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and every young person to leave school ready for life and work.
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We know that for children and young people to do well their needs must be met across 6 essential areas.
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and every young person to leave school ready for life and work.
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This requires better integrated support systems, policy and investment. This requires concerted leadership
and systemic, not programmatic responses.
Every Child and the Australia New Zealand School of Government (ANZSOG) partnered in 2020 to advance
innovation in systems leadership to improve the wellbeing of children and young people.
Stage 1 of this joint project has just been completed. This is a summary of progress and future actions.
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The project aimed to explore how a systems approach can impact on outcomes for children and young people.
It centred on the lived expertise of senior leaders across the public and community sectors, with First Nations
leaders, and representatives from the tertiary, philanthropic and corporate sectors. This included:
• Interviews with over 80 leaders from health, ECEC, education, mental health, disability, social services,
income support, family support, housing, violence, child safety and justice systems and central agencies.
• Review of literature on systems leadership, reform and change, and on child, adolescent and
community wellbeing.
• Engagement of leaders in a webinar in February 2021 to test insights, analysis, diagnosis and propositions.
The project sought
to map,
learn and strategise about how to address systems level opportunities and barriers
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to every child reaching their potential.
Stage 1 of this project has been supported by the following organisations:

Stage 1 of this project has been supported by the following organisations:

The Full Stage 1 Final Report is available from the Every Child website here.
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Key Observations
Children and families, and the public, bear significant costs from poor systems interfaces and integration.

There are huge
dividends from
smarter investment,
and greater emphasis
on workforce, digital,
data etc.
We’re better
together when
we work across
organisations,
disciplines and
sectors.

Institutional racism
remains a major
stumbling block; the
Closing the Gap
Refresh provides a
compelling priority.

“

COVID-19 is
extraordinary as an
opportunity as well as
a threat.
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A systems
approach will
add value.
There’s a huge
body of evidence
about what works
and what matters:
our challenge is
taking the ‘knowing’
into the ‘doing’.
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Making a difference –
family by family, place by place,
cohort by cohort – is doable.”

We have to share
and shift power –
with each other,
and to families and
communities.

We need to drive
coherence and
congruence through
an integrative
approach.

We need concerted
leadership and
collaboration – at all
levels – to enable us to
overcome inertia and
fragmentation.

We have a lot
to work with,
and we can
do better.

It’s time to ensure children and young people
are a nation building priority.
The project identified the systems reform directions that are needed to elevate the needs of children and
young people and to work together to improve outcomes and make lives better.

Concerted leadership
Improved child and youth wellbeing requires priority and focus, political leadership and cross-sectoral
collaboration. It requires a shared public purpose mission of enabling child and youth wellbeing and
reducing adversity and disparity.
• Make it national: Use the authority of National Cabinet to implementa National Child and Youth
Wellbeing strategy, aligned with Closing the Gap strategies; The Nest (ARACY) and state and local
frameworks, articulated to the Sustainable Development Goals. Realign the roles and relationships 		
across levels of government and sectors to promote integration and collaboration.
• Prioritise Closing the Gap in Partnership and support First Nations leadership: Sustain momentum
with Closing the Gap in Partnership, support First Nations leadership and innovation, tackle institutional
racism, build broader community and systems engagement, and advance healing, reconciliation
and reparation.
• Disrupt disadvantage: through comprehensive efforts to address the social, economic and
environmental conditions, especially housing and jobs, that drive adversity and disadvantage,
and perpetuate inter-generational cycles.
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“so systemically…we need to be
able to debate a different way of
operating, a different way of
investing, a different set of
beliefs about the people
we’re working with.”

Smarter investment

Raising child and youth wellbeing requires the investment of sufficient
financial and other resources, and their effective and efficient utilisation:
well-balanced across the universal, secondary and tertiary systems;
supporting innovation; informed by evidence; and driving value, impact and
productivity from existing and new investments and assets, across all sectors.

• Money for results: Re-engineer budgeting, co-investment and commissioning for
outcomes, rebalance for more upstream developmental, preventive and reward integrated efforts.

Engaged public and communities
A compelling, shared pubic and systems-wide narrative about child and adolescent development is
critical for effective parenting, safe and supportive communities and enabling systems. Effective public
and community engagement, characterised by community-led initiatives, are genuinely sharing power
and knowledge, and deeply engage with the lived experience and voices of children, young people
and families.
• Make it local: Boost place-based efforts that enable communities, services and systems leaders to
engage, invest and change.
• Go public: Through a concerted public narrative on child and adolescent development and family
wellbeing to build engagement and capability.

Stronger workforces
Our workforces do extraordinary work, but they also express concern about skills, conditions, the tools
they operate with, and the siloes they work in. Further effort is required to build the capability of all child
wellbeing workforces, especially in core, common and contemporary knowledge, skills and attributes.
• Gear our workforces: Build diverse, culturally-capable, scientifically-informed, collaborative,
systems-oriented child wellbeing workforces with shared knowledge, tools and connections.

Integrated delivery
It is widely recognised that less fragmented, better integrated support for children, young people and
families will improve their quality of life. This support needs to cross multiple sectors, and respond to
the six primary areas of wellbeing, as represented in the It Takes 6 model outlined above.
A core focus on enabling human development, connection and agency in policy and practice will
strengthen services across the universal, secondary and tertiary systems, especially to the children
and families experiencing most vulnerability. There are many examples of joined-up approaches but
there is much more yet to do to embed and systematise these approaches.
• Make it about capabilities and connections: Make human capability-development, connection
building and caring the core of systems, services and practice.
• Go early: Improve parent and care-giver support, transform early learning and care nationally, and 		
enhance early detection and responses to early-life adversity and trauma.
• Elevate parenting and care-giving: Improve support for the wellbeing and capabilities of parents
and other caregivers, especially young mothers, as well as fathers, grandparents and other kin.

“We need to ‘invert’ much of
our current thinking and shift
the focus of power to the families/
children who are coping in a system
that isn’t working for them.”

“Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children inherit
60,000 years of cultural identity.
It is necessary for systems to
not interrupt this inheritance.”

(Quote from NGO participant in the systems leadership project.)

(Quote from Stat Authority participant in the
systems leadership project.)
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(Govt)

Putting data, evidence and learning to work
Improving child and youth wellbeing requires a more systematic approach to putting data, insights,
learnings and expertise to work. Digital transformation and inclusion can enable citizens and
practitioners to navigate systems; and systematically revamp outdated models and inequitable barriers.
There is considerable scope to: improve data matching and data sharing; keep fostering innovation and
continuous improvement; improve reform implementation; and balance the focus on accountability
arrangements with ‘human learning systems’ approaches.
• Innovate and digitise: Invest in cross-system 		
and service innovation, integration, information 		
sharing, digitisation and multi-purpose
infrastructure.

Six Key Systems Elements – all connect to
improve child and youth wellbeing.

• Knowing and doing: Support transdisciplinary
R&D, translation initiatives, implementation
expertise, data matching, analytics and 			
sense-making with families, communities
and practitioners, and impact evaluation.
Listen to lived experience and expertise.
Create spaces for cross-sectoral engagement
and development.

concerted
leadership
putting data and
learning to work

smarter
investment

integrated delivery

engaged
public

stronger
workforces

Source: Identified in the Systems Leadership for Child and
Youth Well Being Project (Every Child and ANZSOG, 2021).

Building on strengths…

The project demonstrated the significant body of work already underway in Australia and New Zealand
and across the world that are already making impact on child and youth wellbeing. We are not starting
from scratch. The list is long and includes the Australian Early Childhood Development Census; the national
program for Childhood Immunisation; the National Quality Framework for ECEC the National Disability
Insurance Scheme; ARACY’s The Nest, New Zealand’s Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy, and a range
of state and territory plans and frameworks.
It also includes place based initiatives such as Logan Together, Communities for Children, the Bourke
Maranguka Justice Reinvestment project, Early Years Centres (The Benevolent Society) and Child and
Family Centres, and similar hub models.
Importantly it also includes the significant work by and with First Nations peoples and organisations,
including the Closing the Gap refresh, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage reporting, the Family Matters
campaign, and initiatives such as Qld’s Our Way Strategy, Victoria’s Wungurilwil Gapgapduir and others.

While acknowledging the challenges.
There is still some work to do and the project articulated a number of key challenges including:
• Prioritising child wellbeing is difficult due to a combination of factors including contested and shifting
priorities, the difficulty in sustaining investment for long term returns and the structural challenges of
working across Commonwealth/State roles and responsibilities
• long-standing and widely held narrow cultural frames about family, parenting, childhood, poverty 		
and diversity constrain reform
• fragmented and disconnected strategies, policies, investments, professions, organisations,
programs, initiatives, infrastructure, and regulation
• historic and continuing contributions to the disadvantage and adversity experienced by First 		
Nations children and families, and the perpetuation of inter-generational cycles grief, trauma and poverty
• the narrow sector specific focus of our systems and processes, and the limited development of 		
cross-cutting frameworks, platforms, capabilities etc.
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Systems leadership and principles
of a systems approach
A ‘systems approach’ addresses the relationships and intersections of systems and sectors, their
context and conditions, their cultures and norms, their goals, roles and capabilities, and their
collective performance and impact.

“leadership across organisational
and geopolitical boundaries, beyond
individual professional disciplines,
within a range of organisational and
stakeholder cultures, often without
direct managerial control. Its purpose
being the intention to effect change for
positive social benefit across multiple
interacting and intersecting systems.”

“set of skills and capacities that
any individual or organization can
use to catalyze, enable and support
the process of systems-level change.
It combines collaborative leadership,
coalition-building and systems insight
to mobilize innovation and action
acrossa large, decentralized network.”
(Work Economic Forum, 2019)

(Ghate, Lewis, & Welbourn, 2013)

A review of the literature on systems thinking, change and leadership has indicated six key
principles that have underpinned this project and which outline a way of working if we are to
improve child and youth wellbeing:
• changing minds: culture change; challenging
assumptions and norms; shifting mental
models; reframing the narratives we tell
ourselves and each other; listening for and
hearing lived experience, expertise
and evidence.

Six Key Systems Principles – all connect to
improve child and youth wellbeing.

changing minds

• sharing power: citizen and community
leadership; collaborative and inclusive
governance; diverse public participation;
devolved decision making; participatory
design; children and families at the core;
hearing from all; learning.

skin in the game

sharing power

Children, young
people and families
taking time

• trust and relationships: building connections;
trusting others; guiding not directing;
loosening control; working together; diverse
and inclusive partnerships.

trust and
relationships
seeing the whole

Source: Identified in the Systems Leadership for Child and
• seeing the whole and being focused:
Youth Well Being Project (Every Child and ANZSOG, 2021).
broadening the view; breaking down silos; joining
the pieces; seeing connections; addressing root
causes; focusing on high value and high impact change.

• taking time: a long term outlook; beyond political cycles; more than a quick fix; try, test and learn;
an ongoing commitment; champions to hold firm over time.
• skin in the game: individual & organisational roles; having courage; being purposeful; taking risk;
reflection and learning; seeing our part in the system; personal journey; active participation.
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Stage 2
Stage 2 will involve a co-design phase with interested partners and stakeholders and we will be seeking
interest for new partners to join us in making a positive impact through this work. Opportunities exist to
join the leadership group and a broader coalition of interested organisations to design and deliver the
next stage of activities.
By engaging leaders in collaborative systems change; by mobilising both systems and cultural authority
in this collaboration, and by extending its reach to other sectors – sport, housing, justice, domestic and
family violence and more - we will be adding value and impacting on change in new and innovative ways.

If you are interested in
finding out more please
contact Every Child on
secretariat@everychild.co

“We must respond to the
interface between systems…
including the interface
between family law, and
child protection and
violence…and between
health system and
education and housing…
there’s got to be a consistent
framework or consistent
analysis of the problem
and a framework for
responding to the problem
that’s shared across the
various systems.”
(Quote from Stat Authority participant in the systems leadership project.)

info@everychild.co
@everychildAU
@everychild_AU
@everychild_au
Every Child is funded and supported by
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