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Overview

Social Ventures Australia (SVA) envisions an Australia where all children — regardless of where they

live, or the challenges their family face — have the opportunity to thrive. Over the past few years, SVA
has built a strong evidence base demonstrating the transformative potential of Early Childhood Hubs

(ECHs) in supporting children and families experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage.

This project sought to elevate the voices and lived experiences of children, families and practitioners
engaged with ECHs. By highlighting what families and practitioners value most, the research
deepens understanding of best practice and provides insights that can be used to optimise hubs to
better meet child and family needs. These findings will also inform advocacy for better supports and
the expansion of hubs into more areas of greatest need.

To achieve this, SVA partnered with The Australian Centre for Social Innovation (TACSI) to
undertake a strengths-based storytelling process across five ECHs nationwide. Together, we listened
to the stories of more than 17 families and 20 staff working in ECHs — capturing rich insights into
what makes hubs effective, meaningful, and life-changing.

We found that families experience ECHs as transformative places that nurture the wellbeing of the
whole family. ECHs provide spaces for play, learning, health, social work and connection for families
living in communities with high socioeconomic disadvantage. They help families navigate complex
systems and provide ongoing support through trusted relationships with dedicated staff and
volunteers.

We extend our sincere thanks to the families, practitioners and partners who generously shared their
stories with SVA and TACSI for this research project.

Early Childhood Hubs (ECHSs) are service and social hubs where children and families can
access key services and connect with other families. They usually take the form of a centre
providing a range of child and family services, including early learning, maternal and child health
and family support. ECHs offer a range of tiered services to support families facing complex
challenges. They also provide a space for families to socialise and build networks, a critical
component to creating self-sustaining, cohesive communities.
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Figure 1: Early Childhood Hubs that participated in the lived experience research.

Insights from this fieldwork were synthesised to highlight:
1. The role and impact of hubs.

2. Stepping stones of change — five common themes or patterns describing the features and
functions of ECHs.

3. Hub patterns in action — documenting the child and family experiences of the five ECHs as
journey maps (refer to the complete report for this information).
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This research found that ECHs support families through five key ‘stepping stones’ for change:
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Figure 2: Lived and/or living experiences of Early Childhood Hubs, including the ‘Stepping stones’ for change and key
characteristics.

The role and impact of hubs

Families described ECHs as life-changing places of safety, comfort and support. They valued hubs
as welcoming “one-stop-shops”, where multiple services are brought together under one roof —
making it easier to navigate complex systems. Families emphasised the importance of early, ongoing
and non-judgemental help, flexible wrap-around support, and staff who walk alongside them through
crises and everyday challenges. Hubs were seen as trusted navigators — helping families access
support across housing, parenting, child development, finances and more. This continuity of care
reduces stress, strengthens family capability, and helps children thrive.

“You don’t have to go looking, they’re just there, and they already know your story” — family

For families facing challenges across housing, health, education and employment, fragmented
systems often make it harder to get the help they need. ECHs bridge these gaps — acting as trusted
‘stepping stones’ that provide responsive supports to families’ whenever they need it, for as long as
it's required. By connecting families to help at the right time, hubs deliver integrated, timely and
compassionate support. However, hub practitioners emphasised that to deliver impact, hubs require
flexible, ongoing funding and common ways of working across programs.

“They helped with housing, child behaviour, finance, Centrelink, childcare, bank” — family
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Figure 3: Comparison of families’ experiences without and with access to ECHs.

Family
journeys

at Early
Childhood

Easy to access
one location

¢ Social &
: amotional
development’ .-+~

" MCHN,
¢ Midwife & |
.. Lactation

Early learning
: &school
;. readiness

Developmant
soreenings ;

2. Children’s
Wellbeing &
Development

Accessing ™,
: & navigating |
“ONDIS S
3. Parent B
Confidence & ; Circlaof
L Security

Capability

Financial
navigation

7 Dadsa
i men's H
", programs -

Hubs help families overcome barriers to access that can stem from experiences of stigma, trauma,
financial hardship, housing instability or social isolation. They ease the emotional and practical
burden of navigating complex and fragmented systems. By providing holistic, place-based, and co-
located services — from playgroups and parenting programs to health, legal, allied health, and cultural
support — ECHSs respond to diverse needs without needing families to retell their stories multiple
times. Practitioners also highlighted the value of judgement-free spaces where staff build strong,
trusting relationships with families, meeting them where they are and reducing barriers to support.

“The system is not designed for vulnerable people to navigate” — family

Challenges that affected families accessing support
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Figure 4: Complexity of intersecting challenges that create barriers to families accessing support.

Through ongoing, integrated support, families gain confidence, connection and a sense of belonging.
Many transition from participants to volunteers or community advocates or even pursue education
and employment pathways. By embedding themselves in the community, hubs become anchors of
stability and growth — strengthening outcomes for children, families and the broader community.
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“I'm a social butterfly now. They can’t get rid of me” — family
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Figure 5 illustrates the stepping stones through which ECHs create positive outcomes for children,
families, and communities.

‘Stepping stones’ of change
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Figure 5: Ongoing impacts of ECHs for families and communities.

The stepping stones of change
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The five stepping stones presented in Figure 5, were derived from consistent practice patterns
observed across five ECHs. While these patterns are universal, each hub described them differently -
tailoring approaches to their local context, community needs, and funding arrangements. These
insights were drawn from multiple family, staff, and practitioner perspectives and informed by journey
maps documenting how families engage with services and how their needs and relationships
progress over time.

1. Safe & trusting foundations

ECHs create a foundation of safety and trust, offering low-barrier, welcoming entry points — such as
playgroups, drop-in sessions, or in-home outreach — that allow families to engage with support at
their own pace. Families consistently describe hubs as places where they feel seen, supported, and
safe, confident that their children are well cared for. This foundation allows families to access
practical supports, lean on hubs in times of need, and engage with services that might otherwise feel
overwhelming or inaccessible.

Key enablers: relational engagement, warm introductions, welcoming spaces, long-term community-
based staff, and cultural presence.

“| feel safe, welcome and comfortable here” — family

© Social Ventures Australia Limited, 2025
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Lived experience story: From crisis to community

| was carrying too much on my own, fleeing violent relationships and losing kids to the system.
When | found out | was pregnant again, the fear was overwhelming, and | had low trust.
Everything changed when | was introduced to the hub and connected with a caseworker who
stood beside me and really listened. The hub felt safe, welcoming, and non-judgemental. |
received support for housing, Centrelink, counselling, and school needs. | kept my baby and
regained my confidence. Through women’s groups and new friendships, I finally felt less alone.
The hub gave me the stepping stones to rebuild my family and life.

2. Children’s wellbeing & development

ECHs support children’s growth and learning through playgroups, health checks, allied health
services, and programs that ensure continuity between home, hub, and school. Families consistently
cite their children’s development as the main reason they engage with the hub, valuing early
identification of needs, timely referrals, practical support with routines and school readiness.
Coordinated service delivery helps prevent children from “falling through the gaps” and gives parents
confidence that their child’s wellbeing is supported holistically.

Key enablers: early screening and assessment, linking home and hub, support for children with
disabilities, and coordinated transitions with schools and partners.

“They will help organise a paediatrician appointment at the school where children are
comfortable.” — family

Lived experience story: Connected to culture

Life hasn’t been easy, but the hub has been a grounding place for my grandchildren and me.
Walking in, | saw Aboriginal staff and language on the walls — | knew my granddaughter could
belong. She’s growing in confidence, independence, and connection to her Culture, even
bringing home words from her great-grandfather’s language. The hub supports all my grandkids,
helping with paperwork for school, ADHD assessments, and even providing food when things
are tight. I'll always carry the load for my grandkids, but now | know I'm not carrying it alone. The
hub is with us, helping my kids grow strong in who they are and connecting us to community and
Culture.

3. Parent confidence & capability

ECHs play a vital role in building parents’ and carers’ confidence and capability through gentle
encouragement, parenting programs, practical support. Families describe feeling less isolated, more
confident in their parenting, and proud of what they can contribute. Over time, some parents move
from participants to volunteers or even paid employment at the hub and beyond. By lightening
everyday pressures and providing ongoing encouragement, hubs help parents find the energy to
advocate for their children and pursue opportunities for themselves.

Key enablers: support with life’s needs, connecting and integrating services, stepping stones to
confidence, Dad’s programs and men’s modelling, participant-to-volunteer pathways.

“Helped me build belief in myself” — family
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Lived experience story: Breaking free of fear

When [ first came to Australia, | felt shy, alone, and lost. A warm invitation to the hub and its
playgroups gave me a reason to leave the house and connect with other women who
understood what | was going through. The hub helped with my daughter’s separation anxiety
and little by little, | came out of my shell. | started attending the English language classes,
volunteering, and eventually enrolling in a Community Support Worker course. The hub gave me
more than English or playgroups — it gave me belonging, independence, and a multicultural
community where my children and | could grow safe and strong. Now I feel independent. | have
friends, | have skills, | have confidence, and I'm proud to give back.

4. Wrap-around home support

ECHs recognise that children’s learning and development depend on the wellbeing of the whole
household. Staff and volunteers offer practical assistance — such as food hampers, dignity packs,
help with fees, and navigation across housing, Centrelink, schools, and NDIS. Co-location with
health, education, and early intervention services ensures timely, coordinated support before crises
escalate. Families describe hubs as a single, trusted place to turn when life feels overwhelming — a
safety net that allows them to focus on their children’s wellbeing rather than day-to-day survival.

Key enablers: crisis navigation, flexible program design, low or no cost fees, and on-demand food
relief.
“The biggest strengths are all the services offered, and how staff act as cheerleaders and
supporters... if they can’t do it, they’'ll give a warm referral. They don’t leave you hanging” —
family

Lived experience story: Guardian angels supporting through crisis

When life fell apart after my pneumonia turned into a brain injury, the hub became my lifeline.
Staff built trust slowly, supported me in meetings with schools, helped navigate NDIS and
appointments, and walked alongside me every step of the way. Bit by bit, | found myself again —
volunteering, building friendships, and gaining confidence. From isolation and fear, | now have
purpose, connection, and the courage to imagine a future. | dream of working in youth services
now. The hub gave me the stepping stones to rebuild my life.

5. Ongoing connection & belonging

ECHs foster a sense of community where families feel accepted, included, and supported. Through
playgroups, cultural events, and programs for diverse groups — including Aboriginal families and
neurodivergent children — hubs affirm culture and identity, embrace difference, and build lasting
relationships between families, staff, and volunteers. For many families, hubs counter isolation
caused by relocation, unsafe relationships, or systemic barriers, creating a “village” that helps
parents raise their children with connection and confidence.

Key enablers: acceptance and reducing isolation, multicultural and inclusive programs,
understanding intersectionality, and becoming a community.

“We’re more connected to others and ourselves” — family
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Lived experience story: They are the reason why

| was seven months pregnant, alone, and had nowhere to go — sleeping on the floor of a
stranger’s home, then moving into crisis accommodation. The hub caseworker came to the
hospital when my baby was born, set up my room at the crisis accommodation — helping me to
build trust at a time when | had very little left. The co-location of services is really helpful, they
helped me navigate housing, Centrelink, and early support for my son. With practical help, food
from the hub’s pantry, childcare, and regular check-ins, | gained stability and learned to be a
mum. Over time, | found my place in the community — through playgroups, volunteering, and
fundraising. The hub gave me belonging, support, and the confidence to give back and build a
future for my son.

Key messages

This research demonstrates that ECHs have a transformative impact on children, families, and
communities. Families consistently describe hubs as safe, welcoming, and supportive spaces where
multiple services come together under one roof. They value the trusted relationships, non-
judgemental help, and holistic wrap-around support that helps them navigate complex systems, build
confidence, and strengthen family and community connections.

Hubs are achieving this impact while operating within complex, fragmented systems and managing
short-term, inflexible funding arrangements. Practitioners emphasise that sustaining and scaling
success requires long-term, flexible investment, culturally responsive practice, and relational,
community-led approaches that lower barriers, foster belonging build lasting trust.
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Children, families, and practitioners point to four priorities for sustaining and scaling the success of
ECHs, outlined below.

Sustainable, So that families
flexible funding have a consistent,
Ensure adequate, long-term, trustworthy

flexible funding. place to go.

Integration across So that families can
co-located services move through
Integrate all co-located connected services
services. with dignity.

Awareness and So that families
stigma-free pathways feel proud to walk
Raise awareness of early, into hubs early,

stigma-free access. before crisis hits.

Whole-of-childhood So that children
programming experience continued

whole-of-life,
wraparound support. wraparound support.

Continue integrated,

ECHs represent the gold standard for integrated early years’ service delivery — a proven, place-
based model with the power to transform outcomes for children and communities. SVA supports all
children experiencing early childhood disadvantage having the opportunity to access a high-quality
ECH. To progress this, SVA recommends that the Federal Government, in partnership with states
and territories, embeds integrated and holistic high-quality early years models, including ECHs, into
national funding and policy frameworks. With the right long-term investment, ECHs can be scaled
nationally to deliver lasting, equitable impact for families experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage
across Australia.

Next steps and implications for SVA’s work

SVA has a dedicated program of work focused on embedding, strengthening, and scaling high-
quality ECHs in Australia’s early years systems. We know that fragmented, siloed, and inequitable
systems mean too many children miss out on the supports they need to thrive. Building on the
insights shared through this lived experience research, SVA is committed to centring the voices of
children, families, and hub practitioners through its work to expand and strengthen ECHs nationwide.
This research will be used to highlight lived experience, guide submissions to government inquiries
and reform processes, and strengthen the case for ongoing investment in hubs. By privileging the
perspectives of those with lived experience, we can ensure that expansion and scaling efforts are
grounded in what families and communities actually value and need, helping more children and
families access the transformative benefits of ECHs.
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Legal disclosure statement

This report has been prepared by Social Ventures Australia Limited AFSL: 428 865 (ACN 100 487
572) (SVA). The information contained in this model should be considered as general information
only and does not purport to contain all the information that a recipient may desire. It does not intend
or purport to provide financial or commercial advice. SVA does not provide financial advice, and
recipients should seek their own independent financial advice. Further, statements in this report are
not intended to be tax advice and investors should consult a professional tax adviser, if necessary,
for tax advice. Statements in this report on past performance should not be treated as an indication of
future performance. To the extent permitted by law, SVA and their respective related bodies
corporate, officers, employees and advisors do not make any representation or warranty as to, or
take responsibility for the accuracy, reliability or completeness of any information in this report nor do
they give any assurance that the results, performance, valuations or achievements expressed or
implied by the forward-looking statements contained in this report will occur. Recipients are cautioned
not to place undue reliance on such information. Whilst this report has been prepared by SVA in
good faith and with due care, to the extent permitted by law, SVA and their respective related bodies
corporate, officers, advisors and employees disclaim all liability that may otherwise arise due to any
information contained in this report being inaccurate or due to information being omitted from this
document, whether by way of negligence or otherwise.
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