
Building a Network Strategy for First 5



A shared strategy helps First 5 increase
influence, impact and funding



Part 1: Our Theory of Change



“Early experiences
affect how the brain
develops, shaping
how children learn,
behave, and grow.”

- The Center for the Developing Child
at Harvard University



What Happens in the First 5 Years Affects Us All

QUALITY EARLY
LEARNING

RESILIENT FAMILIES

Supporting the early years can change the trajectory of a lifetime – and a society

QUALITY EARLY
LEARNING

RESILIENT FAMILIES

COMPREHENSIVE
HEALTH AND
DEVELOPMENT

WHAT HAPPENS
AS A CHILD…

...AND THE REST
OF SOCIETY

…SHAPES
THE ADULT…

Positive parenting
that fosters social and
emotional resilience

Access to well-
coordinated
medical care

Participation
in high-quality
preschool

Improved ability to
relate to others in
school, work, and at
home

Healthy habits,
healthier lives

Increased likelihood
of high school
graduation

Safe and thriving
communities; reduced
social welfare costs

Healthier population,
savings on social and
medical costs

More skilled
workforce



Public Money Goes Furthest When We Invest in Our Youngest Kids

High-quality birth-to-five
programs for disadvantaged
children can deliver a 13%
return on investment



Other Countries Invest in Families, The US Lags
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Public Spending on Young Families as a % of GDP
Child Tax Credits, Childcare, Paid Family Leave, and Single Parent Support

And the US lags behind its global peers in spending on young families



Families Struggle to Navigate Support Systems

Childcare

Resource
Centers

Medical
System

Parks and
Playgrounds

Home
Visitors

Informal
Supports

Parent
Groups

Libraries

K-12

Child
Welfare

Mental
Health



We Are Not Meeting the Needs of CA’s Children

RESILIENT FAMILIES
• 1 in 7 children reported for abuse or neglect before age 5
• 1 in 4 young children in CA experience housing instability

QUALITY EARLY LEARNING
• Only 45% of 3rd graders read at grade level
• Child care costs are too high for most families

Those that benefit the most from early childhood supports are not getting what they need

COMPREHENSIVE HEALTH AND DEVELOPMENT
• As many as 10K children are missing out on cost-saving

early intervention each year
• CA kids have high rates of untreated dental decay

47% of CA’s
children live
in or near
poverty



First 5s Understanding of CA’s Challenge

Parents struggle
to navigate siloed
systems

Funding not
prioritized for 0-5

Society suffers
socially and
economically

First 5 focuses energy and assets upstream, to have greater impact

Poverty and
inequalities
persist

Children suffer in
their
development
(health, learning,
wellbeing)

Parents and
children have
insufficient access
to the community-
based support
they need



Part 2: First 5’s Strategic Assets



First 5 Network: Strengths & Assets

SIGNIFICANT FUNDER:

First 5 has made nearly $10B in
investments over 20 years, and uses
its experience to direct funds
strategically

LOCAL EXPERTISE - STATEWIDE:

First 5 works on the ground with
children and families in every CA
county, and develops innovative
solutions that work

EXTENSIVE PARTNERSHIPS:

First 5 has relationships with
families, government, nonprofits,
businesses, and influencers in
every county

A VOTER MANDATE:

First 5 is the only state entity
focused on the whole child and
empowered to coordinate all
sectors

These collective assets can only be leveraged when we work together



Key First 5 Investment Areas

Parent capacity-building
and supports

Safe, stable, and
supportive neighborhoods

Prevention of abuse
and neglect

QUALITY EARLY
LEARNING

RESILIENT FAMILIES

Universal screening
and early intervention

Mental health supports
for parents and children

High-quality prenatal
and new family care

High-quality universal
preschool

Linkages to mental health
and other supports

Access to quality
infant/toddler care

Mission: First 5 builds the early childhood systems and supports needed to ensure
California’s young children are safe, healthy, and ready to succeed in school and life

Research demonstrates the transformative power of these programs.

COMPREHENSIVE HEALTH
AND DEVELOPMENT



Strengthening Systems: Strategies and Activities

COMMUNICATIONS
educate, promote and shift attitudes and behaviors re: early
childhood development

ADVOCACY
elevate early childhood priorities in state and local
decision-making

COLLABORATION
bridge sectors, agencies and providers to create an integrated
system of care

SKILL BUILDING
support capacity of partners and families to support children

INNOVATION & LEARNING
continuous improvement and development of best practices
across the network

As a voice for the state’s youngest kids, we bring together partners and leverage
multiple funding sources to strengthen systems of care through:



The Work of First 5 is Holistic and Aspirational

First 5 builds the early childhood systems and supports
needed to ensure California’s young children are safe,
healthy and ready to succeed in school and life

One day, California’s success will be measured
by the wellbeing of its youngest children

As a voice for the state’s youngest kids, we bring
together partners and leverage multiple funding
sources to strengthen systems of care through:

• Communications

• Advocacy

• Collaboration

• Skill Building

• Innovation and Learning

So children and families have access to the
community-based supports they need.



Strengths of Both/And

1 First 5 works on behalf of ALL
children prenatal to age 5 and
their families

FOCUSES on those who lack the
access or supports they need to
achieve their maximum potential.

2 First 5 supports direct services
on the ground,

works to optimize larger systems
via coordination, advocacy, and
strategic investments.

3 First 5 emphasizes local control,
community-responsive funding

is a statewide system itself, built on thriving
connections and coordination across
counties, the Association and First 5 CA.

4 Taken together, the
First 5 network employs ALL
of these strategies;

the network is comprised of local
commissions who engage at different
levels depending on local resources
and priorities.



Part 3: Moving Forward Together



Summing Up Respective Roles
Given the relative strengths and differences of each party, these are the roles that each is best positioned to play in
supporting the network strategy:

Local Commissions Association State Commission

• Control local funding,
execute the strategy
on the ground

• Innovate and test ideas

• Cultivate local
relationships; engage
and build influence

• Facilitate strategic vision
setting for network

• Manage collective
knowledge

• Coordinate policy efforts
across network

• Support regional and
local capacity building,
with focus on leadership
development

• Build public will and
awareness through mass
media

• Network and partner with
“peer” government
agencies

• Activate and align
commissioners



What Can the Network Achieve Together?

• We bring our work to scale. More children and families have access to the supports that we
know make a difference.

• More funding for early childhood and First 5. Our commissions are strong and vital hubs.

• State policies better facilitate service provision for children, families, and providers.

• More collaboration across agencies and providers, across the state, ensures more
comprehensive support to children and families.



One day, California’s success will be measured by the wellbeing of its
youngest children


