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From services to civic capability: building a life course
civic infrastructure for Liverpool City Region

Key takeaways

e Liverpool City Region (LCR) has deep civic capability rooted in lived experience, creativity
and solidarity — but this capability is not consistently harnessed to respond more effectively
to the urgent and complex challenges the region faces.

e Treating civic capability as infrastructure would connect participation, learning, imagination
and leadership into visible pathways that accumulate over the life course and across place.

e Alife course civic infrastructure would enable people to address the challenges affecting
their everyday lives, drawing on their expertise, energy and experience. LCR should adopt a
civic mission to expand people’s civic power, stewarded through shared regional
leadership.

e Strengthening civic capability will require coordinated regional stewardship that aligns
institutions, organisations, resources and opportunities so civic participation can grow and

endure across the life course.

1. Introduction: from services to
civic capability

Civic capability in LCR is deeply rooted. It
has been forged through collective action
across social, cultural and political traditions
- from the 1911 Liverpool General Transport
Strike, when workers and residents stood
firm amid police and military deployment
(Davies and Noon 2014), to social reform
initiatives such as Kitty Wilkinson’s
pioneering public washhouses and Eleanor
Rathbone’s welfare campaigns (Thane 2016;
Harris 2025). More recently, the Hillsborough
justice campaign showed how sustained
citizen mobilisation can reshape public
accountability and institutional practice
(Cooper and Lapsley 2021; UK Government
2012). Together, these examples reflect a
long-standing commitment to fairness,
dignity and collective responsibility.

Across LCR, people continue to organise,
support one another and shape their
communities in diverse ways. This is visible
in initiatives such as Liverpool SOUP, which
enables residents to vote on and fund
community-led projects proposed by local
residents and grassroots groups; the city’s
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housing co-operative sector, which includes
around 50 organisations (Easton 2025); and
organisations such as the School for Social
Entrepreneurs Northwest (SSNW), which
supports people with social purpose ideas
to build the confidence, skills and networks
to develop them. Alumni include Kitty's
Launderette and Wellbeing Enterprises CIC.

This civic energy is also reflected in the
scale of the voluntary, community, faith and
social enterprise (VCFSE) sector in LCR,
which in 2023 included over 11,500
organisations and 216,000 volunteers,
generating £795.9 million in income (VS6
2023). However, civic capability extends
beyond formal organisations. It also
emerges through mutual aid, cultural
practices, neighbourly support and
collective action rooted in everyday
relationships — forms of civic activity that
policy and funding systems often overlook.

Despite this vitality, civic capability is not
consistently connected across systems and
life stages. Civic capability is often strong
but siloed within particular programmes or
places and is not structured to endure.
Pathways into sustained civic roles -
including leadership, collective action,



https://pssauk.org/woman/kitty-wilkinson/
https://www.liverpoolsoup.co.uk/
https://www.blackburnehouse.co.uk/ssenw
https://www.blackburnehouse.co.uk/ssenw
https://www.kittyslaunderette.org.uk/
https://www.kittyslaunderette.org.uk/
https://www.wellbeingenterprises.org.uk/

enterprise and wider influence — are often
unclear. Many initiatives are time-limited,
and connections between participation,
learning and leadership are not consistently
designed as cumulative pathways.

As a result, civic energy is generated but not
accumulated. This limits the ability within
LCR and beyond to respond collectively to
interconnected challenges — including
inequality, poor mental health, climate
stress and rising living costs — that cannot
be addressed by public services alone and
require coordinated action across society
(Deacon et al. 2020; Kania and Kramer 2011).

This briefing proposes treating civic
capability as core infrastructure — the
foundational conditions that enable civic
life, just as transport or digital systems
enable economic activity. Civic capability
refers to the skills, relationships, confidence
and opportunities that enable people to
shape the decisions and places affecting
their lives. A life course civic infrastructure
comprises the spaces, platforms and
institutional commitments that help
generate, sustain and build this capability
across life stages and the places people live
their lives — neighbourhoods, schools,
workplaces and community settings.

This proposal is inspired by the work of
Nobel Prize Winner for Economics, Amartya
Sen. His capabilities approach (1999)
emphasises people’s real freedoms to
shape their lives and exercise agency,
challenging service-led models that
position people primarily as recipients
(Cottam 2018). This approach is now also
finding resonance in wider UK policy debate,
aligning with the Marmot Reviews’ (2010;
2020) emphasis on maximising capabilities
and control as key determinants of health
equity, alongside evidence that community
wellbeing is strengthened through
participation, trust and collective problem-
solving (Carrasco et al. 2024). Current
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national policy priorities around prevention,
neighbourhood renewal and devolution
increasingly demand a shift away from
programme-led, target-driven delivery
towards stronger civic participation, local
agency and collective problem-solving
(NHS England 2025; DHSC 2025; UK
Parliament 2025). This is also reinforced
locally, for example through the LCR Growth
Plan 2025-2035, which emphasises the role
of communities in shaping place-based
solutions.

To deliver on this increasingly urgent policy
agenda demands civic infrastructure
deliberately designed to connect, scale and
sustain civic capability over time and place.
Prioritising the development of a life course
civic infrastructure will support a shift from
episodic participation to cumulative civic
capability; from fragmentation to
connection; from isolated initiatives to a
flourishing of civic energy.

2. Designing civic infrastructure

If civic capability is to accumulate across
the life course, it must be intentionally linked
across life stages. The challenge is not
simply enabling moments of engagement,
but ensuring that skills, confidence, agency,
relationships and influence develop
progressively. This requires an organising
logic that supports continuity rather than
isolated activity.

A life course approach is well established in
public health, recognising that outcomes
are shaped by critical periods, cumulative
(dis)advantage, and the timing of life
transitions (Elder 1998; Ben-Shlomo & Kuh
2002). Evidence similarly shows that
capabilities are cumulative and path-
dependent, and that transitions between life
stages are moments at which equity is
either consolidated or reshaped (Foresight
2008; WHO 2025). In the context of civic



https://api.liverpoolcityregion-ca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/LCR-Growth-Plan-Full-Version.pdf
https://api.liverpoolcityregion-ca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/LCR-Growth-Plan-Full-Version.pdf

capability, this suggests that opportunities
to participate at key transitions — such as
education and early employment — and
within community initiatives may shape
whether civic engagement develops into
sustained leadership and influence later in
life. Civic capability may therefore benefit
from intentional support at these junctures,
enabling early participation to deepen into
sustained civic leadership and influence
over time.

Figure 1 illustrates how civic capability can
accumulate across the life course when
opportunities to participate, learn, organise
and influence are intentionally connected.
When these connections are sustained
through a civic infrastructure, civic
participation can deepen into leadership,
collective influence and economic
participation, strengthening the region’s
overall civic capability.

A life course perspective requires consistent
civic opportunity across everyday
community life and the institutions people
move through. Civic infrastructure therefore
comprises the core functions that enable
participation, learning, imagination,
leadership and influence to develop
progressively. Whether delivered by
community groups, public institutions or
informal networks, what matters is that
these functions are visible, aligned and
sustained across the places and institutions
people encounter throughout life, including
schools, neighbourhood initiatives,
workplaces and community organisations.
Research on placemaking and social
infrastructure also shows that well-
designed, community-rooted spaces can
strengthen belonging, agency and
connection, creating the conditions in which
civic capability can flourish (Silberberg et al.
2013).

Civic Capability Across the Life Course

B

Early Years Youth Working Age Later Life

Civic Capability Functions

Civic Civic (@\Vile Civic Voice &

Participation  Learning  Imagination Leadership Advocacy
& Organising

Enabling Civic Infrastructure

Civic spaces « Learning platforms - Civic networks « Community institutions

Figure I Civic capability across the life course, enabled by civic infrastructure
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Box 1 provides an illustration of how civic Building on Figure 1, Table 1 elaborates on

capability can be deliberately cultivated the enabling role of a life course civic
across the life course and structured to infrastructure, illustrated with examples
endure. operating within LCR. Infrastructure lies not

in any single function, but in how they
connect across the life course and sectors.

Box 1: Ashoka - Everyone a Changemaker

Ashoka is a global organisation founded by social entrepreneur Bill Drayton to identify and
support individuals with innovative solutions to society’s most pressing social challenges. Its
guiding idea — Everyone a Changemaker — frames social change as a capability that can be
cultivated across society rather than the preserve of a specialist minority. Ashoka combines
long-term support for leading social entrepreneurs with initiatives that engage people at
different stages of life and across thematic priorities. These include Young Changemakers,
supporting young people taking initiative to solve problems in their communities, and New
Longevity, which brings together innovators to rethink ageing and later life. Together, these
initiatives illustrate how Ashoka seeks to extend changemaking across generations.

Civic What this enables How it builds civic LCR examples
infrastructure capability
function

Civic Access to Lowers barriers and Liverpool SOUP

participation participation at creates recurring routes
different life stages into civic action

Civic learning Skills, confidence and | Develops agency Public Life; SSE NW;
civic understanding through practice and Together Liverpool

peer learning

Civic imagination | Space to test and Encourages creativity Civic HealthTech

reimagine systems and civic innovation Innovation Zone; LCR

Imaginarium
Leadership and Progression into Builds confidence, Liverpool Citizens
organising collective leadership collective power and
influence

Voice and Channels for lived Strengthens democratic | People’s Powerhouse
advocacy experience to shape influence and

decisions accountability
Economic Routes into Links civic action to Kindred
participation community wealth livelihoods and long-

building term agency

Table I Civic infrastructure functions
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https://www.liverpoolsoup.co.uk/
https://www.publiclife.org.uk/
https://www.the-sse.org/schools/north-west/
https://togetherliverpool.org.uk/
https://www.chi-zone.co.uk/
https://www.chi-zone.co.uk/
http://www.wellbeingenterprises.org.uk/work-with-us
http://www.wellbeingenterprises.org.uk/work-with-us
https://www.citizensuk.org/chapters/liverpool-citizens/
https://peoplespowerhouse.org.uk/
https://kindred-lcr.co.uk/

Taken together, these core functions cut
across institutions, sectors and life stages.
No single institution controls them, and none
can sustain them alone. Their cross-cutting
nature therefore requires place-based
stewardship rather than direction.
Stewardship in this sense is not about
managing civic activity, but about ensuring
that actors across the system — including
public institutions, civil society and
communities — become enabling,
responsive and aligned around the growth
of civic capability. On this basis, stewardship
is less about directing civic activity and
more about tending the “social soil” — the
shared conditions that allow agency and
collective action to take root and endure
(Weyrauch 2025).

Where multiple institutions and community
actors must align around shared long-term
goals without centralised control, mission-
oriented perspectives offer a useful frame.
They show how shared public value goals
can provide collective direction while
preserving local autonomy (Mazzucato 2013;
2018). The Wigan Deal (Box 2) illustrates how
community agency can be embedded
within governance through explicit civic
agreements influencing commissioning and
organisational culture.

Box 2: The Wigan Deal

In Wigan, the council reframed its
relationship with residents through an
informal agreement to “work together to
create a better borough”, shifting from
traditional “done to” services towards asset-
based approaches that start from citizens’
strengths. This has included investment in
community capacity and more joined-up
place-based working across services and
partner organisations, helping embed a
more collaborative model of governance
between citizens and institutions
(Relationships Project 2026).
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3. Catalysts for a life course civic
infrastructure

Translating the civic infrastructure approach
into practice requires coordinated regional
stewardship. If civic capability is to
accumulate, it must be anchored in place
as well as supported across the life course.
At present, the functions that build civic
capability are distributed across
communities, organisations and sectors,
with no single mechanism responsible for
connecting them. The key challenge for LCR
therefore lies in intentional design: linking
civic entry points with opportunities for
learning, leadership and influence over time.
The proposals below focus on the enabling
conditions needed to connect civic
capability across the life course -
governance, shared strategic direction and
civic platforms — strengthening place-
based civic pathways and the connective
tissue between communities and
institutions while protecting grassroots
initiatives.

Recommendation 1: establish a Civic
Mission Partnership

Its purpose would be to steward a place-
based mission to expand civic power,
advancing people’s capacity to influence
the institutions and places that shape
everyday life.

The Partnership should function as a cross-
sector coordinating platform rather than a
delivery body, aligning organisations,
resources and ways of working around
shared principles that allow civic activity to
connect and endure while protecting
grassroots initiative.

In practice, this could include:

e mapping existing civic capability
functions across LCR and identifying
gaps across life course pathways;




e agreeing shared principles for how
institutions and civic organisations
support participation and civic
capability;

e aligning strategies, commissioning and
investment decisions that shape
opportunities for people to contribute,
organise and lead;

e supporting pooled or complementary
funding that strengthens the connective
infrastructure linking civic initiatives;

¢ embedding participatory governance
and lived-experience insight within
regional systems; and

e reducing structural and competitive
barriers that inhibit collaboration and
civic influence.

The Partnership could be convened by the
LCR Combined Authority, bringing together
community leaders, social entrepreneurs
and representatives of organisations and
initiatives contributing to civic infrastructure
functions, alongside borough authorities,
anchor institutions and regional public
bodies.

Recommendation 2: publish a LCR Life
Course Civic Capability Strategy

The Strategy will set a long-term vision for
how civic capability can be accumulated
across the life course, providing a shared
reference point across public services,
communities and civic institutions.

In practice, the Strategy would:

e define clear civic expectations and
clarify support across key life stages
and transitions (education, work, caring
and later life) to build civic capability;

e identify where access to opportunities is
uneven or fragile, particularly for groups
facing structural disadvantage; and

e align policy priorities, commissioning
decisions and practice across
education, employment, health,
neighbourhood development and local
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democracy where these shape civic
participation.

The Strategy should be developed through
the Civic Mission Partnership and wider civic
networks and published by the LCR
Combined Authority as a shared regional
framework.

Recommendation 3: build a distributed
network of civic spaces and a shared
digital platform

Coordinate and support LCR’s existing civic
spaces as recognised civic infrastructure
rather than as isolated assets. Steward this
coordination through the Civic Mission
Partnership, working with the LCR Combined
Authority and local authorities.

Rather than relying solely on new capital
investment, this approach would align
existing neighbourhood budgets, anchor-
institution resources and regeneration
funding to support connective functions. A
shared digital platform should link this
network by making civic opportunities
visible, connecting people and initiatives
across places, and enabling learning,
collaboration and progression over time.

4. Conclusion: embedding civic
capability across the life course

A life course civic infrastructure offers a
timely and systemic response to the
structural challenges facing LCR. As public
services face sustained pressure and policy
emphasises prevention and long-term
capacity, strengthening civic capability
becomes foundational. Evidence from
public health, participatory governance and
mission-oriented reform shows that durable
change depends on agency, relationships
and aligned institutional practice.

By treating civic capability as infrastructure
rather than initiative, LCR can move from
episodic engagement to cumulative civic




power. Visible pathways across life stages
and coordinated stewardship would make
civic contribution routine rather than
reactive — embedding residents’ influence
within communities, commissioning and
place governance as a defining feature of
regional life.

Such an approach will not be
straightforward. Public institutions are
operating under sustained financial
pressure, rising demand and competing
priorities, leaving limited space for long-
term institutional redesign. Yet these
pressures also underline the importance of
strengthening civic capability: when public
systems are stretched, the ability of
communities and institutions to work
together becomes an essential source of
collective problem-solving and civic power.

In a decade marked by fiscal constraint and
institutional strain, civic capability may be
the region’s most under-recognised
strategic asset.
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