
Cradle to Career

In North Birkenhead, where Cradle to Career was piloted, the programme achieved significant results in raising 

the reading age of children and reducing the rate of child referrals to social services. As a result, the programme 

is being implemented across four further neighbourhoods: Northwood, Halton Lea, Linacre and Parr. There is a 

commitment from Liverpool City Council to introduce an additional neighbourhood in the near future.

Cradle to Career is about improving the life chances of 
children, young people and families in the Liverpool City 
Region. The programme works to enable the community 
to take ownership of developing the area in which they 
live, address the issues that are most important to them, 
and build on strengths already in the community.

In the following pages we share the key themes coming out of that session which are both a set of reflections on 

what is making change happen and some asks of local leaders which we will discuss on June 25th.
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An introduction to the programme

Over the past 4 years, there has been a huge amount 

of learning in understanding what is making Cradle 

to Career so successful and how we build on this to 

create the LCR Way [see right]. In April this year, teams 

from six neighbourhoods, alongside the Combined 

Authority, came together to reflect and share what 

they are doing differently and to make sense of what is 

important in driving current and future success in the 

Cradle to Career programme.

Extending the Cradle to Career Programme is a key 

part of Mayor Steve Rotheram’s plan. This would 

see the number of places rise to twelve, and involve 

embedding the approach to community-centred 

change more broadly across the region.

Excerpt from Mayor Steve Rotheram’s 2024 Manifesto; 
Taking Our Future Back (above)



Key Themes
01 Pride, belief and agency

Each of the places were asked to describe the key 

characteristics of their communities. What emerged 

was a different picture of the culture and assets of each 

unique place. For example, in North Birkenhead, there 

is a strong sense of pride, for Linacre the community 

doesn’t identify as residents of that neighbourhood.

Sharing the progress of the work and giving direct 

control to communities to invest in local programmes 

creates belief and agency.

Reflections:

These outcomes underline the importance of deeply 

contextualising the programme and being in the 

place to understand the culture and, therefore, how to 

engage the community. The discovery work is about 

showing the community to itself again in a way that is 

hopeful and establishing an abundance mindset.

We don’t write down how the community works 

and how to work with the community - it has to be 

experienced to understand it.
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Cradle to Career 
Learning Day 1

These notes capture the key points and reflections from the session.

25th April 2024

Attendees

Format of the Session

A cross-section of people from the five live projects 

were invited, these were:  

North Birkenhead, Northwood (Knowsley), Halton Lea 

(Halton), Linacre (Sefton), Parr (St Helens).

1.	 Introduction by Rob Tabb - Liverpool City Region 

Combined Authority and Graeme Duncan - CEO -  

Right to Succeed.

2.	 Panel discussion with a cross-section of the North 

Birkenhead team reflecting on what they had 

learned followed by a Q&A.

3.	 An exercise per place team mapping the key 

challenges and highlights of the journey to date.

4.	 A set of “fishbowl” conversations where place 

teams shared their experiences with each other.

5.	 A plenary discussion about the key reflections and 

systems challenges to raise in Learning Day 2.

The day was facilitated by Place Matters - Learning Partner to the Cradle to Career project

Included were members of the projects’ steering 

and working groups, service team members, officers 

from the Liverpool City Region Combined Authority, 

Liverpool City Council and the Right to Succeed 

Backbone team.



04 Connecting parts of the system
A key part of the value created by the programme is 

bringing together parts of the system, helping them 

to work better together. An example given was the 

connection created between primary and secondary 

schools which meant they had maintained educational 

attainment during the transition between primary and 

secondary in North Birkenhead. Schools sharing their 

challenges and vulnerabilities with other organisations 

has been important for inviting space for connection. 

Reflections:

Finding those leverage points is crucial to the work. It 

provides the opportunity to strengthen and develop 

the programme by building skills in identifying systems 

levers and multi-solving interventions, such as speech 

and language which improves behaviour as well as 

attainment. The programme would benefit from a 

deeper look at the leverage points in the wider system 

and from building a shared agenda for change e.g. 

mental health, early years, SEN, housing.

Reflections:

Each of the place teams reflected 

in some way the importance of 

“healing” the relationships across 

the community and voluntary 

sector and utilising funding to 

build connection and capacity. 

Professional development critical 

to create the conditions for change 

- mindset shifts, space to build 

relationships - and crucially signals 

the value given to community 

organisations.

The North Birkenhead team had 

found 91 organisations operating in 

their small neighbourhood. Many of 

which were often competing rather 

than collaborating. The backbone 

team re-built connections and 

created a funding environment that 

encouraged collaboration.  

The investment in personal and 

professional development for the 

cross-sector steering group was 

transformational and helped build 

shared ways of working which 

enabled collaboration.

Important to invest in personal and 

professional development so that 

all parts of the system can be the 

very best they can be.

03 Healing local divisions

02 Building trust
There has been a lack of trust in local programmes 

coming from a) an inconsistent commitment to 

delivering change b) a lack of honesty and openness 

about what has not worked in the past c) short term 

commitment to funding the programme.

Reflections:

Being open about what has and has not worked 

honours the complexity of the local environment 

which the community understand and expect. They 

know change isn’t going to be easy and trust is built 

by showing understanding of how to create change in 

places and a commitment to be there for the duration. 

Here we go again - this area has been like this for a 

long time and we’ve done lots of things that don’t 

fundamentally change the lives of people living there.
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to continue to prioritise and enable capacity for 

collaboration and conversation. The programme 

needs to be more open about the need to re-design 

jobs as well as services. Existing working patterns and 

workloads mitigate against the kind of connection and 

collaboration needed for programme development.

06 Collaborative working requires time and support
One of the biggest challenges for all participants, 

particularly those in senior public sector positions,  

is having the time to engage. There is a significant 

organisational design challenge in scaling this way of 

working in order to allow the time for leaders to work 

in this way. Creating new partnerships needs a neutral 

party to recognise the value of the connection and 

create the environment for relationships to develop.

Reflections:

Time is one of the most significant systemic challenges 

in scaling and sustaining the programme, particularly 

as it goes into a legacy phase.  

A key lesson is the need for a backbone organisation 

07 Readiness for change
Building a sense of pride and 

a collective energy in the 

community is one of the most 

critical and foundational aims of the 

programme. Places like Halton Lea 

and Linacre, where the community 

does not strongly identify with 

places, have struggled much more 

to build grassroots engagement. 

In Linacre issues around housing 

and sanitation must be tackled 

before the community can focus 

on attainment. Having a school 

system with aligned leadership - not 

fragmented through Academy Trusts 

- was seen as important. As were 

Reflections:

One of the questions for the 

programme is around 

understanding the readiness 

of different neighbourhoods to 

engage with the programme 

successfully. Does the 

neighbourhood have enough of a 

shared identity to build a shared 

purpose and are the ambitions of 

the Cradle to Career programme a 

priority for that community?

more practical challenges like 

identifying delivery spaces early to 

build momentum.

05 From a ‘programme’ to a ‘movement’
There was a strong sense that 

those working in this new, 

connected way did not want to go 

back to previous styles of working. 

Those involved talked about (re)-

discovering the common purpose 

across different organisations and 

professionals.  

It was also felt by the new places, 

who suggested they could feel 

confident in the work by building 

on what had gone before.

Reflections:

Cradle to Career is embedding 

a new cultural movement and 

practice of working in teams and 

places. It is best communicated 

through stories and experiences 

from those working in this way, 

creating a roadmap built on 

experience.  

Leveraging the experience and 

learning across teams to build 

confidence is critical.

Everyone came in with a “prickly 

overcoat”, but through connection 

found the common reason we all 

come to work.
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09 Centring the work in the community
Centring the voice of local people was seen as 

key, both in responding to local priorities and 

understanding the complexity of enabling change in 

those places. In North Birkenhead engagement has 

improved over time as the profile of the  

programme has grown.

Reflections:

There has been a lot of learning around how to build 

engagement and communicate the success of the 

work to build belief.  

Whilst measuring impact is a key motivator for those 

doing the work to see and be able to claim success, 

it is also important to tell stories that bring out the 

human impact of the work and reveal how change was 

brought about in the context of those communities. 

10 Extend the life of the programme
There was significant support for 

extending the life of the programme 

and finding sources of funding that 

give longevity and scale to the work. 

After three years, it was felt the 

programme is still getting started in 

delivering its true potential. 

attainment, the programme is 

creating a broader legacy around 

collaborative working, generative 

mindsets and deeper connections 

with the community that needs to 

be sustained.

Uncertainty in funding is a 

significant barrier to trust and belief 

amongst communities and those 

doing the work. 

Reflections:

Beyond the impact on educational 

08 Positive attitude to risk and an abundance mindset

Be big, brave and bold

Produced by Place Matters May 2024

Part of the origin story of North Birkenhead is that 

Elizabeth Hartley took a risk in trying something new. 

But risk also came up more generally; the need for 

leaders to see ‘the risk of not taking a risk’ in acting on 

local challenges and trying new things out, The risk of 

not achieving the change. 

People also talked about adopting an abundance 

mindset; shifting from thinking about scarcity of 

resources to the assets and potential of communities. 

Reflections:

There were some comments around doing a few 

things better. The risk being in making those choices 

and justifying not acting on some issues. It links to the 

point about making time. It’s also about taking a long-

term view on results. For some school projects the 

benefits might not been seen until year 11.
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Reflections on learning together
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This session affirmed the value of learning together and providing 

mutual support as part of building a movement for change in the 

Region. We asked for feedback on the value of shared learning and 

reflection. Some of the points raised were:

“The importance of the personal 

journey to enable collaboration” 

We discussed that change starts 

with individuals examining the way 

they work with others.

“We are not alone”

Participants found support and 

reassurance in hearing the work 

and shared challenges of others.

“We are part of a micro/macro 

movement. We can change the 

lives of the most disadvantaged. It 

might take 10 years. Let’s crack on”

The sense from the group that they 

were starting something different 

was a palpable energy at the end 

of the session and something to be 

harnessed throughout  

the programme.

“Having the space to engage”

It was a broader theme in 

the discussion that effective 

collaboration depends on building 

relationships and that requires 

space and time.
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Commitments and Feedback
Following the day, we ask if you could use the code, left, to share with us : 

	 a) Your reflections on our capture of learnings from the day 

	 b) What you can do to support the programme  

	 c) Any further feedback on the event


