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Evidence Summary 

This paper outlines the research and evidence the Department of Social Services 

(the department) used to shape the proposed reforms in the Discussion Paper: A new approach 

to children and family programs. 

It is structured into three sections, each presenting evidence related to:  

• Section A covers the new program structure, including the three streams of the proposed 

single national program. 

• Section B outlines the Australian Government’s investment priorities. 

• Section C details changes to how the department and service providers will work 

together.  

This paper should be read alongside the Consultation Summary, which captures what we have 

heard through previous consultations. These insights have directly informed the proposed 

changes.   

If you’re using this paper to support your own research, we encourage you to refer to the 

original sources listed in the reference section at the end of the document.   

A. A single national program with three streams 
All families and children should have access to supports and appropriate interventions, with 

targeted ‘back-ups’ for those requiring more intensive supports.1 This is known as a public health 

approach, which aims to prevent problems occurring in the first place, quickly respond 

to problems if they do occur, minimise any long-term effects, and prevent them occurring again.2 

Combining interventions at different points in the system, and providing both prevention and 

treatment supports, generates stronger effects than one option alone.3  Service providers have 

shared that more families are coming to them in crisis or with complex needs. This has made 

it harder to focus on prevention and early intervention. Providers also said that strict grant 

requirements can limit their ability to offer flexible support – making it harder for children and 

families to get help when they need it most (see Consultation Summary).  

The proposed single national program aims to better organise how the department funds child 

and family services. It is designed with flexibility in mind and to reflect what the evidence shows 

works best in delivering positive outcomes for children, families, and communities.  
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The three streams within the single national program are based on a proportionate universalism 

approach. This means mainstream services are delivered at a scale and intensity that matches 

community need. Services are therefore widely available, not only for the most disadvantaged, 

and can respond to the level of need.4 These streams are covered in more detail below. 

Stream 1: National programs and information services 

Families, children and young people in Australia need support at different stages of their lives. 

Providing high-quality, broad-based supports and services is essential to helping them thrive.  

When services are widely available to everyone, they are more likely to be accessed. 

Broad-based services, such as those available online, allow parents to access the information 

at times most convenient to them. This reflects the preferences of parents and caregivers, with 

85% of parents saying they had accessed online information for parenting advice over the past 

12 months.5 

Services that focus on ‘primary’ prevention are especially effective at reaching children early and 

improving wellbeing across the population. By making support available before problems arise, 

local services have a greater chance of reaching children in need, which improves wellbeing and 

outcomes at a population level.6 Regular contact with general community services also helps 

providers identify families and children who may need extra support and connect them with the 

right services at the right time.  

Access to up-to-date and evidence-informed information is essential for parents to feel 

empowered and make informed decisions. Some parents and caregivers believe there is not 

enough clear, evidence-informed and high-quality information.7 Other parents and caregivers 

report there is an overwhelming amount of information that is not tailored to their needs, 

making it harder for them to navigate.8 This has negative consequences for parents and 

caregivers, such as increased stress and/or anxiety, delayed decision-making, difficulty with 

parenting strategies, and reduced confidence in their parenting abilities.9  

Making sure parents and caregivers have access to clear, high-quality information as early 

as possible can make a meaningful difference in their children’s lives. Early access to the right 

information can also help reduce the need for high-intensity or crisis services over time.  

Stream 2:  Prevention and early intervention 

While the focus of a public health approach is to prevent problems before they happen 

by reaching the entire population, it also seeks to identify and address issues early when they 

do arise.10 
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Early intervention programs – also known as selective or indicated prevention – are designed for 

specific groups who show signs of being at risk of poor outcomes. It is accepted that services 

should ‘intervene wherever there is an effective intervention’ and ‘at strategic points in time’. 11 

These programs aim to provide support early, before challenges become more serious.  12 This 

approach drives social and economic benefits by reducing long-term demand for more intensive 

services and improving overall wellbeing. For example, in 2024 Australia spent $22.3 billion 

on late intervention for children and young people experiencing serious issues.13 This 

is equivalent to $838 for every person in Australia every year, or $2,704 for every child and 

young person.14 

Investing in children and families before problems worsen will support them to become 

productive and engaged citizens. That means increased social cohesion, reduced inequality and 

cycles of disadvantage, improved social values, and better societal health.15 Supporting positive 

parenting behaviours can also have significant returns on investment, including increased 

productivity gains, health cost savings, child welfare savings, and reductions in crime.16 

Stream 3: Intensive family supports  

Some families, children and young people will need high-intensity support. These intensive 

family services are targeted interventions for those experiencing, or at greater risk 

of experiencing disadvantage or vulnerability. They provide help for people facing one or more 

existing challenges and build on the support already offered through broad-based and early 

intervention systems.  

While investing in early intervention and prevention delivers the greatest long-term benefits and 

should be prioritised, it’s important to recognise that this doesn’t replace the need for late -stage 

and intensive services. These supports remain essential for families with more complex needs.  

B. Prioritising investment  
The Australian Government’s priorities are to: 

1. Invest early to improve family wellbeing, break cycles of disadvantage, and reduce the 

need for later interventions – like child protection.  

2. Prioritise connected, co-located, and integrated services that work together to meet 

family needs. 

3. Ensure services are informed by, and respond to, community needs. 

4. Improve outcomes for First Nations children and families by increasing the number 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled organisations (ACCOs) 

delivering supports in locations with high First Nations populations. 
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These priorities will guide decisions about which programs and services are funded under the 

proposed single national program. They have been chosen based on strong evidence of where 

support can make the greatest positive difference for children, young people and families.  

Improving family wellbeing  

Within the public health approach, interventions are generally focused on addressing risk and 

increasing protective factors.17 Protective factors are conditions or attributes that support the 

healthy development and wellbeing of children, young people and families.18 

 Protective factors exist at different levels – including individual, family, community, and broader 

society – and each plays a role in supporting positive outcomes for children and families. Their 

absence or presence directly affects prenatal development, wellbeing and family dynamics.19 

Safe, secure environments and relationships, especially in the early years, are a key protective 

factor in supporting the wellbeing and resilience of children and families and lay the foundations 

for healthy development and long-term positive outcomes.  

Early intervention supports in the early years of a child’s life (0-5 years) 

As is well-known, the early years, from before birth to age five, are especially important for 

a child’s development. Experiences during this time lay the foundation for lifelong learning, 

wellbeing and health. Improving outcomes in the early years helps to break cycles 

of disadvantage, prevent experiences of violence, address inequality and boost productivity.20 

Nationally, the early years is a period where children are more likely to enter the statutory 

out-of-home care system.21 

What happens during childhood and adolescence sets the foundation for outcomes across the 

life course.22 Poor early childhood experiences can lead to physiological and behavioural 

changes, including to children’s brain development and long-term outcomes.23 This can include 

impairments in learning, memory and regulating behaviour, and chronic health conditions later 

in life such as heart disease, diabetes, depression and dementia.24  

Investing in proven, evidence-based interventions during the early years delivers the strongest 

return on investment compared to interventions later in life. Some studies propose a return 

of 15-17% for every dollar invested in preschool aged children. Antenatal interventions may have 

an even stronger return on investment.25  

Further information on the importance of the early years is outlined in the Evidence Summary - 

Why Children and their Early Years Matter | Department of Social Services. 

  

https://www.dss.gov.au/early-years-strategy/resource/evidence-summary-why-children-and-their-early-years-matter
https://www.dss.gov.au/early-years-strategy/resource/evidence-summary-why-children-and-their-early-years-matter
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While the early years are critical, it’s never too late to intervene. Support provided later in life can 

still be effective and deliver strong social and economic benefits, especially when tailored 

to individual needs. For example, middle childhood and adolescence are also crucial periods 

of development that offer opportunities to build strong cognitive, social, and emotional 

foundations that support children and young people.26  

Breaking entrenched cycles of disadvantage by supporting young parents (under 25) 

Young parents are a group particularly at risk of negative outcomes, including social, economic 

and health disadvantage.27 Compared to older mothers, young mothers are more likely to have 

lower educational attainment, lower earnings and poorer health.28 Young mothers also 

experience more difficulties adjusting to becoming parents, possibly because they have fewer 

resources and life experiences to draw on.29 

Children of young parents also have a greater risk of experiencing poorer life outcomes.30 

Children born to teenage mothers are more likely to have low birth-weight and increased 

morbidity during their first year of life, to develop more behavioural problems than children 

of older mothers, and to be born into, and continue living in, social and economic 

disadvantage.31 Children of vulnerable young parents are also more likely to become young 

parents themselves and are more at risk of entering the care and protection system.32 

For example, in New South Wales, there is a three in five chance a child born to a 20-year old 

mother will be known to child protection, a one in three chance they will be reported at risk 

of significant harm, and a one in 20 chance of being in out-of-home care. For children born 

to mothers younger than 20 years of age, the chance is even higher.33 

Young parenthood can further entrench problems and perpetuate a cycle of disadvantage for 

both the parent and child.34 Supporting young parents in their parenting role has the potential 

to break cycles of disadvantage and improve outcomes for them and their children.35 

Families at risk of vulnerability, leading to interaction with the child protection system 

Some families and children may be at risk of single or multiple factors that increase their 

vulnerability. For these families and children, addressing problems early can… 

‘…reduce the incidence of children and young people suffering the lifelong 

ill-effects of issues arising during childhood or reduce the severity of these 

issues. This then reduces the demand for spending on crisis services and 

chronic health interventions’.36 

For example, spending on child protection is the largest late intervention expense 

to governments, at $10.2 billion in 2024 – which represents 43% of late intervention spending.37 
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This cost of late intervention is not just a financial cost for government – it also represents 

significant costs in lost opportunities for children, young people and society.38 

Intervening early offers the greatest opportunity to improve outcomes for children, young 

people and families, and to help keep families together where it is safe to do so. It can also 

reduce the need for child protection involvement and the costs associated with late intervention.  

Early intervention in this context can include:  

• Intervening earlier with children and families experiencing vulnerability. 

• Intensive family programs when there has been contact with the child protection system 

to prevent entry into statutory out-of-home care.39 

Under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, there’s a shared commitment to significantly 

reduce the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children living in out-of-home care. 

The goal is to cut this number by 45% by the year 2031 (Target 12). Based on current child 

protection data from 2023-24, this means that by 2031, the number of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children in out-of-home care could need to be roughly half of what it is today.  

Connected, co-located and integrated services  

The Early Years Strategy 2024-2034 recognises that service system complexity can be a barrier 

to support for families and children.40 It notes that great services can be available, but they 

do not always work together, meaning some families may fall through the cracks.41 Services 

continue to be compartmentalised and cannot respond to the needs of families and children 

in a holistic and integrated way.42  

Integrated care can lead to better outcomes for children, families and service delivery. This 

includes:  

• Improved school readiness, and parental knowledge and confidence from integrated early 

childhood services.43 

• Improved child academic outcomes for children attending co-located and integrated early 

years and primary school settings.44 

• Improved identification of developmental vulnerability and increased access to care for 

families who might not otherwise engage with these services, through integrated 

community-based hubs.45 
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There are different ways to achieve integration. One way is through co-location, which involves 

physically placing two or more services on the same site. This can lower capital, operating and 

marginal costs and improve the quality of infrastructure.46 There are also benefits for families 

and children, including reduced travel time, added convenience and improved transitions 

between services and through different life stages, such as from preschool to primary school. 47 

Services informed by and responding to community need 

People living in more disadvantaged communities have poorer outcomes across almost every 

social indicator,48 including developmental vulnerability.49  

Complex and entrenched disadvantage is experienced by a small but persistent number 

of locations in each state and territory across Australia.50 There are 235 communities in Australia 

that, together, comprise the top 10 per cent of disadvantage. Of those communities, 65 are 

estimated to be home to over half of Australians living in the most disadvantaged locations. 51 

These communities are diverse, and the factors driving disadvantage can vary widely.  

While establishing the effectiveness of place-based initiatives can be challenging due to the 

shortage of rigorous outcome evaluations,52 some elements of successful place-based 

interventions have been identified.53 These include: 

• Community involvement in the program, including having a say in decisions – such 

as through community boards.  

• Investment in community and workforce capacity building.  

• Adequate funding and time to properly assess how well the program is working. 

• Strong government leadership and support.  

• Effective partnerships between stakeholders, recognising the vital role of community 

organisations, philanthropy, social enterprises and local leadership groups in creating 

change. 54 
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Improving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

and families 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families are affected by socioeconomic 

inequities, including in employment, education, housing, health, and justice.55 Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children are more likely to be in out-of-home care, and experience poorer 

psychological, physical and social outcomes as a result,56 compared to non-Indigenous children. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are also more likely to start school 

developmentally vulnerable.57 

Evidence has found that ACCO health services offer greater health benefits than equivalent 

services delivered through mainstream providers. This is because services are culturally 

informed and community-led. 58 The lifetime health impact of ACCO-delivered interventions 

is estimated to be 50% greater than if delivered by mainstream health services, mostly because 

of improved access by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.59  

ACCOs deliver services using a holistic model of care, are accountable to their communities, 

deliver high quality, responsive and culturally safe services, and their position as preferred 

provider in their communities ensures higher levels of engagement with service users.60   

Further information on strengthening the community-controlled sector, including evidence 

of the effectiveness of ACCOs, is outlined in the Review of the National Agreement on Closing the 

Gap Study report: Supporting paper. 

Assessment of need  

There have been calls to reform funding approaches to recognise the level of need 

in a community, rather than allocating funding based on the number of people in a community.61 

The following datasets, along with local knowledge and data sources from states, territories and 

local councils, will help identify community needs.  

Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) 

SEIFA combines Census data, including income, education, employment, occupation, housing 

and family structure to provide a score (and rank) of how relatively advantaged or disadvantaged 

that area is, compared with other areas.62 A lower index score indicates that an area has more 

disadvantage relative to other areas with a higher score.63 You can read more about SEIFA, 

including the latest release, here: Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), Australia, 2021 | 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/closing-the-gap-review/report/closing-the-gap-review-supporting-paper.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/closing-the-gap-review/report/closing-the-gap-review-supporting-paper.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/socio-economic-indexes-areas-seifa-australia/latest-release
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/socio-economic-indexes-areas-seifa-australia/latest-release
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Census data, including the number of children and families living in a community, and the number 

of young people Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) 

Census data on children and families will help assess community needs and potential demand 

in each location.  

The term NEET refers to a young person who is neither engaged with any education or training 

nor in paid employment.64 Young people who are not in education, employment or training 

by the age of 24 are most at risk of experiencing future long-term unemployment.65 Long-term 

outcomes of unemployment can include: 

• Poor physical and mental health. 

• Family disruption. 

• Decreased social participation. 

• Poor attainment and wellbeing for the children of unemployed parents.66 

On average, by the age of 24, 15% of Australians are not in education, employment or training.67 

But this rate varies across different groups of young people. For example:  

• Around one in three Australians aged 24 from the lowest socio-economic backgrounds 

are NEET, compared to one in 15 from the highest socio-economic backgrounds.68 

• A higher percentage of young people living in remote areas are NEET compared to young 

people living in major cities.69 

• 45% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people were recorded as NEET, 

compared to 14% for non-Indigenous young people.70 
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Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) 

The AEDC is a nationwide census of early childhood development. It provides important insights 

into child development and wellbeing from a local community level to a national level.71 The five 

key AEDC areas – known as domains – can predict later mental health, wellbeing and educational 

achievement for children.72  

The 2024 results from the AEDC show that more children are developmentally vulnerable, with 

23.5% of children vulnerable on one or more domain, and 12.5% vulnerable on two or more 

domains.73 Social competence and emotional maturity have declined – key skills children need 

to manage emotions, build relationships, and engage in learning. More children are starting 

school developmentally vulnerable, with the percentage of children on track across all five 

domains dropping from 52.9% in 2024, down from nearly 54.8%.74 

You can read more about the AEDC, including the latest results, in the 2024 AEDC National 

Report. You can also find AEDC results for your local community, suburb or region using the 

Community Data Explorer. 

Rates of engagement with child protection agencies  

In 2023-24, 307,022 children aged 0-17 years were subject to notifications of alleged 

mistreatment, and 44,866 were in out-of-home care.75 High-quality, evidence-based early 

support can strengthen parenting and family wellbeing, while easing pressure on crisis services.  

Currently, the department only has access to child protection data at the state and territory 

level. More detailed local data – such as rates of notifications, investigations, and substantiations 

– would help governments better target services to areas of greatest need.  

C. Working together  

Streamlined reporting arrangements  

Grant reporting  

Social services often spend a lot of time and money on reporting – mainly because 

of overlapping requirements and the need to provide data that doesn’t always help improve 

service quality or delivery. In 2016, the Victorian Council of Social Services reported that charities 

spend on average 291 paid staff hours and 47 unpaid hours a year on reporting to government 

agencies.76 For large organisations, this can be as much as 537 paid staff hours. 

In more recent consultations with community sector organisations, providers highlighted the 

significant reporting burdens they experience. You can read more about this in the 

Consultation Summary.  

https://www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/2024-aedc-national-report
https://www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/2024-aedc-national-report
https://www.aedc.gov.au/community-data-explorer/
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Pillar 3 of the Community Sector Grants Engagement Framework, commits to reducing 

administrative burden, making processes more efficient so organisations can spend more time 

delivering real outcomes for communities.   

Outcomes reporting 

Measuring the impact of services is essential to make sure government funding goes to what 

works best for children, young people and families.  

The Community Sector Grants Engagement Framework supports this by designing grant 

activities around clear outcomes and linking reporting directly to those goals. This approach also 

helps government connect policy decisions with wellbeing measures, as outlined in Measuring 

What Matters: Australia’s First Wellbeing Framework (Measuring What Matters).  

You can read more about the Community Sector Grants Engagement Framework here: 

Community Sector Grants Engagement Framework and about Measuring What Matters here: 

Measuring What Matters. 

Alternative ways of commissioning 

Relational contracting is an alternative to a transactional contract traditionally used between 

government and service providers. There are calls from the sector to move towards a relational 

model of service delivery (built on trust and collaboration) to achieve better outcomes for 

children and families.77 

One of the benefits of relational contracting is its flexibility. Instead of focusing on rigid 

processes, it prioritises achieving shared goals – allowing services to adapt how they get there. 

This is especially valuable in social services, where complex and changing needs mean families 

and children often benefit from tailored, responsive approaches.  

While the evidence-base for relational contracting in an Australian social services context is still 

developing, there have been positive outcomes from the use of relational contracting overseas. 

For example, a quasi-experimental study in northern England found a relational contracting 

approach to be both less costly and more effective in achieving outcomes, despite higher 

transaction costs associated with implementing a new approach.78 

  

https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/documents/2025-02/community-sector-grants-engagement-final.pdf
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-07/measuring-what-matters-statement020230721_0.pdf
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Conclusion  

This paper has outlined the research and evidence that informed the Australian Government’s 

proposed reforms to children and family programs, as set out in the Discussion Paper: A new 

approach to children and family programs. Drawing on insights from previous consultations and 

structured across three key areas—program structure, investment priorities, and new ways 

of working with service providers—the paper provides a foundation for meaningful reform. 

These findings should be considered alongside the Consultation Summary, which captures the 

voices and experiences of stakeholders and communities. Together, they shape a reform agenda 

that is grounded in evidence and focused on improving outcomes for children and families.  
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