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Action on the social determinants of health and health equity 
in Australian early childhood education policies 
This 12-month research project involved a desktop analysis of Australian federal and 
state/territory early childhood education (ECE) policies current in 2019 to understand the 
extent to which they recognized and proposed action on the social determinants of health 
and health equity.  This policy brief identifies strengths and weaknesses, and opportunities 
for improvement in Australian ECE policy.  

Evidence supports the importance of early childhood education and development 
ECE and development is recognised internationally as important for enabling children to 
grow into healthy and productive citizens who can contribute positively to society.  
Research evidence on ECE has shown that early childhood experiences and the 
environment in which children live directly affect their life course, development, and future 
opportunities.  A healthy childhood is linked to improved health outcomes over the life 
course. It also contributes to attainment of higher education levels, and consequently to 
adult income, employment and living conditions.  Evidence has shown that investing in the 
early years has lasting benefits throughout life, and long-term economic benefits for 
society; and that prioritising investment in those living in the most disadvantaged 
circumstances yields the greatest benefit.  ECE is recognised in research evidence as a 
social determinant of health with an important role in child development and in reducing 
health inequities.  To achieve sustained positive outcomes, quality ECE must be supported 
by engagement with families and communities and be followed by quality early schooling.   

Recommendations for policymakers 
Aus  other sectors to address the

non-education social determinants of health that directly affect families, and children’s
current and future lives, including: intergenerational disadvantage, income support,
employment, housing, incarceration and child protection.  This would support greater
horizontal (intersectoral) policy coherence and directly benefit child development and
wellbeing.

2. Whole-of-government policies that prioritise ECE can increase horizontal coherence by
building a shared policy agenda across sectors and a mandate for intersectoral action.
Whole-of-government ECE policy approaches should be supported.

3. Integrated models of early childhood services are important to provide inclusive,
comprehensive and coherent support responsive to the needs of children and families.



 
 

SOUTHGATE INSTITUTE FOR HEALTH, SOCIETY & EQUITY



 
 


	Evidence supports the importance of early childhood education and development
	Early childhood education policy coherence
	Responding to the social determinants of health and equity
	Policy silences
	Also see: van Eyk H, Baum F, Fisher M, MacDougall C, Lawless A. (2021). To what extent does early childhood education policy in Australia recognise and propose action on the social determinants of health and health equity? Journal of Social Policy, 10...




