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About Better Start Bradford

Better Start Bradford is part of the ten-
year A Better Start programme set up
and funded by The National Lottery
Community Fund in 2015.

Since 2015, A Better Start partnerships in
Blackpool, Bradford, Lambeth, Nottingham and
Southend-On-Sea have supported families to give
their babies and very young children the best
possible start in life, specifically to:

* Improve children’s diet and nutrition to
support healthy physical development and
protect against illness in later life.

e  Support children to develop social and
emotional skills so they can develop positive
relationships and cope with difficult
situations.

e  Help children develop their language and
communication skills, so that they can engage
with the world around them.

e  Bring about changes in systems, practice
and behaviour that increased the focus
on the first 1001 days of life and invest
in preventative and early intervention
approaches that have been demonstrated to

In Bradford, we created over 20 evidence-led
projects and services for expectant families and
families with children aged 0-3 in Bowling and
Barkerend, Bradford Moor and Little Horton (the
Better Start Bradford area).

Each one was designed with, and for, our specific
communities, delivered by commissioned partner
organisations, and evaluated throughout by the
Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub (BSBIH).

Better Start Bradford set up the Innovation Hub
with Born in Bradford at the Bradford Institute
for Health Research (BIHR) to be our evaluation
partner for the whole programme. We also
commissioned the additional birth cohort, Born
in Bradford Better Start (BiBBS), to allow a more
extensive and longer-term evaluation.

This work has been supported by complementary
strands of work, including community engagement,
workforce development, campaigns and
volunteering.
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Introduction

Better Start Bradford has produced a series of materials and learning
toolkits to share our ways of working.

Beyond individual interventions, we delivered change by placing local parents and families
at the heart of decision making. Embedding the community voice in everything we delivered
meant that change would last long beyond the life of our programme.

The purpose of this toolkit is to:

1. Outline our model for community engagement.
2. Share successful approaches based on our experience.
3. Signpost people working in communities to other learning materials and resources.

Better Start Bradford
February 2026




Our community has been the bedrock of Better Start
Bradford. Their voice, views, ideas and challenges
have truly been embedded in everything that

Better Start Bradford has delivered, from the point
we applied for the funding to deliver our
programme, to the building of our legacy in our final
phase. The community is central to our governance
structures, their voice is threaded throughout our 20-
plus projects, and their contribution will continue
beyond our programme.

It has been a unique strength of our programme,
and we feel it’'s the way services for families should
always be delivered.
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Gill Thornton
Director
Better Start Bradford




Element 1: What is community engagement?

Community engagement is an
effective process for empowering
communities to work towards
cohesion, to develop health, and
social goals.

It helps communities and organisations work
together to improve services, develop and
grow networks, and enables voices to be heard
and individuals to feel valued.

Community engagement aims to work with
communities to identify their own needs and
take collective action to bring about change.
There is no ‘one size fits all’ solution, and it can
take time to work collectively to identify the
issues and bring about positive social change.

At its core, community engagement is
underpinned by the following values:

Equality and anti-discrimination
Social justice

Collective action

Community empowerment
Working and learning together

Community engagement at Better
Start Bradford

Within Better Start Bradford, in consultation
and development with a Community
Reference Group (CRG), we used a Voice,
Choice, Power model, in line with the

seven Scottish Standards of Community
Engagement to underpin our community
engagement approach.

The seven standards are:

Inclusion | Support | Planning
Working together | Methods
Communication | Impact

The Better Start Bradford team included

a small in-house team of Family and
Community Engagement (FACE) workers and
Neighbourhood Workers. Our FACE team was
crucial in ensuring the voices of local people
were harnessed and threaded through

every element of the Better Start Bradford
programme, from its inception until the very
end (these elements are described in more
detail on page 8).

The Neighbourhood Workers were
representative of the Better Start Bradford
community, each based in the Better Start
Bradford wards to ensure close working
relationships within the neighbourhood.



Element 2: Community readiness

Community readiness refers to how prepared a community is to get
involved or take action on a specific issue, such as improving public

health, reducing crime, addressing climate change, or implementing new
programmes. It combines awareness, willingness, and capacity for change.

Following the principles of Asset Based Community Development (ABCD), community
readiness is about starting from where the community is and using assets (people and
physical) within the community to develop a service or a programme.

Why a community readiness approach matters

® Guides intervention design (so strategies match readiness level)
® Helps measure progress over time (to measure changes in readiness over time)
® Encourages sustainability (the impact will last beyond the funding period)

At Better Start Bradford, we worked in partnership with Born in Bradford (a world leading
research programme centred around the health of Bradford families) to develop the Better
Start Bradford Innovation Hub (BSBIH). Using a Community Readiness Model, BSBIH were
able to provide a score within the Better Start Bradford area to gauge the readiness of
communities to promote improved social and emotional development in children.

The Community Readiness Model measures:

Community efforts: What programmes or initiatives already exist?

Community knowledge of efforts: Do people know about these programmes?
Leadership: Are leaders supportive of addressing the issue?

Community climate: What is the overall attitude toward the issue?

Knowledge about the issue: How well does the community understand the problem
and its consequences?

¢ Resources: Are funding, people, space and time available to support action?




Element 3: Communities shaping services

Better Start Bradford set out to deliver a programme driven by our community, involving and
including them from the beginning to:

Shape our programme during the National Lottery funding application stage.
Co-design the 20 plus projects that made up our programme.

Help shape the brand of Better Start Bradford and campaigns delivered over ten years.
Become community representatives on the Better Start Bradford Partnership Board.
Co-deliver projects through volunteering opportunities.

Lead on parent panels to make funding decisions.

Be equal partners in commissioning projects and appointing staff.

Apply for funding and set up community-led initiatives.

In summary, co-production was built into the Better Start Bradford programme across the
following workstreams:

. Governance . Project design

. Commissioning . Evaluation and research
. Engagement . Communications

. Learning . Parent-led activity funding

We provided a climate within which community members worked in partnership with us to
design, deliver and evaluate our programme through Voice, Choice and Power.

Voice: Parent/carer views were included, respected, heard and had equal value.
Choice: Real options, developed and agreed jointly.
Power: Shared decision making with real, visible results.

| felt supported. | felt recognised. | felt like |

was accepted for not just being a mum, but for
the person that | am as well. Overall, a lot of
enrichment, a lot of delivering very good projects
and a lot of growing as well.

Community Board Member




Communities shaping a Better Place

The Better Place project is a Better Start Bradford project which has identified and
overseen improvements to local parks and outdoor spaces, with the aim of providing
healthier environment for babies, young children and families.

Better Place’s goal from the outset was to create accessible and stimulating outdoor
spaces that specifically met the local communities’ needs, and was shaped with the
community, not just for them.

Each outdoor project was designed with input and insight from E
the users, the local community and families, ensuring that the -
design perfectly complemented the individual needs and unique
characteristics of each community that they worked with.

Pl.ace§

Check out these 10 practical tips based on their experience of ﬁ

co-production, co-design, building trust and designing local
spaces that meet local needs.

There are many ways of enabling and encouraging community members to influence and
shape the services they want to take part in. A few ideas include:

® Generate an ideas sheet for members to nominate activities and tick all that they’d like to
do. The ones with the most ticks are the activities you set up first.

® Host a marketplace/taster day with a sample of activities.

® Have an open day at a local community centre or cafe and ask attendees what activities
they would like and when.

¢ Take community members to visit a range of relevant projects, sites, organisations and
activities, so that they can experience what may be possible within your remit.

¢ Show your commitment to working with the community by offering development
opportunities and training to upskill them.

® Be a constant, visual, responsive presence to create a trusted environment between your
service and participants.

_

® Consider recompense for community members’ "@ \ 4 {fg
time and contribution. @
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https://www.betterstartbradford.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Better-Place-Final-Version-Print-compressed.pdf

Element 4: How to move forward with a
community engagement project

We found that many families wanted to be involved in the development of projects and
activities within their communities, but did not always feel welcome or know how to
connect with services. Here are some of the simple ways to engage more effectively with
communities:

® Involve your community right at the beginning, when services are being developed, and at
every stage, to discuss the barriers they face in engagement at every level.
® Don’t impose a pre-planned project on communities.

¢ Build relationships with families to understand community need in order to start building a
shared purpose and common goals.

® Ensure your engagement work does not duplicate something that already exists within the
community.

® Tailor your activity to the audience that you are trying to engage with.

® Understand your community. Are you going out to talk to young parents, dads, childminder
networkers etc?

® Consider the right venues for your audience, use trusted buildings and spaces.

® Ensure timings for interactions are family friendly and do not clash with the school run.
® Give families variety and choice in the way that they engage.

¢ Be mindful of any language and cultural barriers within the community.

® Ask the following questions: Are we reaching the right people? What else can we try? Are
we accessible to people with additional needs? Are we inclusive and welcoming?

® Accept that community engagement does not happen overnight and can be a slow burner,
and a that lot of hand-holding may be required.

® Make sure that your engagement team is representative of the community in which it is
serving. For example, if you are engaging with dads, then incorporate a male engagement
officer within the team. Read more about our work with dads in our Engaging Dads and

Male Carers Tookit.



https://www.betterstartbradford.org.uk/dads-toolkit/

Case study

Empowering dads

Saffwan

Saffwan first connected with Better Start
Bradford in 2022 after recently moving

to the city with his young family. Seeking
support and a sense of belonging, he joined
a range of Better Start Bradford activities
from baking and woodwork to swimming
and family trips.

These sessions helped him build meaningful
relationships with other dads, strengthen
bonds with his children, and create space
for his partner during a busy period of
family life.

Through his involvement, Saffwan
developed a deeper understanding of
early child development and the vital role
fathers play in their children’s emotional
wellbeing. He gained confidence, new
skills, and a stronger sense of community,
demonstrating the impact that accessible,
inclusive engagement opportunities can
have on families.

It isn’t always easy for men to
build a support network, but |
met dads with genuinely the
same challenges. We shared
experiences, supported each
other and built a community
that actually feels real.

In 2025, he shared his journey at the

Better Start Bradford 10-Year Celebration
Conference, highlighting how Better Start
Bradford listened to and elevated the voices
of dads and male carers.

This commitment to co-production
contributed to the creation of Bradford
United Dads, a community-led initiative that
provides fun activities and a safe supportive
space for dads along with their children.

Saffwan now serves as Secretary of Bradford
United Dads, using what he learned through
Better Start Bradford to empower other
fathers across the city. His journey shows
how sustained community engagement can
build leadership, strengthen families, and
inspire long-term positive change.




Case study

Parents as decision makers

Samina Begum sat on Better Start

Bradford’s Happy Early Years (HEY!) Fund
Parent Panel. The HEY! Fund Parent Panel
made decisions on funding for more than
£260,000 shared between 170 parent-led
projects in the Better Start Bradford area.

| was already volunteering with HENRY as a
Parent Champion and | loved the fact that
Better Start Bradford empowered parents
to be the decision makers. Becoming

a parent panel member was a great
opportunity for me to make decisions in
response to community wants and needs.

o

| loved the really simple activity ideas, like
visiting places of interest that are not easily
accessible, such as museums, or activities
such as swimming lessons for parents and
their children.

It is really special when you get to visit a
project in action and see first-hand the
difference that they are making to the
community.

Being a panel member is a great
opportunity to support groups directly to
deliver lots of fantastic activities in the
community.

It was a little daunting at first but Better
Start Bradford have been great at
supporting the panel, and we developed
skills in lots of different ways.



Case study

Initiating grassroots projects

Haleema, a full-time mum of four, put
her family’s needs before her own. With
her youngest still at home, she longed
for something positive that they could do
together - something that would support
her daughter’s learning and help them to
meet other families.

| love being a mum, but it can be exhausting
and lonely at times. | wanted to make sure

| was giving my youngest the best start
possible.

Before joining the programme, | wasn’t
sure how play really supported learning. |
didn’t feel very confident about helping my
daughter’s development, and | often felt
isolated, unsure of where to find support.

Encouraged by the Better Start Bradford
FACE Team, | decided to join a local stay and
play group and from the moment | walked
in, | felt welcomed. Each week | learned
new ways to support my daughter through
play, using the ideas and activity cards the
practitioners shared.

In 2024, when the group was at risk of
closing, | couldn’t bear to see families lose
such a valuable space. So | stepped up as

the lead volunteer. | successfully applied for
Happy Early Years (HEY!) funding, rebranded
the group as Wonder Tots, refreshed the
resources, adjusted the timings, and created
a consistent routine. Now | run weekly
sessions that offer a safe, engaging space
for local families to learn, play and connect.

Since then, my daughter has become more
confident and sociable. | feel empowered
as a parent and far more connected to my
community.

Our whole family now spends more quality
time playing and learning together. I've also
gained leadership and organisational skills.

Wonder Tots has had such a positive impact
on our family. | feel more connected, more
confident, and more in tune with what my
children need.

Looking ahead, | hope to grow Wonder Tots’
reach, continue my own development, and
mentor new volunteers, helping ensure the
group remains a warm, reliable space for
local families for years to come.




I now feel that | am in the heart of the

community, where different cultures and all

the people who work for and with Better

Start Bradford are working towards the *
same goal - to give children the best start in

life. For me that is a privilege.

Better Start Bradford Community Champion

| had amazing opportunities as a
Community Board Member to do
Forest School practitioner training,
develop my own play group and
grow as a happy mum of happy
children.

Joining the Better Start Bradford Partnership
Board was a turnaround for me: | realised |
did have a voice and, as my confidence grew,
| felt that | could challenge anything that | felt
my community would also challenge or not
understand. | could also explain the reality of
what was happening in my community.

I've been able to get support and give
support back to the families and my
community, and that’s just something that
you can‘t put a price on! I've also had

an abundance of opportunities in many
things, broadened my horizons and built
my confidence and my character.
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parents, carers and their parent-led groups received
children (aged 0-3) have a share of £260,000 to run
been involved in the Better their own actvities and
Start Bradford programme. ideas within their
community.

volunteers have
participated in the
Better Start Bradford
programme.

dads and male carers
have taken part in the
Better Start Bradford
programme.

«

Community Board Members have taken part in
) governance boards including the Partnership
S o Board, Commissioning Advisory Group and
the Finance and Audit Committee.
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