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The Early Childhood Developmental Health

Systems (ECDHS): Evidence to Impact Center Systems Change
helps local and state systems advance the

health and well-being of young children. Conditions

ECDHS strategies are guided by the Water The Water of Systems Change
of Systems Change framework, in which framework identifies six
mental models are deeply held beliefs and conditions that work together

to support authentic and
lasting systems change,
including:

assumptions that shape how we think, act,
and communicate.!

_ o Policies
State and local systems leaders, providers'?,

and other partners can adopt the following
evidence- and expert-informed mental
model strategies to support early childhood
developmental health.

e Practices
¢ Resource Flows

e Relationships &
Connections

e Power Dynamics
¢ Mental Models

Providers include all those who work with young children and their families, including health care, education, social
service, and other community-based organizations.



https://earlychildhoodimpact.org/resource/systems-change-in-early-childhood-using-the-water-of-systems-change-framework/
https://earlychildhoodimpact.org/resource/systems-change-in-early-childhood-using-the-water-of-systems-change-framework/

Revisit practices to challenge assumptions, realign values, and sustain

innovation.

Examine common perspectives about systems change that shape decision-making. Encourage
leaders and partners to think critically about existing assumptions that guide current systemic
efforts (e.g., linear vs iterative approaches, deficit vs strength-based thinking, expertise and
decision-making imbalances).

Understand current beliefs before implementing new practices. Set aside time to explore
assumptions about how and why practices will work. Validate these assumptions with systems
partners and families, then obtain feedback to inform decisions on new practices.?

Foster an environment that values prevention. Engage partners in discussions about the
importance of developmental promotion, family-engaged developmental monitoring, and
universal screening, even when resources are limited.2 Emphasize how screening can strengthen
prevention by building relationships and trust between providers and families.*

Build institutional commitment to sustain innovative strategies. Short-term funding often
supports new strategies (e.g., pilot projects), and systems may resist maintaining these strategies
once funding is gone. Before these projects are complete, plan for continued investment in
effective strategies that work to maintain progress and prevent disruption when funding periods
end.®

Understand and practice authentic collaboration.

Approach collaboration with an open mindset.
Collective action involves multiple partners with
different perspectives and approaches. Take time to
find common ground and establish a creative base
for collaboration.® Consider using a trained third-
party facilitator to help create an environment that
encourages an open mindset.

Stay flexible with project goals. Systems change
work is not linear. As collaboration moves forward,
workplans and deliverables may need to change.
Encourage partners to develop flexible plans that
emphasize communication, relationship-building, and
continuous improvement.*
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Adopt a mindset that prioritizes community experience in systems
efforts.

Build community trust by partnering with those being served. Create opportunities for
community members and families to share their perspectives on system challenges and help
shape planning strategies (e.g., invite family leaders to serve on a Medicaid Beneficiary Advisory
Committee, adopt the Engagement in Action framework). Supporting families to lead in the
process can result in solutions designed with—and by—the people they are meant to serve.®

Identify system issues from the community perspective. Dedicate time and resources to learn
how families and communities perceive the system. Use their feedback to develop strategies,
rather than focusing on downstream strategies that are easily identifiable but often miss
underlying or short-term issues. This approach can reveal significant challenges experienced by
families that may otherwise be overlooked by system leaders.®
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