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The issue: 

Supporting positive growth, development and learning in the early years is increasingly 

recognised as vital to supporting the growth and development of strong and vibrant 

individuals, whānau/families and communities.  A number of factors are increasingly 

recognised as critical to healthy development, including the nature of early relationships 

with parents and caregivers, cognitive stimulation and access to adequate nutrition and 

healthcare. 

Foundation North has identified early years support for children up to five years as a 

priority area for funding.   

This fund aims to identify and support innovative responses that enable catalytic 

individual and systemic change.  Through funding initiatives that focus on the early years 

of a child’s life, the Foundation hopes to support the development of healthy children and 

whānau/families, and to support positive outcomes to improve life opportunities. 
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Fund focus: 

Priority population: Māori, Pacific and children from high needs communities 

Age range: Pregnancy through to the first five years of a child’s life  

 

The Fund will prioritise initiatives that: 

 Build on individual, whānau/family or community strengths 

 Are focused on outcomes 

 Are culturally responsive and based on credible evidence 

 Support children in the context of also supporting whānau/family and communities, 

and that engage effectively with children and whānau/family 

 Incorporate multiple intervention support  

 Develop relationships across communities and sectors to enable the development of 

longer term, sustainable solutions. 

 

Evidence at a glance: Why focus on the early years? 

Supporting a child’s healthy development begins early in life.  Evidence suggests that 

supportive intervention early in a child’s life can provide a strong foundation for a person’s 

lifelong health, cognitive development and future potential. 

A child’s early experiences and development can provide a positive framework for their 

future development, or can result in the development of ongoing challenges to wellbeing: 

 There is increasing recognition of the importance of having a positive childhood, 

especially in the early years of life. This includes a warm and caring relationship 

with a parent or caregiver. i 

 Women who are stressed and anxious during pregnancy are at increased risk of 

having babies that may have delays in growth and development, or emotional and 

behavioural problems. ii 

 Nutrition during pregnancy is a key influence on a child’s lifelong health, cognitive 

development and future potential. iii 

 The early environments in which children live leave a lasting signature on the brain, 

and children’s developing brains are vulnerable to the negative effects of stress and 

nutritional problems.iv 
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It is important to recognise that not all children who are identified as vulnerable in their 
early life experiences will develop poorer outcomes as they get older.  However, recent New 
Zealand evidence demonstrates a clustering of risk factors for parents, and negative 
outcomes for children.v  The most common cluster of risk factors describes young, single 
mothers who do not have formal educational qualifications, receive social benefit support, 
live in areas of high deprivation, in over-crowded rental housing, and who have 
experienced high levels of physical, emotional and or financial stress during pregnancy.  
Such clusters of risk factors highlight the need for programmes that are able to respond to 
the complex contexts that increase the vulnerability of children. 

There is increasing evidence that effective support can enhance the likelihood of positive 

developmental outcomes for children, through the development and delivery of planned, 

evidence-based and culturally appropriate programmes during the early years.vi   

Positive outcomes for children and their whānau/family are associated with: 

 Early intervention, using the best available evidence, in the lives of mothers who are 

identified as most vulnerable 

 Innovative multi-faceted programmes, which include educational, mental health 

and wellbeing components, support child-friendly environments, and highlight the 

importance of the first 1000 days 

 A strengths-based approach that is inclusive and culturally responsive, and that 

includes strong links to community support. 

 
When a child’s early experiences and environments are enriching, supportive and positive, 
children are more likely to grow up well and go on to become positive contributing 
members of society, who feel loved, valued and a part of a healthy whānau. 
 
Supporting the early years requires a multi-faceted approach, involving support for 
parents, children and whānau/families.  Internationally, there is growing interest and 
support for ‘two-generation 2.0’ programmes that focus on supporting positive outcomes 
for parents and their children, with a particular focus on education.vii  Focusing on the 
needs of parents, group parenting programmes can have positive outcomes for parents by 
improving their mental health and wellbeing, along with children’s developmental 
outcomes.  Focusing on the needs of children, a review of effective interventions in early 
childhood identified programme features that may be associated with better outcomes, 
including better trained caregivers, smaller child-to-staff ratios, and greater intensity of 
programme hours.viii 
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Good practice guidelines for early years 

Informed by the international and national literature, Foundation North is interested in 

working across the community and different sectors to contribute to long-term, sustainable 

solutions. Effective early years programmes that support healthy development and 

outcomes for children are characterised by: 

 A good understanding of local needs and opportunities, and demonstrable 

intersectoral collaboration 

 Evidence and knowledge of previous programmes that have worked well, and less 

well, with local communities 

 Targeting clusters of risk factors to reduce vulnerability and enhance the likelihood 

of positive outcomes 

 An inter-generational and multi-faceted approach to support children, their 

parents, and whānau/family 

 Being responsive to the needs of priority populations 

 Being responsive to Māori and Pacific people’s needs, priorities and aspirations 

 Including trained programme staff and smaller child-to-staff ratios 

 Having a clear outcomes framework and approach to understanding impact  

 Strengths and needs-based principles and positive values 

 Documenting competencies gained through evaluation 

 Embracing continuous improvement 

 Organisational policies and practices that meet the requirements of all relevant 

legislation. 
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