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Community involvement has long been recognised and endorsed as an 
key strategy for health promotion. Involving community members in the 
design and development of programmes can increase their acceptance 
and effectiveness. The approach appreciates the value of community 
voices which can empower local people.

To further improve the relationship between Blackpool Better Start and 
local parents and community members, a method was devised to better 
understand perceptions of different aspects of child development. 
Specifically, in understanding the varying importance of several distinct 
developmental areas.

This work also sought to address perceptions that Blackpool Better 
Start was ‘doing things to’ members of the community without first 
taking the time to learn what the need was. By giving parents a voice, 
we wanted to build levels of trust and add credibility to our projects, as 
well as ensuring they were being delivered in a way that resonated with 
real people.

COMMUNITY ENGAGED RESEARCH

Early Years Community-Led 
Decision Making 
The importance of involving the community in two-way conversations has 
long been understood. Consultation and co-production have always been a key 
principle that drives Better Start forward with all of its projects.

A photo-grid Community Consultation tool was developed by Better Start to 
enable Blackpool parents, grandparents and carers to describe what they felt was 
important for early child development. 

SHARED LEARNING Collective analysis and sensemaking

www.betterstart.org.uk

Understanding the Challenge

What we did

To ensure consistency in our approach and to guarantee that results would be 
representative and comparable, Better Start developed a photo-grid community consultation 
tool (See Lowrie and Tyrrell-Smith, 2017). The community consultation method uses 35 
individual cards. Each with an image and brief description, featuring one area of child 
development, such as toilet training, learning to talk. 

These topics fall within key developmental areas, which could then be measured over 
time regarding their levels of perceived importance. During the consultation process, 
respondents were asked to sort these cards on a grid in order of priority for them, briefly 
discussing the reasons for their choices with a researcher.

https://researchinvolvement.
biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/
s40900-017-0078-7



Three community consultations took place in community 
venues over two-week periods in 2016, 2019 and 2022. 
The consultations were led by researchers alongside the 
community team. The informal approach allowed for open 
and honest conversations between parents and professionals. 
Across the three community consultations, 427 individuals 
provided their feedback.

The consultation supported the initial development and 
ongoing reflection reflection on the Early Years offer across 
Blackpool. As a tool it prompts conversations and supports 
families to consider what is important but critically provides 
rich insight into where emerging needs within communities 
are not being met. Anecdotally, practitioners suggested the 
tool could be useful for the early years workforce to help them 
understand drivers for change when working with families.  
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Immediacy

Parents tended to focus on the development needs of 
their child at that moment, rather than looking long 

term to building strong foundations across Early Years.

Realism 

Many respondents commented on feeling 
pressured to meet high expectations from peers 

and professionals, and felt overwhelmed by 
messages on what they should be doing. 

Agency

Parent responses suggested a 
‘natural order’ for several areas of 
child development e.g. learning to 
talk, toilet training etc., Suggesting 

a child would achieve these 
when they are ready. Additionally, 
parents appeared to lack a sense 
of their own agency to manage 

behaviour, for example in 
suggesting they couldn’t stop their 

children from eating fast food.  

What we learnt
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Breaking cycles

Respondents would refer to their own experiences in childhood 
and how this impacted on their parenting style whether this was for 

negative or positive reasons.

Valuing connections

The impact of Covid restrictions on service delivery and social interaction 
led to increased recognition of the value of connections for both the child’s 

development for example through interaction with other children and in 
terms of access to services. 


