term funding that 
builds confidence upfront investments will pay off

High

Table 1. System-level requirements for integrated family services

3.2 Requirement one: a high-
functioning early-years system 
must be built on a long-term 
vision and objectives centred 
around children’s outcomes

All three strands of evidence – written, 
families and professionals – highlighted 
the negative impact of fragmented 
delivery52 53 54 in the absence of a long-
term vision and shared goals for early-
years support.

The written evidence describes how 
the comprehensive national strategy 
that drove Sure Start has been replaced 
by a number of programmes and 
policy frameworks that do not operate 
with the same national ambition 
and coverage55. Without a long-term 
strategic framework, integration has 
stalled, and services have become 
increasingly siloed and short-term in 
nature. And, although many newer 
programmes have useful components, 
they are not embedded within a 
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coherent national plan that provides a 
common understanding and agreement 
on the desired outcomes for children 
and families; something the literature 
confirms is important56 57 58. 

This absence of vision has made 
it difficult to tackle the deeply 
interconnected challenges that shape 
early development. Findings from 
the literature review emphasise that 
children’s physical, social, emotional, 
cognitive and behavioural development 
(all of which happen simultaneously)59 
60 61 are linked, and that broader factors 
such as housing, food insecurity, 
parental wellbeing and neighbourhood 
safety all interact with one another 
as well as with child outcomes62 6364. 
Without an integrated, cross-cutting 
strategy, responses to these issues 
remain piecemeal and reactive.

For families, the lack of a guiding 
vision was noticeable in how they 
experienced services. Parents said 
support often appeared too late 
when, in the words of one mother, 
“you want [it] before you have a 
breakdown”. Some described services 
as transactional or inconsistent, with 
no clear sense of shared direction or 
long-term aim. Others felt abandoned 
after initial contact, unsure how or 
whether to re-enter the system: in the 
words of another mother, “between 
your six-week check-up, and nine-
month review, it’s a huge gap and 
you're just left to fend for yourself”.

Sector professionals also expressed 
a desire for a clear national vision 

similar to that of the Every Child 
Matters programme. Without the 
kind of clarity this creates, there are 
tensions between services. In health, 
for example, there is a sense of 
conflicting priorities between workers’ 
‘primary’ services (hospitals, GPs, etc) 
and support for family services65.

It is clear that a long-term 
vision is needed, but what 
should that vision involve?

The first point of consensus is 
that support should be focused 
on children aged five and under. 
Written evidence consistently points 
to the special importance and high 
impact of support in the earliest 
years of life66 67 68. In the first round 
Delphi survey, 62% of respondents 
said that more than half the total 
budget for family services should be 
focused on under-fives if there was 
a need to prioritise how resources 
were allocated. When discussing 
the trade-offs involved in choosing 
between a broader age range and 
a specific focus on under-fives, one 
sector expert put it: “I would not thin 
[the offer for] everybody. I would 
really save a proper supportive, 
multi-professional offer in limited 
neighbourhoods.”

What are the key principles 
needed to ensure that this 
vision can be realised?
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Proportionate universalism
 
Families, those working in the 
sector and the written evidence 
we reviewed all support a universal 
baseline of services (more on what 
these are in the next section) with 
a disproportionate focus on those 
with the highest levels of need. This 
approach combines accessibility 
with an explicit focus on reducing 
inequality69 70. While all three strands 
of evidence placed value on the 
underpinning principles of proportional 
universalism, this preference was 
driven by a broad range of factors.

For families, the appeal of proportionate 
universalism – a model in which 
universal services are complemented 
by additional support for those with 
greater needs – was one of user 
experience. Families saw universality 
as a way to remove the stigma ('failure' 
in the words of one parent) associated 
with being identified as having greater 
needs. They also appreciated that when 
services are universal, you know for 
sure you can access them. Without this 
clarity, families felt unsure. One mum 
of four children said: “No one ever told 
me about the children’s centre, I don’t 
know where it is. I thought they were 
for families who have social workers 
involved.” Relatedly, participants 
expressed frustration with threshold-
based services. Several described 
instances where they had narrowly 
missed out on support due to eligibility 
criteria such as income. Universal access 
was seen as a way to avoid 'wondering 
if I am eligible', and to ensure help was 
available even when needs weren’t 
obvious.

While professionals in the early-years 
sector also believed universal services 
help reduce stigma, they were typically 
more focused on the problem of 
optimal allocation of scarce resources. 
Indeed, many responses to our open call 
were clear that, in conditions of limited 
funding, resources should be diverted 
to those who need them most. Overall, 
they believed that more resources 
should go to the most disadvantaged 
areas with flexibility based on local 
needs assessments. Indeed, in the 
first round Delphi survey, 88% backed 
layered models – combining a universal 
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baseline with more intensive, locally 
adapted support where disadvantage 
is greater. In practice, this could mean 
different intensities of services by place. 
When asked to say where integrated 
family support services should be 
located under conditions of constrained 
resources, 63% of respondents said 
they should be in the neighbourhoods 
with the highest levels of need rather 
than having lower-cost hubs in all 
neighbourhoods.

Despite strong support for 
proportionate universalism among 
families, sector experts and across 
written literature, it is worth noting 
that national evaluations to date 
offer limited evidence comparing the 
relative impact of open-access and 
more targeted approaches71.
 
Fixing some things centrally and 
flexing others locally
 
Among sector experts, there was 
clear agreement that the decision 
on a small number of core children 
and family outcomes are measured 
across the early-years system should 
be set by the central government, and 
that local delivery partners should 
not be able to adapt these to their 
discretion (however, local strategic 
partners should be able to identify 
additional outcomes reflecting their 
specific context and shared priorities). 
This agreement strengthened among 
experts with increased depth of 
engagement in our research: in the first 
round of the Delphi survey, almost 60% 
of sector respondents agreed that the 
decision on which children and family 

outcomes are measured should be 
determined by the central government, 
without local discretion. This figure rose 
to almost 75% in the second round 
Delphi, suggesting a drive towards 
a unified overall measurement of 
outcomes across the sector.

For some elements of delivery, a 
hybrid model was identified. In 
the second round Delphi survey, 
for example, 89% of respondents 
voted for the government to 
provide a menu of evidence-based 
programmes that local authorities 
could choose from, with discretion on 
how they implemented them.

Such menus could be prepared to help 
ensure local authorities commission 
the most effective parenting support 
programmes, for example. This 
would give central government the 
reassurance that public money was 
being spent on things that work and 
would allow local authorities the 
latitude to choose which items from 
the menu to deliver and how, given 
the needs and assets of their local 
area. Some practitioners advocated 
for an even more collaborative 
approach, explaining “unless local 
users and local practitioners have 
input in design, they will not use [the 
service]”. This quote highlights that a 
potential risk of not providing local 
adaptation is the underuse of services.
 
Seamless services with no cliff 
edges
 
While sector experts agreed that 
the focus should be on the earliest 
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years of life, they were also clear 
that families’ needs don’t suddenly 
end when a child turns five. Without 
continued support, families risk 
'dropping off a cliff edge' – particularly 
when new or later-emerging needs, 
such as special education needs 
and disabilities (SEND) or conduct 
disorders, come into view. As such, 
workshop participants also called for 
this strong early-years support to be 
embedded within a wider, joined-up 
offer across the full age range. 

Families also flagged the importance 
of a system that can meet needs 
that 'change rapidly'. They want 
services that keep pace with a child’s 
developmental journey, rather than 
narrowly solving one problem at 
a time. The families we spoke to 
also valued relational continuity, 
consistency and a sense that support 
was built around them rather than 
the episodic crises they might 
experience. One parent told us: “I 
want support to take into account 
the circumstances and history I’ve 
already shared, and to enable me to 
move forward.” Unsurprisingly, they 
disliked having to deal with many 
different organisations, getting lost 
in the system and telling their stories 
over and over. Unfortunately, only a 
minority of families had experienced 
a degree of consistency and 
coherence in their service use.

What services need to be 
included in a core offer and  
how should they be delivered?

3.3 Requirement two: an early 
years core offer 

All three strands of evidence agreed 
on the need for the main services for 
children aged five and under to be 
offered as a coherent package in a 
single place.

The sector experts strongly support 
a joined-up system anchored in 
universal health and early education, 
with mental health, parenting support 
and financial advice integrated 
around these touchpoints. Results 
from the Delphi survey show health 
and early education (ECEC) being 
ranked as the two most important 
services in an integrated offer. 
Although sector leaders also 
expressed strong support for early 
relational and mental health support 
(59% voted for mental health as a top 
priority), practical advice through one-
stop shops, and the use of evidence-
based parenting programmes, there 
was no full agreement on the specific 
collection of core services that should 
be on offer.

Families broadly agreed on joined-
up services. The carers we spoke 
to said that services such as health 
visiting, stay-and-plays, and parenting 
advice were especially valued, but 
gaps between touchpoints and a 
lack of consistency undermined 
their effectiveness. As one mother 
from London put it, “if you could 
have everything in one place, it'd 
be so much easier”. Families also 
acknowledged the value of physical 
one-stop shops in terms of working 
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out what help to ask for. A mother of 
two from Leeds explained how she 
liked one-stop shops because “even if 
you don’t know exactly what you need, 
you won’t be passed from pillar to 
post”. However, making services clear 
and accessible is necessary but not 
sufficient for meaningfully boosting 
engagement. Families repeatedly 
stressed the need for relationships, not 
just signposting: someone who ‘stayed 
with them’ and helped navigate 
challenges ranging from parenting to 
housing and finances.

The written evidence points in 
the same direction. Studies show 
improved outcomes when health, early 
education and parenting support are 
integrated, particularly in terms of 
child development, maternal mental 

health, and later educational and 
social outcomes72 7374. High-quality 
evidence also supports co-location, 
stay-and-play as a gateway to deeper 
support, and shows that parenting, 
nutrition and communication 
interventions can significantly improve 
life chances, especially when delivered 
early and with fidelity75 76 77. As well, 
there is promising evidence that birth 
registration can act as an anchor 
service since all families need to use 
it and so locating it alongside other 
services means birth registration can 
act as a showroom for other support 
on offer.78 79 80

While the benefits of a physical one-
stop shop are uncontested, there was 
lower consensus on digital support as 
a complementary online alternative. 
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Digital support can help families who 
struggle to access physical services 
for a variety of reasons and online 
options also lower delivery costs for 
providers81. Many Family Hubs have 
successfully adopted virtual meetings 
with practitioners, online parenting 
programmes and peer support, which 
many parents value82. Moreover, 
programmes such as Triple P Online83 
and Family Nurse Partnership have 
shown effectiveness when delivered 
online or through blended formats. It is 
also worth reflecting that this research 
was conducted in a moment of 
extreme technological advancement. 
AI agents can be deployed in far more 
sophisticated ways than the workflows 
of even a year ago, leapfrogging the 
potential for digital assistance into a 
new age. Some caregivers we spoke 
to appreciate the convenience of 
using self-service digital tools, which 
allow them to access information 
independently. One parent said they 
like family advice apps because “in this 
day and age, everything is digitised. I 
like the idea of being able to go into 
work and just make an appointment 
– I’m all about convenience.” However, 
others felt that apps offer little 
beyond what can be found via a 
simple search engine, rendering them 
redundant or unhelpful. Apps are 
viewed as insufficient for handling 
sensitive, complex, or emotional 
issues, particularly when users need 
personalised support. There is a clear 
preference for human interaction to 
address these types of needs.

However, digital support doesn’t suit 
all families who can’t access physical 

support. One parent expressed their 
concern for digital alternatives to 
physical support, stating: “I am worried 
it’s going to be very impersonal, very 
cold, very isolating. It can give you 
100 different options, but not the one 
you need when you need it. In theory, 
there’s a human behind all of this when 
you need it – but is there? I don’t want 
to sit on a phone, I want to talk to 
someone”. Current providers deploy 
multiple modes of support – including 
phone calls, home visits and mobile 
support units – to meet varying needs84 
85. Nesta’s open call for evidence also 
highlighted the value of offering a 
range of formats, with organisations 
such as the National Childbirth Trust 
and Early Parenting Support sharing a 
range of creative ways to reach families 
who might not otherwise access 
support. The National Breastfeeding 
Helpline (NBH) was cited as a valued 
service for families who may not 
access local support, and one response 
suggested that NBH’s anonymous, 
confidential nature helped users speak 
freely without fear of judgement.

How do you measure, manage 
and improve performance 
throughout the system?

 
3.4 Requirement three: a single 
outcomes framework 

Both the written evidence and the 
experts we spoke to support the use of 
outcome frameworks as a structured 
way to plan, measure and evaluate 
family support interventions86 87 88. 
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These frameworks are credited with 
improving multi-agency collaboration 
by making it clear what everyone 
should aim for and by shifting focus 
from organisational outputs to 
outcomes for children at a population 
level89. The evidence also confirms 
that outcome data using standardised 
measures, collected from families, are 
important in evaluating the impact of 
support to families90 91.

At present, though, the use of outcome 
frameworks is inconsistent and there is 
no national standard in place. Disparate 
local frameworks and the lack of 
joined-up goals between agencies 
leads to conflicting incentives about 
what to focus on within areas and 
inconsistent approaches between them. 
Several written sources recommend 
the creation of a national outcomes 
framework to standardise indicators, 
promote accountability and improve 
alignment across services92 93 94. We 
also heard strong support from the 
sector experts we talked to, who crave 
a shared vision, clarity on roles and 
responsibilities and joined-up working. 

As referenced under the first 
requirement, there is agreement 
that the outcome framework 
used to shape integrated family 
support should be nationally set 
and applicable to every part of the 
delivery chain. The consensus is that 
it should include a small number of 
core outcomes to allow proper focus. 
 
Outcomes for children 
 
When it comes to measuring child 
outcomes, the headline goal for 

the Opportunity Mission and the 
recently published Local Government 
Outcomes Framework95 commits 
to the usage of a good level of 
development (GLD) measure at age 
five. This is both pragmatic, as it 
is a metric already captured, and 
welcome to some extent, based on 
the evidence96. While GLD has its 
merits, current practices of reporting 
individual outcomes as a binary 
measurement (ie, children either pass 
or fail) limit the usefulness of the data 
and can introduce perverse incentives 
to focus only on children who just 
missed the pass mark97. By shifting 
to report GLD as a continuous 
outcome (reporting a score instead 
of a pass/fail, for example), it would 
be easier to identify which aspects of 
development are being missed in a 
given local area. 
 
Wider systems outcomes
 
While improved child development is 
the headline target for an integrated 
early years family support system, 
it is enabled by, and cannot be 
viewed in isolation from, other factors 
that, together, provide a holistic 
and systemic view of the outcomes 
sought for all children. The Common 
Outcomes for Children and Young 
People Collaborative has done 
considerable work defining a set of 
outcomes for all babies, children and 
young people, and their parents and 
carers, and the systems within which 
progress towards the national target 
of 75% Good Level of Development 
(GDL) could be described collectively. 
We used the Collaborative’s key tool, 
the Common Outcomes Framework 

https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/
https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/
https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/
 https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/the-framework


24A new era for the early years

in our Delphi survey and in workshops 
with families, since its outcomes have 
already been codeveloped with a wide 
range of stakeholders and many are 
already collected at an individual level, 
although coverage may be patchy. 
 
3.5 Requirement four: clear 
governance and accountability

The published literature and responses 
to our call for evidence agree that clear 
governance arrangements involving 
representatives from all participating 
organisations, alongside clear lines of 
accountability, are central to effective 
family support systems98 99 100 101. 

So far, findings from the strands of 
evidence have suggested that families 
and professionals directly observe and 
experience the failures of a system that 
is not well governed. There has been a 
historic fragmentation of governance 
and leadership for family support, at 
both the central and local levels, and 
in how responsibility for early years 
services is distributed across multiple 
actors.102 Findings from the literature 
and the open call for evidence suggest 
that this lack of clear structures, 
leadership and commitment will have 
a negative impact on early-years 
support103 104, including the risk of 
becoming more vulnerable to shifting 
political priorities. Examples of this 
include the decline of Sure Start,105 
Children’s Trust Boards106 and the Early 
Intervention Grant107. 

At the central government level, 
a driver of Sure Start’s success 
was cross-government working 

and shared accountability. Sure 
Start resulted in greater levels 
of integrated governance across 
Whitehall as it shared accountability 
between the departments of health, 
education and employment108. The 
findings from the literature suggest a 
need at the central level for multiple 
government departments to work 
together, with policies coming 
from education and health, and 
potentially more widely109 110 111. 

Alongside clear governance, the 
written evidence suggests shared 
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accountability mechanisms are 
useful to ensure all agencies are 
working towards the objectives 
the policy has set out to achieve. 
Statutory legislation on early years 
can ensure long-term investment 
and recognition, as well as give 
more workforce security112. Peer-led 
approaches offer a powerful form of 
horizontal accountability, enabling 
professionals to hold one another 
to account through collaboration 
rather than compliance. In England’s 
self-improving school system, peer 
review and school partnerships have 
been used to drive improvement 
and reduce reliance on top-down 
accountability.113 Structured peer 
learning can build trust, support 
honest self-evaluation and promote 
sustainable system improvement114 
115. Open call responses highlighted 
the potential role of Ofsted and the 
Care Quality Commission (CQC) in 
monitoring the quality of parenting 
and family support. Ofsted, in 
particular, was seen as providing 
important local accountability, 
which should be matched by 
national responsibility to support 
underperforming centres. These 
suggestions are consistent with 
evidence from the evaluation of 
Sure Start, which emphasises the 
importance of a consistent regulatory 
and inspection framework across all 
early-years settings116.

Overall, the evidence supports a 
clear, multi-agency governance 
arrangement. Successful models 
highlight shared accountability, 
cross-sector collaboration and the 

value of local governance structures 
that include education, health 
and community representation as 
critical117 118 119. Responses to our 
open call emphasised the need for 
clear leadership, joint investment 
and inclusive boards to promote 
accountability and engagement. 
While evidence supports national 
guidance, it cautions against overly 
rigid mandates, favouring local 
adaptability and coordination 
within existing structures. Sector 
experts echoed this point, generally 
supporting a partnership model 
in which the central government 
provides parameters and direction 
(including outcomes and enablers), 
while local areas lead on delivery. One 
practitioner explained how “if we think 
about how to work effectively with 
families, we don’t tell them what to do, 
we work motivationally and we know 
the parents make the changes and 
we support them. [The] government 
should take a more similar approach.”

Despite this agreement on the 
problem and the hallmarks of a 
solution, though, no clear or lead 
solution emerged from our research. 
 
3.6 Requirement five: innovation 
and continuous learning 
capabilities at the system level

Given we still have large gaps in our 
knowledge of how to get the best 
outcomes in the earliest years of life, 
we need a continuous learning and 
innovation mechanism in the system 
to ensure new insights can be benefited 
from at scale. 
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Our discussion so far has highlighted 
the strong evidence base that 
demonstrates how a service or 
programme may work, whether 
it matters, or whether users may 
want to use the service. Even where 
these studies use strong causal 
inference techniques, there are gaps 
in knowing whether one element or 
activity works better than another, 
or how these elements interact 
with one another120. There also 
remains much to learn about key 
challenges, such as how best to 
engage disadvantaged families in 
support; how different agencies or 
workforces, such as health visiting or 
the Early Childhood Education and 
Care (ECEC) sector, can be effectively 
joined up and how support can be 
personalised to meet individual 
family needs. These findings were 
echoed in Nesta’s Fairer Start Local 
innovation partnerships with local 
authorities121, which found that 
councils across England are facing 
similar integration challenges but 
have few evidence-informed solutions 
to draw on.

The evidence suggests that enabling 
local experimentation is a critical 
component for family support services 
to adapt and flourish. A high degree 
of local autonomy, and giving local 
areas ‘permission to fail’ (so long as 
basic safety for families is maintained) 
has been highlighted in the literature 
as essential for allowing centres 
and hubs to adapt in response to 
emerging local needs122 123. One of 
the responses from our open call for 
evidence mentioned the Margate Early 

Years Community Fund124, established 
by Save the Children. This fund has 
enabled small-scale initiatives to test 
new approaches to family support, co-
designed with local parents. Emerging 
practice also supports this approach, 
such as the Cabinet Office’s test, 
learn and grow programme125. In a 
recent collaboration between Nesta 
and Stockport Council126, design and 
data science methods were used to 
co-develop a revised model for joint 
midwifery and health visiting visits. 
We found that this iterative process 
helped address systemic challenges 
while supporting professionals to work 
collaboratively and build trust with 
families. 

The findings from the written evidence 
also highlight the importance of 
sharing best practice across areas and 
the value of knowledge sharing127. For 
example, Foundations’ Changemakers 
programme supports Local Evidence 
Leaders to improve how evidence 
is implemented in practice128. A 
strength of this programme is a focus 
on implementation and iteration in 
service delivery, allowing for local 
places to explore how they meet the 
challenges of embedding evidence 
used in practice. 

A small but growing evidence 
base supports blended finance 
as a way to test system-level 
innovation. In Norfolk, £1.2 million in 
social investment funded an early 
intervention model that saved an 
estimated £2.9 million in care costs 
within 18 months129, using outcomes-
based payments to de-risk early 
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testing. One response from the call 
for evidence suggested that similar 
models in other sectors, such as NHS 
HIV pilots, show how local trials can 
pave the way for national adoption. 

Despite these exciting pockets of 
development, there is not enough 
focus on scaling and disseminating 
these new insights. Sector experts 
suggested that the government 
should play a role in facilitating 
peer learning and spreading best 
practice between local authorities. 
For example, by providing national 
networks, templates and capacity 
to enable replication. Findings 
from the Delphi workshop suggest 
that integration should not be left 
to individual providers but should 
be embedded within the wider 
governance framework that ensures 

alignment and collective responsibility 
for outcomes. Ideally, sector experts 
want the government to provide the 
necessary structure and direction 
(through broad parameters and key 
outcomes) while empowering local 
authorities to determine the most 
effective implementation strategies 
within those boundaries, based on 
their local expertise and the needs 
of their communities. In order for 
this vision to succeed, the data 
infrastructure needs to change. 
 
3.7 Requirement six: data that 
makes the hard work easier

There is very strong agreement that 
the current data infrastructure is not 
working. Findings from across the three 
strands of evidence suggest fixes need 
to focus on improving safe data sharing 
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between agencies and making sure the 
available data is able to provide a clear 
and usable picture of service users.
 
A fragmented tech landscape 
with low interoperability 
 
At the most fundamental level, 
data infrastructure, including data 
management systems, software, 
hardware, networks and processes, 
was found to vary significantly in 
local authorities. For example, the 
written evidence points to some local 
authorities reportedly using manual 
data extraction and entry as the main 
method of combining data across 
multiple databases and spreadsheets, 
whereas other local authorities had 
made meaningful progress towards 
database connectivity and process 
automation130. The existence of 
multiple, non-interfaced databases 
– something anyone who has ever 
worked in a local authority will know is 
commonplace – has also been found 
to hinder effective data sharing and 
analysis131. 

Submissions to our open call for 
evidence highlighted how current 
commercial IT systems can often lack 
interoperability, meaning they are 
unable to communicate and share 
data with other IT systems. This makes 
the creation of a ‘single view’ of a child 
or family’s case history much harder132. 
The literature suggests the government 
has a role to play in facilitating 
interoperability. At the most basic level, 
government involvement can facilitate 
the use of a single unique identifier, 
such as the NHS number, to make it 

easier to track children across multiple 
agencies more effectively133. The 
government can also develop common 
data standards and encourage their 
adoption by the sector and by tech 
providers. It is already making progress 
on this in children’s social care.134 
Some sector experts proposed a more 
active approach from the government, 
calling on them to create an outcome-
oriented data-sharing environment for 
local authorities that cuts across silos 
and links existing data.
 
Varying levels of coverage and 
granularity 
 
Submissions to Nesta’s open call for 
evidence showed that there are also 
issues in relation to the granularity 
and regularity of data collection. 
These issues also get in the way of 
building a more joined-up system. 
Despite these challenges to basic 
data coverage, one response to the 
open call suggested measuring data 
at a hyper-local (ie, street) level and 
at more regular intervals. 
 
Strong support for centrally 
governed data rules
 
Overall, among sector experts, there 
was a strong consensus that data 
sharing is essential for effective 
integration and for protecting 
child safety and that it requires 
national leadership in order to be 
successful. In the Delphi survey, 
54.9% of the sector said that data 
collection, sharing and use should 
be governed centrally, rising to 
76.7% in the follow-up workshops. 
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One practitioner explained how 
”most of the data we collect is not 
useful unless you can compare it 
to something. We really should not 
let local centres move away from 
a core set of data measures that 
are consistent across the country, 
because otherwise we will lose 
any ability to actually determine 
what's happening.” Multiple experts 
were in favour of mandatory data 
sharing between different agencies, 
particularly local authorities and the 
NHS, to help safeguard children.
 
Data skills to enable maximum 
value
 
Sector experts also recognised that 
better data can support decision-
making, ensure timely services and 
improve intersectoral coordination. 
However, alongside their overall push 
for more and better data, experts 
also stressed the importance of 
investing in workforce capability 
so that practitioners can use data 
effectively and properly understand 
data sharing ‘risks’. 

Multiple experts emphasised the 
importance of ensuring that data 
collected is ‘genuinely meaningful’ 
for families using the services, and 
that multiple sectors are able to feed 
into data collection that reflects the 
holistic picture of children and families 
within that community context. As one 
expert argued: “data collected needs 
to work at every level, truly meaningful 
for people who use the services. If the 
outcomes are genuinely meaningful to 
parents and children, they’ll fill it in.” 

For families, one key priority was data 
privacy. Families noted that while they 
are frustrated by having to 'tell their 
story' every time they encounter a 
new facet of the system, they also felt 
uncomfortable about more sensitive 
data being known by all professionals 
they interact with. There was also a 
noted concern by some caregivers 
about their willingness to provide data 
in confidence to one professional if 
there is a potential, real or perceived, 
that this could be used punitively by 
another professional, for instance, in 
children’s social care. One mother 
of three explained how “people are 
scared not to look like a good mum. 
If they are struggling at a hub, they 
wouldn't say they're not coping as they 
think their kids will be taken away.” 
Knowing this, those designing data 
sharing systems might incorporate a 
design principle to avoid unnecessary 
disclosure of personal information.
 
3.8 Requirement seven: a 
workforce that can deliver 

The evidence all pointed towards a need 
for staff who can play connecting roles for 
families and across the system itself135 136 137. 
We also derived useful insights into which 
skills need to be strengthened across the 
workforce, as well as the negative effects of 
the existing workforce crisis.
 
Connecting roles increase 
service effectiveness 
 
As referenced in the first requirement 
for successful integrated family 
services, there is strong support 
across the evidence strands for 
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roles such as family navigators, 
community connectors and parent 
champions. These link roles can and 
do act as trusted intermediaries 
between families and services, 
improve awareness and uptake, 
prevent families from falling through 
the gaps, and support professionals 
by offering a consistent point of 
contact to help families navigate 
the system. One parent said: ”I like 
the idea of having just one person 
to talk to. I don’t like being on the 
phone to lots of different people. I 
like the idea of having a link worker 
who can find you the information that 
you need.” These roles are especially 
valuable in reaching seldom-heard or 
underserved groups, such as fathers, 

those who are new to the area, or 
those with multiple disadvantages, by 
working through familiar and trusted 
community channels138 139. Findings 
suggest that when connector roles are 
supported with ring-fenced funding 
and aligned with local needs, they can 
significantly enhance service reach 
and engagement140 141. A new mother 
from Northumberland said: “It would 
have been really handy when I was 
pregnant for a health visitor to sit 
down and give me financial advice – 
someone to sit me down and let me 
know what’s out there. It’s a complete 
minefield trying to navigate this: the 
work applications, the job market, and 
the time requirements of parenting.”

A recent report on Better Start 
highlighted the positive impacts 
of community connectors in 
Blackpool in signposting parents 
to take-up of services142. These 
community connectors understood 
local families’ challenges and 
developed trusted relationships with 
them. They were trained to share 
knowledge on early child health 
and development and played an 
important role in increasing service 
take-up and retention. Other delivery 
organisations such as Thrive at Five143, 
Better Start144 and Save the Children 
Communities145 highlighted the 
importance of 'backbone' integration 
roles in bringing the system together.

Despite good evidence for the 
effectiveness of connector roles, the 
existence of these roles, and their 
scope when they do exist, vary across 
the country.

“It would have been 
really handy when I 
was pregnant for a 
health visitor to sit 
down and give me 
financial advice – 
someone to sit me 
down and let me know 
what’s out there. It’s 
a complete minefield 
trying to navigate this: 
the work applications, 
the job market, and the 
time requirements of 
parenting.”
A mother from Sunderland
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There is an existing workforce 
crisis putting strain on the system
 
While it is clear these connecting 
roles within the system are valuable, 
it is also true that there is an existing 
workforce crisis. The health visiting 
workforce alone has shrunk by 30% 
since 2015, and only 16% of local 
authorities meet the minimum ratio 
of one health visitor per 250 children 
under five146 (the benchmark for safe, 
effective delivery). As such, efforts to 
recruit people into connector roles 
nationally should not undermine, and 

would ideally complement, existing 
efforts to fill vacancies in existing roles.
 
Workforce insufficiency is 
compounded by skill gaps 
 
At the local level, effective leadership 
skills are crucial for creating a 
shared vision, securing resources, 
overcoming cultural differences 
between professionals and sustaining 
integration efforts over time147 148 149. 
A senior sponsor at the director or 
assistant director level, who acts as 
a champion for integrated services, 
has helped in some areas to link 
local transformation work to wider 
family policy and planning150 151. For 
example, leaders in highly performing 
Children’s Centres were found to share 
characteristics, such as having a clear 
vision to improve outcomes for children 
and families, engaging responsively 
with families, using evidence to 
drive improvements in outcomes, 
using business skills strategically, 
facilitating open communication, 
embracing integrated working, 
motivating and empowering staff, 
and being committed to their own 
learning and development.152 These 
are all skills and practices that can be 
learned, but only if training is offered. 
Other reports recommend different 
dedicated leadership roles, such as 
a transformation lead to manage 
change and bring stakeholders 
together, and a data lead to oversee 
more effective data sharing153 154. This 
was echoed in our Delphi workshop 
– one Family Hub practitioner said, 
“we have all the right people around 
the table, and it's just about working 
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constantly to make that partnership 
more integrated, to make sure that 
more people have that wider picture 
as well as their own area.”' 

Beyond the leadership tier, four 
areas where skill-building could 
be beneficial were identified in 
the findings, many of which have 
already been mentioned. Digital skills, 
multi-agency working, safeguarding 
(almost 84% of Delphi respondents 
felt that the primary purpose of 
integrated family support should 
be to keep babies, children and 
young people safe), and building 
the skills needed to perform local 
experimentation all came up at 
various points. Healthcare workers, in 
particular, are less likely to describe 
themselves as providers of holistic 
support to families and parents 
and may need particular training in 
this domain155. These, alongside the 
foundational skills for each role in the 
system, are the skills needed to work 
effectively for young children in this 
new era of integrated services.
 
3.9 Requirement eight: funding

Both the findings from the literature and 
the responses to the open call suggest 
that short funding cycles can limit 
the effectiveness of integrated family 
services. Case studies suggest there may 
be novel ways of making funding go 
further, and there was high support for 
more flexible funding.

Near-term funding means it is 
hard to justify investment in crucial 
integration steps such as developing 

interoperable digital tools, funding 
shared roles and paying for 
workforce development. Several 
sector experts pointed to the 10-year 
funding window of the Better Start 
programme as a helpful contrast, 
enabling test-and-learn approaches 
and more systemic work with families.

This sense that the Better Start 
funding model is more effective is 
backed up by the written evidence. 
Long-term investment, as seen in 
initiatives such as Sure Start and 
Better Start, has been associated with 
enabling more systemic change, while 
the current Family Hub programme 
comprises several smaller, time-limited 
funding streams that may present 
challenges for sustaining integration156. 
Without the ability to plan strategically 
or evaluate programmes over time, 
local areas are limited in their ability 
to make informed decisions and adapt 
based on learning157.

Contributors to Nesta’s open call 
also highlighted the limitations of 
the current funding model, which 
allocates separate, service-specific 
pots – for example, for breastfeeding 
or perinatal support – potentially 
reinforcing siloed delivery and limiting 
local responsiveness. Alternative 
models, including pooled or block 
funding approaches such as those 
used in Essex, were cited as offering 
greater potential to support shared 
targets and coordinated delivery. 
Pooling funds seems to encourage 
shared decision-making, create 
efficiencies, and enable collaboration 
and integration158 159 160. 
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Lastly, results from the first 
stage Delphi survey found strong 
support for more flexible funding 
arrangements, with only 9.8% of 
open call respondents favouring 
central government control over 
how funding is spent. Sector experts 
shared their experiences of how 
short funding cycles and siloed 

budgets create the wrong incentives 
on the ground, and can ultimately 
be harmful to families. As one 
practitioner noted, unpredictable 
funding has a direct impact on 
relationships with families: “If the 
services stop, that is where you lose 
the trust with families, if they know it 
will disappear again.”
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Taken together, these eight requirements suggest what the 
foundational components of a strong integrated family 
services system, grounded in evidence and backed by sector 
professionals and families, should be.

4. Policy implications

4.1 Blueprint for integrated 
family services

The 10 components of this foundation 
are described in the diagram 
below and elaborated on in the 
text that follows. They are broadly 
consistent with the government's 
recent announcement on expanding 

Family Hubs, joining up the various 
services on offer to families with 
young children. The key challenge 
will be how to operationalise these 
recommendations. To that end, in the 
early autumn, we will release a report 
that describes how the government 
might implement these components 
and what we think it would cost.
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36A new era for the early years

4.2 Component one: a long-
term vision, with corresponding 
funding commitment

In order to build the foundations 
and operational maturity needed 
to deliver integrated family services 
effectively, there needs to be a 
guaranteed commitment over at 
least a 10-year period to building 
towards the end vision, along with 
a clear funding strategy to make 
it a reality. The funding strategy 
must consider the composition of 
total spend. As our own work161 to 
understand early-years funding 
shows, in the 10 years between 
2010 and 2020, the spend per child 
remained relatively stable. Under 
the surface, though, there were large 
shifts in what was being funded with 
the welfare and children’s services 
and social care portions of the total 
shrinking and childcare subsidies 
and healthcare spend rising. This 
has distributional effects since the 
children with the highest needs tend 
to disproportionately benefit from 
welfare and social care budgets. As 
such, to ensure the EYCO delivers 
for the most vulnerable children, the 
funding strategy should clearly define 
distributional spend targets as well as 
the total bill.

While it is unlikely that the 
corresponding funding settlements, 
either as part of the future spending 
reviews or local government finance 
settlements, could be set for a full 
10 years, they should be set for as 
long as possible to offer stability. 
There may also be alternative 

models for financing the upfront 
cost of programmes. Models, for 
example, which build on Better Start's 
pioneering work, that are able to 
efficiently combine and mobilise 
different forms of capital and wider 
assets around a shared agenda and 
mutually reinforcing activity, have 
shown promise. Thrive at Five is 
one example of this in practice - an 
independent backbone model based 
on collective impact methodology, co-
funded with public money matched 
by philanthropy. Social Outcome 
Partnerships, , where social investors 
cover the upfront costs of a service 
and are repaid if certain outcomes 
are achieved, can offer another 
innovative approach to crowding in 
additional funding. One example is 
Stronger Families Norfolk162, which the 
University of Oxford’s Government 
Outcomes Lab describes as having 
prevented more than 216,000 days 
of care and approximately £15.2 
million of net costs up to November 
2024163. To explore these alternative 
models further, Nesta is collaborating 
with organisations across the 
impact economy - philanthropic 
organisations, social investors, and 
for-purpose companies and lenders 
- to develop ideas that could expand 
access to capital and help shape early 
years markets in line with this vision.
 
4.3 Component two: a national 
early years core offer (EYCO) to 
age five

To make it easier for families to 
access the basic help they need, 
there needs to be a clear core service 
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offer. This core of services must 
work seamlessly together towards a 
common goal. This is also consistent 
with the government’s commitment 
to a universal, multi-agency early-
years support system. The list of 
services to be accessible via Best 
Start Family Hubs included in the 
July 2025 announcement includes: 
birth registration, debt and welfare 
advice, domestic abuse support, early 
language support, health visiting, 
housing support, infant feeding 
support, mental health services, 
midwifery/maternity services, 

nutrition and weight management, 
oral health improvement, parenting 
support, parental conflict and 
separation services, SEND support 
and services, smoking cessation 
services, substance misuse support 
and youth services.

Consistent with this list, an EYCO 
would include universal services 
that all families can access from 
pre-conception to their children’s 
fifth birthday, as well as targeted 
services and interventions for families 
with specific risks or needs. Using 
prenatal visits and birth registration 
as a way to promote the one-stop 
shop and its services to new parents 
should be encouraged, since every 
family has to register their child 
and it is an early opportunity to 
start building a relationship with 
families. We recommend taking this 
opportunity to expand the Tell Us 
Once scheme – already used by 
more than 90% of local authorities 
for death registration – to cover birth 
registration as standard. This scheme 
shares information with relevant 
agencies, exactly as the one-stop 
shops should be able to with their 
local partners. The ‘My Children’ 
section of the to-be-expanded NHS 
App could be another platform for 
signposting families to their local 
Best Start Family Hub.

The EYCO should work closely 
(for example, through data 
sharing agreements, clear handoff 
procedures and follow-up on user 
outcomes) with related services 
that families may need, including 
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those after age five. From a family’s 
perspective, there should be no 
cliff edges and no dead ends when 
interacting with local EYCO provision.
 
4.4 Component three: physical 
one-stop shops in every locality 
with a complementary digital 
service

We have chosen to refer to one-stop 
shops in order to avoid implying that 
only Family Hubs could offer the 
services described. This is in slight 
contrast to the government’s Best 
Start in Life strategy, which centres 
on delivery through Best Start Family 
Hubs. While Family Hubs will be a key 
part of the puzzle, and Family Hub 
expansion will help achieve this goal, 
solely focusing on designating and 
funding Family Hubs risks sidelining 
other valuable early childhood 
provisions, particularly traditional 
children's centres. Equally, it should 
also be possible to base these 
services out of well-loved community 
establishments that are not part of 
the government estate. The key focus 
should be on identifying the right 
place for delivery to a local population. 
This approach is needed to avoid 
further fragmentation within the early-
years landscape164 165. While the ideal 
outcome is to have a one-stop shop 

in every locality, in a world of resource 
constraints, these physical services 
should be located in areas with the 
highest need first. This is consistent 
with the government’s prioritisation of 
the most disadvantaged areas for new 
Best Start Family Hubs.

One-stop shops would typically provide 
routine face-to-face services, such 
as daily stay-and-play, host pop-up 
clinics with high-demand services, such 
as speech and language therapists, 
signpost families to services provided 
elsewhere as part of the integrated 
family support, and act as a single 
point of contact for partners such as 
nurseries who wish to make referrals 
or register new families. The one-stop 
shop could also enable services to work 
better with one another. For example, 
facilitating handovers between pre-
school childcare practitioners and 
reception by establishing a system 
for sharing information, including 
child-specific data, learning plans and 
other relevant details. Importantly, 
for a family interacting with the one-
stop shop, there should be no visible 
differences between the various 
services it connects.

The digital service (the new Best Start 
digital service announced by the UK 
government in July 2025) should mirror 

While the ideal outcome is to have a one-stop 
shop in every locality, in a world of resource 
constraints, these physical services should be 
located in areas with the highest need first.



39A new era for the early years

the physical provision as far as possible 
and should signpost users to the one-
stop shop where their needs cannot 
be met remotely. There may also be 
elements of services that are delivered 
digitally, even for those who access the 
physical hub. For example, the digital 
service would be well placed to provide 
universal light-touch but long-term 
parenting support programmes (for 
example, app-based or text-message 
services, such as the Tiny Happy 
People text message programme 
Nesta has been developing and 
testing with the BBC and University of 
Sheffield). Families who could benefit 
from more support, but are unable to 
access in-person services (or prefer not 
to), should have the option to choose 
digital or virtual delivery models. For 
example, Nesta has recently tested the 
implementation of a programme called 
Playtime with Books, which supports 
parents to increase their confidence 
sharing books with their children 
via digital tutorials and virtual calls 
with a trained facilitator166. Feedback 
from parents in this implementation 
study167 emphasised how much 
more accessible an online delivery 
format was for them; one parent 
commented: “I think where my life is 
at the moment, online was better. I 
don’t think I’d have been able to do 
it in any other kind of fashion.” While 
online parenting support is still a fairly 
nascent field, there is already evidence 
that it can be as effective as in-person 
support. For example, evaluation of 
Triple P online has found that this 
format was effective in supporting 
children’s emotional and behavioural 
development.

At the local level, key components of 
the EYCO include the following.
 
4.5 Component four: smart 
targeting and tailored delivery

While elements of the offer – existing 
universal services, such as health 
visiting and midwifery – would be fixed 
and centrally mandated, others would 
be flexible so that local authorities 
can deliver in a way that makes 
the best of their existing assets and 
context. In some cases, they may be 
flexible but within a bounded choice 
set. For example, as our recent report 
on the market for parenting support 
shows,168 the effectiveness of parenting 
support services varies dramatically; 
some parenting programmes have 
robust evidence of impact on child 
development and others are still 
developing their evidence base or 
have not been evaluated at all. We 
also found that the current provision 
does not follow the evidence on which 
interventions have the strongest 
evidence of impact. To improve 
this situation, the Department for 
Education should step in to make 
sure this market is more transparent 
for commissioners, including the 
implementation requirements, costs 
and benefits of different parenting 
programmes. As well as improving 
flows of information about the 
parenting support market, the UK 
government should make it easier for 
local authorities to implement the most 
effective programmes by investing in 
national scale-up of the most well-
evidenced and suitable parenting 
programmes. Increasing funding for 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/engaging-parents-digitally-learning-from-the-tiny-happy-people-text-messaging-service
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/engaging-parents-digitally-learning-from-the-tiny-happy-people-text-messaging-service


40A new era for the early years

parenting support, while also focusing 
on high-quality implementation, would 
enable a substantial increase in the 
number of families who are able to 
access effective support with their 
children’s early development.

While some services would be part of 
a consistent core offer, local tailoring 
and co-design with communities 
will continue to be essential to make 
this work for families. We see DfE’s 
intention169 to co-produce its Best 
Start Plans with local civil society as 
a positive signal that parents are a 
major asset in any strategy. For this 
kind of local tailoring to be successful, 
there are two components to adopt. 
First, local areas should be able to 
deploy the best approach that will 
be most effective given their context 
to ensure every family, especially 
those least likely to without additional 
engagement, can access their 
services. To maximise the chance that 
this local discretion is effective, the 
government should provide support. 
For example, nationally curated 
training and playbooks with practical 

tactics based on real experimentation 
could be made available to support 
local outreach efforts.

Second, although the EYCO is universal, 
local early-years leaders should design 
their EYCO in a way that gives the 
highest value to those with the highest 
needs. For example, by commissioning 
providers that have deep experience 
working with communities that 
are often reluctant to interact with 
government, by co-designing the way 
their services are framed with those 
who use them, or by co-locating 
delivery with organisations that those 
with the highest needs already use, 
such as children’s centres, football 
community clubs, or churches, perhaps. 
Models like Thrive at Five already have 
significant experience doing this kind 
of work and could be collaborators in 
producing scalable insights.
 
4.6 Component five: a seamless 
user experience

Related to the point above on access 
and engagement, families should be 
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able to present at a one-stop shop, 
speak to a member of staff and have 
their needs understood and met with 
a personalised service offer. They 
should not have to know what the 
early signs of autism are, whether 
their wage qualifies them for certain 
benefits, or whether the low mood 
they are experiencing requires clinical 
intervention: they should simply be 
able to show up, share their story and 
have a professional – likely someone 
in a family navigator role, or similar 
– identify answers to questions they 
didn’t know they needed to ask. This 
means that there needs to be back-
end processes that connect a vast 
array of services and allow families to 
be referred without friction. 

As far as possible, the digital offer 
should replicate this experience in 
your pocket or on your PC. In other 
words, someone accessing the 
EYCO online can also experience 
easy navigation of complex services 
based on their needs. This means 
they should be able to book 
appointments, get referrals to other 
services, or enrol in courses via the 
digital service just as they could 
through an in-person interaction.

Whether the interaction is in person or 
online, the EYCO should be designed 
and delivered in a way that makes 
people feel dignified, human and safe. 
Without this, it will be difficult to attain 
the disclosure of information needed to 
understand how to help people. Again, 
centrally curated tactical training and 
resources could help ensure a consistent 
baseline is met across the country.

Components six to ten represent 
the key enabling actions that the 
UK government must take to enable 
local authorities across England to 
deliver the EYCO.
 
4.7 Component six: establish a 
single outcomes framework 

The government should define a 
common outcomes framework for 
the early years system, presenting 
a small core set of outcomes, 
indicators and metrics with national 
and local targets measured against 
it. The statutory school readiness 
targets for Local Authorities recently 
announced by the government 
are likely to offer a valuable lever 
to drive system coherence across 
health, education, social care and 
other partners at the local level. A 
core set of outcomes for early years,  
capturing the key ingredients of 
school readiness, will enable central 
government to consistently measure 
and compare performance by local 
authority. It should also allow it to 
set local improvement targets based 
on existing performance and local 
characteristics that will collectively 
ladder up to national success against 
the Opportunity Mission’s goal of 75% 
children reaching a GLD. At a local 
level, such an outcomes set – and the 
corresponding targets – should create 
a shared understanding of the type 
and extent of improvements local-level 
activity should be driving, which should 
enable better strategic planning and 
more coherent working across agencies.  
Alongside these core outcomes, where 
appropriate, local strategic partners 
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should be empowered to identify 
additional outcomes, indicators and 
metrics for focus that reflect their 
specific context and shared priorities.

While there are many options to 
choose from, it is Nesta’s view that 
the Government should build on work 
done by the Common Outcomes 
for Children and Young People 
Collaborative, which has already 
done considerable work to build 
agreement across a wide range of 
stakeholders in terms of high-level 
outcomes for all babies, children and 
young people.  The Collaborative 
has used its Common Outcomes 
Framework, working with others 
to develop more detailed, specific 
indicators and metrics under the high-
level outcomes for specific places, 
cohorts and contexts, including in 
the development of a family hubs-
focused shared outcomes approach 
across London boroughs. The case 

to build on this work is strengthened 
by the commitment in the newly 
published Local Government 
Outcomes Framework to Good Level 
of Development as the key target 
outcome for all agencies and its 
broader consistency with and read-
across to the Common Outcomes 
Framework and the developments in 
London. Table 2 shows an example of 
indicators embedded across the five 
domains of the Common Outcomes 
Framework, informed in particular by 
the London work. These indicators 
could be used as a starting point 
to define, measure and monitor 
performance and progress at national 
and local authority level: Those metrics 
that are already collected at individual 
level are marked with an asterisk 
(although data collection issues, in 
particular around the ASQ-3 at age 
2-2.5, would need to be addressed 
before using those indicators as key 
national or local metrics).

https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/london-family-hubs-case-study
https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/london-family-hubs-case-study
https://www.commonoutcomes.org.uk/london-family-hubs-case-study


Dimension of COF Safe Healthy Happy Learning Engaged
Metrics to measure 
outcome produced at 
the national and local 
authority levels

Child 
metrics

Rate of accidental 
injuries* 

% on track on 
physical health 
domains of the 
ASQ-3 at age 
2-2.5 (Child health 
review)*

Weight and height 
at age 4-5 (NCRM)*

Physical 
development at 
age 4-5 (EYFSP)*

% developmentally 
on track on the 
social emotional 
domains of the 
ASQ-3 at age 2-2.5*

Total difficulties 
scores on SDQ at 
age 3 or above*

Personal socio-
emotional 
development at 
age 4-5 (EYFSP)*

% of children 
enrolled in ‘quality’ 
early-years setting 

% reporting 
positive, caring 
relationships 
family, peers and 
significant adults

Parent 
metrics

% affected by 
domestic abuse

% living in suitable, 
safe and secure 
homes – free from 
the risk of eviction/ 
homelessness

% attending 
antenatal

and postnatal 
appointments

and development 
checks

% parents with/
reporting positive 
emotional health 
and wellbeing 
during perinatal 
period

% Number of 
parents with/ 
reporting the 
skills, knowledge 
and confidence 
to support their 
child(ren)’s 
development, 
learning and 
aspirations

% with sense of 
belonging among 
parents with a child 
0-5

Metrics to measure 
outputs of a Hub

Performance 
metrics

(Yes/No) FHs data 
infrastructure linked 
to early help

% supported to 
access

specialist services – 
eg, healthy weight

% uptake of start for 
life socio-emotional 
elements – perinatal 
mental health 
and parent infant 
relationship support

Engagement rates 
following proactive 
outreach to 
promote ECEC offer 
to target families

% of families/target 
who have accessed 
at least once, or 
who are aware of 
the service

Table 2. Examples of metrics embedded within the five dimensions of the Common Outcome 
Framework to measure performance at different levels for the early-years system
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4.8 Component seven: create 
clear accountability and 
governance

The main objective here is to create 
clarity about who delivers what from 
ministers through to practitioners. 
At the highest level, this means 
making it clear who is accountable 
for what between the Department 
for Education and the Department 
for Health. Doing this could involve 
establishing a new EYCO board at 
the national level, co-chaired by the 
Secretaries of State for Health and 
Education. This national board would 
be responsible for overseeing the 
strategic vision and ensuring adequate 
funding at a national level. It would 
be mirrored by partnership boards 
at the local level to ensure clear 
accountability for service delivery and 
performance. These structures should 
knit together siloed agencies and 
services in a way that enables better 
collaboration and coordination across 
institutional boundaries. The welcome 
changes proposed in the recent Best 
Start in Life strategy need to be 
accompanied by clear governance. 
For example, clear and effective 
central and local governance needs 
to enable successful co-production of 
Best Start Plans. 
 
4.9 Component eight: promote 
innovation and continuous 
improvement

The government should establish its 
own fund, perhaps drawing down on 
the R&D Mission Accelerator Fund, 
or collaborate with other funders to 

support local authorities to undertake 
structured R&D activity to improve 
their services. This programme should 
also include the infrastructure to allow 
leaders across the country to connect 
with and learn from one another so 
that innovations identified at a local 
level can be validated elsewhere and 
scaled nationally. This could be done, 
for example, by creating a leadership 
academy for directors of children’s 
services and public health or by 
extending the existing Staff College 
offer to include this training. 

Such a programme could tilt 
innovation towards key areas of 
improvement by seeking local 
partners to undertake projects 
answering specific questions, such 
as 'how do we attract and retain 
families who never use our services?', 
'how can we ensure all agencies 
are working with the new common 
outcome framework in mind?', or 
'how can we build a single view of a 
child given the lack of interoperability 
between our local systems?'. As 
well as helping to identify effective 
interventions, this innovation 
approach should also be used to 
experiment with ways of working.This 
might mean investigating specific 
collaboration techniques or trying 
out different local approaches, such 
as those modelled by Thrive at Five, 
within statutory services.
 
4.10 Component nine: enhance 
data capability

The goal of this component is to make 
data work better for those using it. 
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This means improving data sharing, 
linking records to build a single view 
of a child or family, and improving the 
coverage and quality of data. 

There are a number of things the 
government could do to facilitate 
these outcomes. First, it must ensure 
the legislation establishing the Unique 
Child ID is broad in its interpretation 
of child welfare so that early-years 
support is within the remit. Second, 
it needs to de-risk data sharing 
at a local level by making it much 
easier for local authorities to figure 
out how to share data between 
agencies and hold a single view of 
every child within the bounds of the 
law. This could mean establishing 
generic data sharing agreements, 
demystifying GDPR risks through 
simplified guidance, and developing 
infrastructure to help produce the 
'single view' of a child or family.

Third, there is an opportunity to 
streamline and improve the quality 
of service delivery data gathered 
through the expanded Family Hubs 
programme. Better data about which 
services and programmes are being 
delivered in each Family Hub, how 
many families are taking them up 
and the extent to which programmes 
are being completed, will support 
local authorities to take a test and 
learn approach to understanding how 
well services are working for families 
and what further improvements 
might be needed. If this engagement 
data is gathered consistently, it 
can be used to inform continuous 
improvements in implementation 

across the whole Family Hubs 
programme. 

Beyond these tactical actions, the 
government can play a market-
shaping role. This could be done 
by, for example, pushing the data 
infrastructure supplier market 
towards interoperability. This 
might mean mandating that all 
newly procured systems adhere to 
government-endorsed data and API 
standards, introducing standardised 
procurement frameworks, or 
establishing a technical oversight 
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board to review procurement plans 
for data accessibility and integration 
readiness. While the Best Start in Life 
strategy doesn’t provide detail on the 
role of government in transforming 
data infrastructure, there is precedent 
in existing government activity. Such 
actions could align well, for example, 
with the Department for Education’s 
existing work in children’s social care 
to support faster, more integrated 
progress across family and early-
years services.

On a practical note, there should 
be efforts to ensure the legislation 
establishing the Unique Child ID is 
broad in its interpretation of child 
welfare so that early-years support is 
within the remit. 
 
4.11 Component ten: build and 
sustain workforce capability 
and capacity 

The government should support the 
widespread creation of community-
facing ‘navigators’ to link families 
with services and services with 
families. This includes co-producing 
a national role specification and 
training framework for family/
community navigators with local 
authorities, voluntary, community 
and social enterprise organisations 
and families. Their role is to be a 
champion for families, and between 
all navigators in the local authority, 
build connections with the services 
on offer in the EYCO, including 
health visitors, parenting programme 
providers and ECEC.

Given issues with workforce 
sufficiency, this activity should also 
be located within a wider strategy 
to ensure there are enough people 
in key roles, such as midwives, 
health visitors and family navigators, 
that these individuals have the 
skills needed for multi-agency 
working, and that retention issues 
are addressed. This aligns well with 
the government’s commitment in 
the Best Start in Life strategy to 
conduct a family services leadership 
and workforce study to establish 
a clear basis for long-term reform. 
Connecting this into other activity 
across government focused 
on recruiting and retaining key 
workers, will reduce the risk of one 
profession making improvements that 
cannibalise entry into another.

We have described these 10 
components from an institutional 
perspective, but how might integrated 
family support of this kind be 
experienced by families themselves?
 
4.12 The family experience

Our ethnographic research with 30 
expectant and current parents of 
children aged zero to five produced 
rich insights about how families 
navigate support. Using these insights, 
our collaborators at Neighbourly Lab 
created a composite typology of 
the caregivers we spoke to (figure 2). 
The four categories in the typology 
are based on two factors: how much 
informal support caregivers have 
access to (from stable and supported 
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to a lack of strong support network), 
and how able they were to using 
formal services (from positive about 
support services and their benefits 
to unaware of or unwilling to use 

formal support). This typology is useful 
as it allows us to think about how 
different users of these services might 
experience them under the model we 
have loosely described.

High informal 
support

SURVIVING
Closed to support services 
but coping
•	 Stable and supported
•	 Do not willingly engage 

with support services; 
may feel reluctant

•	 Unaware/don't know 
the benefits of formal 
support

STRUGGLING
Closed to support services 
and anxious
•	 Lack of strong support 

network/isolation
•	 Unaware of, hesitant or 

reluctant to engage with 
support services

•	 Unaware/don't know 
the benefits of formal 
support

•	 Tend to have more 
deprived backgrounds

THRIVING
Open to support services 
and coping
•	 Stable and supported
•	 Confident to make use 

of services to do the 
best for them/their child

•	 Recognise benefits of 
formal support

•	 Some more proactive, 
some reactive

STRIVING
Open to support services 
but anxious
•	 Lack of strong support 

network/isolation
•	 Positive about support 

services engagement 
and potential benefits

•	 Some more proactive, 
others reactive

•	 But limited means to 
access; maybe lost in 
system, feeling a sense 
of overwhelm

Resistance 
to accessing 

formal 
support

Receptive 
to accessing 

formal 
support

Low informal 
support

Figure 2. Parent typologies
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In the following four vignettes, we 
use the typology to attempt to bring 
to life how services like this might 
be experienced on the ground by 
four different users, each of whom is 
helped by a fictional family navigator 
called Jennifer. It is important to note 
that there is no ‘one story’ as every 

family’s situation is unique, in terms 
of their personal circumstances, their 
early-years journeys and challenges, 
and their interactions with perinatal 
and early-years services. The vignettes 
below are inspired by different 
elements of real families’ lives but do 
not depict one specific family. 



49

Jane, Surviving
Jane is a single parent of 
three children, ages 7, 3 
and 1. She has a chronic 
health condition that 
causes debilitating pain 
and is behind on most 
bills. She is worried that if 
she accesses government 
support, she will be forced 
to repay her overdue debt 
or prosecuted for not 
doing so.

What happens: Jane’s friend takes her son to the stay-and-play at the 
family hub and invites Jane to come along. Jane is initially reluctant, but her 
neighbour reassures her that she doesn’t need to give any details in order to use 
the facilities. While she’s at the stay-and-play, Jennifer, the family navigator, 
starts a conversation with Jane after noticing she is experiencing pain while 
crawling after her baby. Jane says she told the GP, but they didn’t seem to care. 
Jennifer offers to make a direct referral to the chronic pain clinic at the local 
Neighbourhood Health Service next door. Jane initially declines, but Jennifer 
gives her her phone number and tells her to text her if she changes her mind. 
A week later, Jane’s hip pain is so bad that she can’t move. She texts Jennifer 
and gets a call back from the clinic the same afternoon. Over time, Jane, who 
is a regular at stay-and-play, begins to trust Jennifer. At Jennifer’s suggestion, 
she attends the speech and language pop-up clinic with her three-year-old, 
where she is given exercises to practice at home. Jennifer can tell there are still 
things Jane is not disclosing, so she tells her about the online service: “You can 
get information without needing to provide your details,” she tells her. Jane uses 
the online service to find out what she can do about her debt. She is connected 
to a financial support service, which provides reassurance and helps her to 
make a plan. As part of this plan, she asks Jennifer to help check her benefits 
eligibility. As a result, the family’s income increases. Jane is able to afford a new 
bed for her three-year-old, which improves everyone’s sleep. She is also able to 
spend more quality time with her children due to reduced pain.
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Liam, Struggling
Liam is a young father with 
a two-year-old daughter. He 
has dropped out of college 
to care for her and feels 
isolated from his friends. 
His daughter's mother has 
severe mental health issues 
and is unable to care for 
their child. He tried to access 
support through his GP 
but was told he needed to 
wait for an assessment. He 
feels completely alone and 
overwhelmed.

What happens: Jennifer, the family navigator, notices Liam 
regularly bringing his daughter to the local food bank. 
She strikes up a conversation, asking about his wellbeing. 
Liam is initially guarded, but Jennifer calmly listens as he 
expresses his frustration with the lack of support. Jennifer 
tells him about a new peer support group for young dads 
she's setting up, and also offers to connect him to local 
nurseries to find a place for his daughter. Liam, feeling a 
glimmer of hope, agrees. A few weeks later, at the first 
peer support group meeting, Liam connects with other 
young fathers and starts to share his experiences. Jennifer 
follows up with him, confirming that his daughter can start 
at nursery immediately at no cost. She also introduces 
him to an educational advisor from his college who runs a 
flexible learning programme for young people with caring 
responsibilities and thinks Liam could enroll. All of this 
boosts Liam’s mood and confidence, and his daughter 
thrives in her new nursery.
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Aisha, Striving
Aisha is a recent immigrant, 
new to the area, and living 
alone with her three-year-
old son. She’s actively 
looking for work but is 
struggling with English and 
understanding the local 
job market. She's keen to 
integrate and find her feet, 
but feels unsure about how 
to access services.

What happens: Aisha visits the local library with her son 
and sees a poster for a 'Welcome to the Community' session 
run by Jennifer, a family navigator. Intrigued, she attends. 
During the session, Jennifer talks about the range of support 
available locally, including English language classes and job 
seeker workshops. Aisha approaches Jennifer afterwards, 
explaining her situation. Jennifer offers to sit down with her 
individually to go through the local job listings and help her 
sign up for an English course run through the family hub. She 
also introduces Aisha to a couple of other mums at the stay-
and-play. A few weeks later, Aisha has an updated CV and a 
growing group of people she can message to go for coffee. 
Her son, who has always been shy and withdrawn, loves to 
tear around the stay-and-play with his new friends and is 
picking up English faster than Aisha can keep up with him.
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What happens: after a day of spectacular meltdowns 
from Charlie, Ben searches 'how to be patient with 
little kids' online. The first result that pops up is a link 
to the local early-years’ service’s parenting and carer 
programmes. Ben enrols himself on a classroom-based 
course; he is pleasantly surprised to find signing up 
takes less than two minutes. Ben attends and finds the 
sessions incredibly useful. After just a few weeks, he 
can feel that his bond with Charlie is stronger. He even 
makes a connection with one of the other attendees – 
Liam, whom he had seen at the food bank but never 
spoken to. Ben sees a lot of himself in Liam and over 
time becomes a sort of informal mentor to him.

Ben, Thriving
Ben is a retired teacher, active 
in several community groups, 
and volunteers at the local food 
bank. He has a strong network of 
friends and family. Recently, his 
wife passed away. Ben takes care 
of his two-year-old grandson, 
Charlie, every Wednesday and 
Thursday, but he is finding it 
more and more difficult to keep 
his cool when Charlie has a 
tantrum. Ben has never been an 
angry person and doesn’t want 
to become one now. 
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Having reviewed three sources of evidence regarding the needs 
of families and the features of a system capable of addressing 
them, we have identified significant areas of agreement.

5. Next steps

This synthesis has enabled us 
to construct a high-level policy 
framework for integrated family 
support. Over the summer we 
will further refine this framework, 
culminating in a detailed report 

to be released in the autumn. This 
report will present our comprehensive 
policy recommendations, complete 
with costing analysis and 
practical guidance on funding and 
implementation.
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6. Appendix
6.1 Literature search criteria

Search of academic literature was conducted in ERIC and Google Scholar on 
9 October 2024 using the search strings in the table below. Thirty-eight articles 
were identified after title and abstract screening, among which five were 
excluded due to duplication, 11 were excluded as they were regarded irrelevant 
to our project after full-text screening, and 22 were extracted. Additional 
articles were identified throughout the research and included in the references 
of this report.

Database Search string Results Articles 
included after 
title/abstract 
screen

ERIC

(' Children’s Centres' OR 'Integrated family 
support' OR 'Sure Start' OR 'Family Hubs' OR 
'Start for Life' OR 'Flying Start' OR 'Early Years 
Integration Transformation Programme' OR 
'Families First' OR 'Children and Young People's 
Strategic Partnership' OR 'Thrive at Five' OR 
'Reach Foundation' OR 'West London Zone' OR 
'Right to succeed' OR 'Children’s Communities' 
OR 'Early Learning Communities' OR 'A Better 
Start' OR 'Improving Futures' OR 'Whole Family 
Wellbeing' ) AND (' Effect*' OR 'improv*' OR 
'feasib*' OR 'acceptab*' OR 'sustainab*' OR 
'cost-effective*' ) 

124 
(all articles 
were 
screened 
by title/
abstract)

5

Google 

Scholar 

' Integrated family support' OR 'Sure Start' OR 
'Family Hubs' OR 'Start for Life' OR 'Flying Start' 
OR 'Early Years Integration Transformation 
Programme' OR 'Families First' OR 'Children and 
Young People's Strategic Partnership' OR 'Thrive 
at Five' OR 'Reach Foundation' OR 'West London 
Zone' OR 'Right to succeed' OR 'Children’s 
Communities' OR 'Early Learning Communities' 
OR 'A Better Start' OR 'Improving Futures' OR 
'Whole Family Wellbeing' (search link)

19100 
(the first 10 
pages were 
screened by 
title/abstract

33
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The grey literature search was conducted using Google. The number of texts 
used in this report is larger than the figure in the table below as additional texts 
were identified through examination of references within searched reports.

Database/ 
website

Search string No of 
hits

Pages 
screened

Relevant hits 
after initial 
screen

Google

(' children's centre' OR 'Integrated 
family support' ) AND Effect* OR 
improv* OR feasibility OR acceptabl 
OR sustainabl* OR cost-effective* 
OR evaluation OR purpose OR 
governance OR target* OR engage* 
OR leadership OR governance OR 
funding

461,000 20 15

Google

' Sure Start' AND Effect* OR improv* 
OR feasibility OR acceptab* OR 
sustainabl* OR cost-effective* 
OR evaluation OR purpose OR 
governance OR target* OR engage* 
OR leadership OR governance OR 
funding

478,000 20 26

Google

' Family Hub' AND Effect* OR 
improv* OR feasibility OR acceptab* 
OR sustainabl* OR cost-effective* 
OR evaluation OR purpose OR 
governance OR target* OR engage* 
OR leadership OR governance OR 
funding.

71,400 6

8 (local 
authority-
specific 
content not 
included)
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6.2 Respondents to Nesta’s open call for evidence

Organisation

CELCIS Centre for Excellence in children’s care and protection

National Children's Bureau

The Wharf Nursery School

London North West University Healthcare NHS Trust

Children and Families Policy Research Unit (UCL)

Aneurin Bevan University Health Board

Institute of Health Visiting

Small Steps Big Changes, Nottingham

North Lan

New Philanthropy Capital

East Lothian Council

Action for Children

Parent Infant Foundation

Aberlour Childcare Trust

Glasgow Caledonian University

PEDAL

COSLA

Save the Children

Home Start

Centre for Parent and Child Support

PrePare

Coram Family and Childcare

Speech and Language UK

Dingley's Promise

Early Years Alliance

Council for Disabled Children

Early Education and Childcare Coalition

National Literacy Trust

National Childbirth Trust

3D Drumchapel

Sutton Trust

Magic Breakfast

HENRY

BookTrust

Early Parenting Support

The Breastfeeding Network

Playhood

Thrive at Five

Triple P UK & Ireland

Children and Young People Improvement Collaborative, Scottish government

UCL

A Better Start

NSPCC
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6.3 Evidence by experience recruitment sample

Overall sample breakdown 
 
Participants were recruited for semi-structured depth interviews in Armley 
in Leeds, Blyth in Northumberland and Catford in the London Borough 
of Lewisham. Only English locations were chosen as we wanted to better 
understand English services and the current funding hours offer.

Stage/age Parenting status

5 x Pregnant mums  
(in third trimester, ie, 28 wks+)

2 x first-time mums 
3 x subsequent mums

8 x New mums of 0-6 month olds
4 x first-time mums 
4 x subsequent mums

5 x New mums of 7-12 month olds
2 x first-time mums 
3 x subsequent mums

7 x Parents of 1-3 year olds
3 x first-time mums 
4 x subsequent mums

5 x Parents of 3-5 year olds
2 x first-time mums 
3 x subsequent mums

Due to the small sample size and specific geographic region, the remaining 
demographic details are aggregated. The sample reflected the diversity of the 
communities living in each of the three locations with an overall skew towards 
lower income households and a mix of different heritage and faith/religious 
background, single parent households, young parents, parents with a disability/
long term health condition and parents who identify as LGBTQ+. Different 
types and frequencies of interaction with early-years services were represented 
across the sample, from those who accessed these regularly to those who had 
had minimal exposure.
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6.4 Topic guide for sector expert focus groups and interviews

The topic guide below covered broad questions asked during the focus groups 
and interviews with practitioners, academic and policy subject experts. Each 
focus group or interview focused on the elements most relevant to the roles of 
the participants.

Topic Questions

Purpose/Aim 
What should the ultimate purpose/objective of a system of family support 
services be?

Targeting
How can we most effectively target support to ensure that it reaches families 
who would benefit from it the most?

Services

Which services should be joined up? What should the links be between family 
support hubs and other early-years services, including early education and 
care and schools? How can we best design an effective and engaging suite of 
services?

Integration
What are best practices for promoting local partnership working and service 
integration?

Governance 
What are the appropriate central and local governance structures to enable 
cross-sector effectiveness?

Funding
How can additional funding be brought to bear, and how do we design 
funding mechanisms which align incentives on high-quality delivery?

Workforce
What aspects of multi-agency working are the most challenging? What are 
the specific barriers? What works well in terms of multi-agency working? What 
could be done better?
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6.5 Delphi respondents by sector group

Stage one respondents by sector group

Stage one percentage of responses per sector group
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Topic Question Options

Who – Age

1. Ideally, what age range 
should integrated family support 
services focus on? [pick 1]

•	 Pregnancy to 2 years
•	 Pregnancy to 5 years
•	 Pregnancy to 7 years
•	 Pregnancy to 11 years
•	 Pregnancy to 16 years
•	 Pregnancy to 19 years (25 for SEND)
•	 Other (please specify):

2. If there was a need to 
prioritise how resources are 
allocated, what percentage 
of integrated family support 
funding should be allocated 
to services that focus on 
pregnancy to 5 year olds?

•	 Percentage (0-100)

Who – Area

3. In an ideal integrated family 
support system, where should 
integrated family support 
services during pregnancy and 
a child’s early years be offered? 
[Pick one]

•	 In all neighbourhoods 
•	 In a select number of neighbourhoods – based on 

geographic indicators

4. [If all areas in 3] In a 
constrained world, where should 
integrated family support 
services during pregnancy and 
a child’s early years be offered? 
[Pick one]

•	 In all neighbourhoods 
•	 In a select number of neighbourhoods – based on 

geographic indicators	

5. [If select areas in 3 or 4] 
As you answered ‘in a select 
number of neighbourhoods’, in 
your opinion, which of these 
indicators should be used to 
identify local areas for targeted 
support? [Pick up to 5] 

•	 High levels of English as an Additional Language
•	 High rates of teenage pregnancies
•	 High on an index of economic deprivation (such as IDACI, or 

% of children in poverty) 
•	 High % of children with Special Educational Needs and 

Disabilities (SEND)
•	 Low % achieving good level of development in EYFS
•	 High % of children ‘off track’ according to ASQ-3 scores
•	 Low uptake of free childcare entitlement
•	 Low breastfeeding rate
•	 High rates of youth crime
•	 High on an index of multiple deprivation (such as Index of 

Multiple Deprivation)
•	 High proportion of ethnic minoritised communities
•	 Low attendance at routine health appointments 
•	 High % of children with a low birth weight
•	 High rates of school absence
•	 High % of recorded parental mental health problems
•	 Other (please specify):

WHO – 
Individuals

6. Within neighbourhoods, who 
should services be designed and 
offered to? [Pick one] 

•	 Universal: everyone should access the services
•	 Targeted: services for those who need them most
•	 Proportionate universalism: some services offered to 

everyone and and some additional targeted services for 
those who need them most

7. [If not universal in 6] Of 
these options, within area, how 
would you target services to 
individuals? [Pick one] 

•	 ‘Targeted indicated’- services are offered to families who 
have been identified as having a support need (eg, children 
with SEND)

•	 ‘Targeted selective’ – services are offered to families with 
characteristics that increase their probability of requiring 
additional support (eg, low income family, single parent, 
adolescent parent)

•	 Both targeted indicated and targeted selective

6.6 Delphi survey questions

Stage one questions
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Topic Question Options

WHY – Purpose

8. How much of the focus 
of integrated family support 
services should be directed to 
ensuring that babies, children 
and young people are… [Where: 
1 = Not a focus, 2 = Minor focus, 
3 = Moderate focus, 4 = Major 
focus, 5 = Core focus.]

•	 Safe (personal safety) 
•	 Healthy (physical wellbeing) 
•	 Happy (social, emotional and personal wellbeing) 
•	 Learning (cognitive and metacognitive development) 
•	 Engaged (feeling engaged in a community)	

WHAT – Services

9. Which of these services are 
most important to an integrated 
offer? (Options are randomly 
ordered to reduce bias) [Pick 
up to 7] 

•	 Mental health services for the caregiver and infant (eg, 
parent-infant relationship services, CAHMS)

•	 Additional educational support (eg, speech and language 
therapists, educational psychologists)

•	 Early help services (eg, family support workers, social 
workers)

•	 Domestic abuse support
•	 Parenting programmes (eg, Triple P, Incredible Years)
•	 Breastfeeding, infant feeding, and nutrition services
•	 Secondary Schools
•	 Home visiting programmes (eg, Family Nurse Partnership)
•	 Link workers (eg, community connectors)
•	 Police, probation, and youth justice services
•	 Drug and alcohol support
•	 Health services (eg, midwifery, health visitors)
•	 Stay-and-play and baby or toddler groups
•	 Early education and childcare services such as nursery 

provision
•	 Primary Schools
•	 Housing services
•	 Financial support services (eg, employment support, benefit 

support, debt and money advice, food bank)
•	 Other (please specify):

HOW – LA 
discretion

10. How prescriptive should 
the central government be in 
requiring the use of certain 
programmes? (LA = local 
authority) [Choose one option]

•	 Mandated use of specific programmes with no flexibility to 
adapt 

•	 Mandated use of specific programmes with flexibility to 
adapt

•	 Menu of approved options with no flexibility to adapt
•	 Menu of approved options with flexibility to adapt
•	 No prescription

HOW – where is 
it delivered

11. Of these options, ideally 
where would integrated family 
support be based?

•	 Specific Integrated Family Support Hubs or Centres 
•	 Early Education and Childcare settings
•	 Primary schools
•	 GP practices
•	 Existing community facilities eg, libraries and community 

centres
•	 Secondary schools
•	 Other (please specify):

HOW – 
workforce

12. How important are each of 
the following to achieve multi-
agency working that leads to 
improved outcomes for children 
and families? [Rank from 1 = 
most important to 6 = least 
important]

•	 Effective data sharing between agencies
•	 Sufficient workforce quality
•	 Sufficient workforce size
•	 A shared culture of multi-agency working
•	 Governance structures and leadership that facilitate multi-

agency working
•	 Funding models that support multi agency working	

HOW – Central 
government’s 
role

13. Which aspects of an 
Integrated Family Support 
system should be determined 
by a central government policy, 
without local discretion? [tick all 
that apply]

•	 How the workforce is organised and trained
•	 Which services and programmes are provided
•	 Which children and family outcomes are measured 
•	 Where services are located (eg, co-located, hub-and-spoke, 

online)
•	 How to evaluate and monitor service performance
•	 How funding is spent
•	 How local leadership is structured and arranged
•	 How data is collected, shared and used
•	 How children and family outcomes are monitored
•	 None of above
•	 Other (please specify):
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Topic Question Options

HOW – decision 
making

14. In your opinion, who is best 
suited to make decisions about 
the delivery of integrated family 
support services? [pick as many 
as apply]

•	 Central government
•	 Regional and sub-regional authorities
•	 Local authorities
•	 Other local government level organisations (eg, NHS trusts)
•	 Individual hubs/centres
•	 Charitable/3rd sector/not for profit organisation/s
•	 For profit sector organisation/s
•	 Other (please specify):

CONCLUSION

15. The government has set a 
target to increase the number 
of children considered school 
ready (reaching a Good Level of 
Development on the Early Years 
Foundation Stage Profile at the 
end of their Reception year of 
school) to 75% by 2028. In your 
opinion, what is the most urgent 
change needed in early year 
integration for the government 
to reach this target? [Up to 3]

•	 Improved data sharing approvals (eg, data sharing 
agreement at birth)

•	 More widespread use of parent champions, local leaders etc
•	 Longer term funding cycles
•	 Use of co-production with families in the design of 

integrated family support services
•	 More streamlined funding pots
•	 Unique Child Identifier from birth
•	 Universal adoption of evidence-based programmes
•	 Increased co-location of services
•	 More outreach into communities to increase family 

engagement
•	 Clearer accountability and governance
•	 Improved leadership 
•	 Universal offering across all LAs
•	 Increased digital offering
•	 Ringfencing of funding for integrated family support systems
•	 Increased workforce retention
•	 Development of national outcome framework
•	 Improved multi-agency workforce training
•	 Integration of early education and childcare with integrated 

family support
•	 Integration of health into integrated family support
•	 More funding in a given year
•	 Other (please specify)
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Stage 2 questions

Topic Question Options

WHY Discussion

WHO

Discussion

Ideally, what age range should 
integrated family support 
services focus on? [pick one]

•	 Pregnancy to 5
•	 Pregnancy to 19	

If there was a need to prioritise 
how resources are allocated, 
what percentage of integrated 
family support funding should 
be allocated to services that 
focus on pregnancy to 5 year 
olds? [pick one]

•	 0-25%
•	 26-50%
•	 51-75%
•	 76-100%

Discussion

In a constrained world, where 
should integrated family support 
services during pregnancy and 
a child’s early years be offered? 
[pick one]

•	 In all neighbourhoods 
•	 In a select number of neighbourhoods – based on 

geographic indicators	

WHAT
Which of these services are 
most important to an integrated 
offer? [pick up to 5]

•	 Health services (eg, midwifery, health visitors)
•	 Breastfeeding, infant feeding, and nutrition services
•	 Mental health services for the caregiver and infant (eg, 

parent-infant relationship services, CAHMS)
•	 Early education and childcare services such as nursery 

provision
•	 Early help services (eg, family support workers, social 

workers)
•	 Domestic abuse support
•	 Housing services
•	 Stay-and-play and baby or toddler groups
•	 Financial support services (eg, employment support, benefit 

support, debt and money advice, food bank)
•	 Parenting programmes (eg, Triple P, Incredible Years)
•	 Home visiting programmes (eg, Family Nurse Partnership)
•	 Additional educational support (eg, speech and language 

therapists, educational psychologists)
•	 Link workers (eg, community connectors)

HOW

How prescriptive should central 
government be in requiring the 
use of certain programmes [pick 
one]

•	 Mandated use of specific programmes with flexibility
•	 Menu of approved options with flexibility	

Discussion

Which aspects of an Integrated 
Family Support system should 
be determined by a central 
government policy, leaving the 
rest to the discretion of the 
delivery organisation?  
[up-down voting on each one]

•	 How data is collected, shared and used
•	 How to evaluate and monitor service performance
•	 Which children and family outcomes are measured 
•	 How children and family outcomes are monitored

Discussion
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6.7 Delphi workshop format and outline

We ran a series of six workshops with 54 individuals representing family support 
services practitioners, funders, commissioners, heads of service, academics, 
those in policy and evidence, and in delivery organisations. We brought the 
'sector' together with the purpose to: 

•	 play back the results from a first-stage modified-Delphi survey, where 
participants voted on the answers to a series of key policy questions, the 
results of which will underpin a policy framework 

•	 have discussions to understand where there is – and why there is – a lack of 
consensus or to be clearer on the trade-offs, and 

•	 allow participants to re-vote. 
 
Discussion prompts

Question Lead prompts for discussions

1: Why offer 
integrated 
family support?

What aspects of the current system would need to change (if any), in order to achieve these 
outcomes?

2. Who are the 
beneficiaries of 
the policy?

If Integrated Family Support wants to maximise impact on children from pregnancy to 5, what is 
the value of keeping a 0-19(25) focus?.

What are the trade-offs between just offering 0-5 as opposed to 0-19?

3. Within 
neighborhoods 
who should 
be the 
beneficiaries 
of integrated 
family support?

If we started in a world with universal and targeted services in every area, but then there is a 
funding cut. What changes would you make to have the least negative impact? 
(eg, reduce it in some areas /reduce or remove a service from all areas/reduce universal offer/ 
reduce targeted offer)

Does the current policy target the right neighbourhoods and families? If not, what decisions do 
government need to make to target the right families in a constrained world?

4. What is 
in scope of 
integrated 
family supportt

Should there be investment in integrating health and ECEC with wider family support services? 
(How should ECEC integrate?)

What about the services that are currently frequently offered, such as stay-and-play and 
breastfeeding support?

5. How is 
integrated 
family support 
designed and 
delivered?

What should the government do next to define outcomes and what do local authorities need to 
better monitor against outcomes?

What should the government decide (and not decide) in a policy framework? Why?

Many responders to the survey stated that ‘Government should decide parameters on every 
element but not prescribe’. What do we think the policy implications of this are?

Any final 
thoughts or 
reflections?

[This cell is deliberately empty]



65A new era for the early years

6.8 Limitations of this research

While this project aimed to bring together a wide range of perspectives, 
there are limitations to note. Although we sought geographic, professional 
and demographic diversity across our research activities, the sample sizes, 
particularly for the ethnographic interviews and family workshops, were 
relatively small and cannot be considered fully representative. The sample 
was also drawn on families living in England, rather than from across the UK. 
Participation in our Delphi survey and open call for evidence was voluntary 
and somewhat drawn from existing networks, which may have introduced self-
selection bias and limited the range of views captured. While we triangulated 
findings across different data sources, the majority of the evidence we drew 
on – both from our own research and the wider literature – was qualitative, 
meaning causal claims about impact should be interpreted with caution. 
Finally, while we made efforts to surface dissenting perspectives, the synthesis 
necessarily involved interpretation and judgment, which may have influenced 
how different inputs were weighted.
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