
National and international trends: 
place-based approaches:

9 November 
Sue West, Associate Director 
Centre for Community Child Health, Murdoch Childrens Research Institute



About the Centre for Community Child Health

Our vision

The best start in life for all Australian children



Centre for Community Child Health
Specialist Paediatric Clinics Research

Evaluation & system 

innovation
Knowledge translation & 

impact

Offering specialist paediatric 

consultancy for children with a 

range of developmental and 

behavioural concerns, and training 

the paediatricians of the future

Work intensively with local 

communities to support the design, 

implementation and evaluation of 

robust, effective service systems 

and practices, and to create 

sustained change

Health services: improving health 

service systems to create high 

quality, efficient and cost effective 

interventions for children

Policy & equity: trialling innovative 

solutions to lift outcomes for all 

children with a focus on those most 

vulnerable

Transforming research into 

prevention, early intervention, 

better treatment, informed policy 

and practice, and improved health 

and wellbeing



First 1000 Days Evidence Paper

Examines the impact of early experiences on 
all aspects of development and functioning

Identifies the underlying determinants of 
health and wellbeing 

Will bring together experts, policymakers and 
practitioners to discuss the implications.



Leadership on place approaches





Chris Cuthbert: Better Start UK



Shifts in thinking

‘Old think’ ‘New think’

Isolated programmes Place-based strategies

Competing agendas Common purpose and collaboration

Picking up the pieces Focus on prevention

Parent v. child focus ‘Think Family’

Community v. expert Coproduction of evidence based services

Reactive interventions Pathways supporting prevention

‘Professional gift’ Sharing power and building capabilities

Data for compliance Data for learning and improving





Life course approach



Focused intervention



4 Cornerstones



• Long time horizons (staged approach)

• Context, context, context

• Understand the problem (together)

• Develop the vision, work and learn (together)

• Build capabilities – innovation; delivery; data and learning

• Focus on improving, not just proving 

Policy enablers



Moira Inkelas: learning and improvement
• Outcomes based

• Systems thinking

• Collaborative

• Data informed

• User centred

• Evidence based

• Rapid feedback

• Share and spread 
successes (and 
failures)



Solutions for a population:

…work at scale

…will spread to others 

…are sustained over time

Improving a system is different from improving a 
program.

Moira Inkelas: Learning and improvement 



However, the networks often get stuck…

• Working on too many complex problems and ideas at once

• Pursuing many small projects that have little collective impact

• Focusing all resources on a single outcome

• Focusing on policy rather than practice change

• Focusing on practice/programs without attention to scale

• Neglecting the human and technical aspects of effective change

(Adapted from Inkelas, 2013)



An improvement framework

The Model for Improvement (Langley et al, 2009)

Thinking part

Implementing part

(or the PDSA 

cycle)



How We Collaborate to Innovate
Extreme family orientation

Put families at the center

Clarity of purpose
Produce a coherent vision out of many problems

Solutions that scale
Create solutions that customize to work for all, spread, and sustain

Bias toward action
More “creating and doing”, than “meeting and planning”

Embrace experimentation and use of data for learning
Build to think and learn

Embrace ambiguity
Expect fog and take small steps to get unstuck

All contribute and take ownership
Bring together partners with diverse roles and viewpoints

Sources: StartStrong Co-Creation Session, February 25, 2014 (Business Innovation Factory), and IDEO 19



Lucas B & Nacer H. The habits of an improver. The Health Foundation. 2015.



Michael Little: Relational Policy

“ Relationships can lead to cognitive changes in children and young people: 
reconnecting with personal agency.”

• Civil society matters

• Learn from civil society

• Involve civil society

• Support local innovation

• Forge links



Tim Reddel:  DSS Policy

Key issues in Australia: 

• Lack of an agreed definition

• Lack of clarity on when to use

• Mixed evidence base on ‘what works’

• Governance & delivery systems not effective 



1973 1977 2000 2008 2009 2010

Whitlam government’s 
Australian Assistance Plan 

A ̀ potted’ history of Commonwealth Government place-
based approaches

Stronger Families and Communities 
Strategy (FaHCSIA)

2007

Support for Day to Day Living in the 
Community (D2DL) (Health)

2012 2013 20142011

Centrelink Place 
Based Services (PBS) 

initiative

2004

Communities for Children 
(DSS)

Better Futures, Local Solutions 
(BFLS) (DHS)

Cape York Welfare 
Reform Trial (CYWR) 
(FaHCSIA and PM&C)

ARC Linkage project: ARC/CfC
Creating the Conditions for Collective 

Impact (planned 7-year program)

1991 1996 

Building Better Cities 
program (DHRD)

Priority Employment Area 
Initiative (PEA)  (Employment)Locational Disadvantage 

(HHCS)

COAG Trials

ParentsNext
(Employment)

2016

Connected Beginnings
(Education)

1992 20021997 2003 2015

Empowered 
Communities (PM&C)

Regional Assistance 
Program (Employment) 

1997-2003
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Proposed DSS definition 
of place-based 
approaches

“A place-based approach is a 

collaborative, flexible response to local 

disadvantage in which the community is 

the primary driver of change, and where 

data and evidence are used to guide 

practice and innovation.

The goal is long term, large scale change 

and the development of the approach is 

shared between the community, 

governments and other stakeholders, and 

recognises the value of local knowledge 

and the primacy of social relationships

”
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Principles

1. Take a systems approach

2. Focus on data, evidence and outcomes

3. Long-term investment 

4. Understand the place

5. Partner with others

6. Local community decision-making

Guiding principles 

‘New think’

Place-based strategies

Common purpose and collaboration

Focus on prevention

‘Think Family’

Coproduction of evidence based services

Pathways supporting prevention

Sharing power and building capabilities

Data for learning and improving
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A tool for understanding differences 
between places

Community capacity to 
address disadvantage

Complexity/high capacity
(Complex disadvantage and high 
community capacity or readiness) 

Example response:
Collective Impact type approach

Complexity/low capacity
(Complex disadvantage and low 
community capacity or 
readiness)

Example response:
Community capacity building 
followed by Collective Impact 
type approach*
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Complicated/high capacity
(Complicated disadvantage and 
high community capacity or 
readiness)

Example response:
Service coordination

Complicated/low capacity
(Complicated disadvantage and 
low community capacity or 
readiness)

Example response:
Community capacity building 
and service coordination

Source: Adapted from the NZ Productivity Commission report on More effective social services, 2015
*See Attachment A p51 for a glossary of place-based approaches
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What this means for 
governments and 
communities

Cultural shift 

Data and evidence

Governance, accountability and risk

Roles for government: 
enabler/steward, catalyst, funder and 
deliverer 



Brian Head: reflections on Australian experience
Success factors

• Positive stories

• Sharing learning about what works

• Seek to “pool” diverse types of funding 

• Clarify scales of service delivery and degree of integration required

• Monitoring and evaluation need to be “fit-for-purpose”



Success factors

• Implementation and collaboration skills

• Involve community members 

• Seek long-term strategic planning and funding

• Be clear about where placed-based approaches are most necessary

• Bipartisan political support to optimise longevity     



Obstacles to these new approaches:

•Political

•Bureaucratic cultures

•Financial

•Managerial complexity 

30



Centre for Community Child Health

The best start in life for 

all Australian children



Indicators to 

drive change

Relational 

practice 

Using 

improvement 

for change

Existing 

evidence 

based 

services, 

programs and 

strategies

Innovation Implementation

A data driven and evidence based model of  system reform in 
early childhood

E
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Start

Get started

Build

Build a 

comprehensive 

early childhood 

community 

partnership
Learn

Learn about the 

community

Plan

Plan for change 

using an 

outcomes-

based approach

Implement

Support 

implementation 

of the plan

Review

Review and 

reflect on the 

work of the 

partnership

Step 1: Raise awareness

Step 7: Collect information

Step 8: Make sense of the information

Step 13: Make the plan happen

Step 14: Monitor delivery of the plan

Step 15: Check on the partnership

Step 16: Collect and analyse data

Step 17: Report on achievements

Step 18: Consider next steps
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Step 2: Harness support

Step 3: Establish or strengthen a partnership

Step 4: Create a shared understanding of how you will 
work together

Step 5: Create a vision

Step 6: Take an ecological approach

Step 9: Plan the difference you want to make

Step 10: Consider the evidence

Step 11: Plan how you will make the difference

Step 12: Develop a work plan

PLATFORMS: 
Centre for 
Community 
Child Health



Indicators to 

drive change

Relational 

practice 

Using 

improvement 

for change

Existing 

evidence 

based 

services, 

programs and 

strategies

Innovation Implementation

A data driven and evidence based model of  system reform in 
early childhood
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Using qualitative and quantitative data to explore how 

communities influence early child development



State and 
Federal 

Government 
Policies

Local 
Government

Community

Family

Child

Community-level 

factors influencing 

child development

KEY

Physical domain: Parks, public transport, road safety, housing

Social domain: Social capital, neighborhood, attachment, crime, 

trust, safety

Service domain: Quantity, quality, access and coordination of 

services

Governance domain: Citizen engagement

Socio-economic domain: Community SES
Kids in Communities Study

Goldfeld at al

Social Indicators, 2014



Indicators to 

drive change

Relational 

practice 

Using 

improvement 

for change

Existing 

evidence 

based 

services, 

programs and 

strategies

Innovation Implementation

A data driven and evidence based model of  system reform in 
early childhood
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Restacking the Odds: Reducing Inter-generational Disadvantage in Australia



Five fundamental strategies



Prioritisation matrix

Antenatal support

Sustained nurse
home visiting

Early childhood
education and care

Parenting programs

School-based early 
intervention

Quantity Quality Participation
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Drivers of performance gaps in a given community

• Are the strategies 
available locally in 
sufficient quantity, 
relative to size of the 
target population?

• Are the strategies 
delivered effectively, 
relative to evidence-
based performance 
standards?

• Do the targeted children 
and families 
participate, at the 
right dosage levels?

PRIORITISATION MATRIX
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Wedge model 



Indicators to 

drive change

Relational 

practice 

Using 

improvement 

for change

Existing 

evidence 

based 

services, 

programs and 

strategies

Innovation Implementation

A data driven and evidence based model of  system reform in 
early childhood
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Moving to an improvement paradigm



Improvement approach - Best Start logic model

Short-term outcome areas Best Start outcomes 
(medium term)

Service accessibility

Service continuity and 
collaboration

Relationship-based 
practices

Active outreach and 
engagement

Family awareness and 
beliefs about early 

learning

Children engage and 
participate in early 

childhood education

Children and families 
actively engage with MCH 
services at key ages and 

stages visits

StrategiesFocus / target Inputs

Set locallySet locally

Set locally, 
but focused 

on all 
Aboriginal 

children and 
families and 
children and 

families 
experiencing 
vulnerability



The role of Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles in Best Start

Primary Best Start 
outcomes

Short-
term 

outcome 
area

PDSA

PDSA

PDSA

PDSA

PDSA
Short-
term 

outcome 
area

Strategy

Strategy

PDSA cycles will test small actions, that when combined will comprise a strategy, and will 
contribute to attainment of short-term and Best Start outcomes



What it can look like in a community



Population outcomes: 
Children’s developmental 
progress at school entry

Quality of ECEC 

Population outcomes: 
Children’s 3rd grade reading 
proficiency 

Service system change

Primary outcomes: 
Kindergarten participation

And organising the data into community data dashboards
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improvement 
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Innovation Implementation

A data driven and evidence based model of  system reform in 
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Community 
memberSocial Worker
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drive change

Relational 

practice 

Using 

improvement 

for change

Existing 

evidence 

based 

services, 

programs and 

strategies

Innovation Implementation
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Opportunity Child Impact Partner 


