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A framework for the Future Healthy 
Countdown 2030: tracking the health and 
wellbeing of children and young people to hold 
Australia to account

Perhaps the most basic measure of societal 
progress is that our children will be better 
off than their parents, building a thriving, 

more equitable and sustainable Australia for future 
generations. Today, it seems we are failing in this basic 
measure of societal achievement.

Despite many gains, such as increased immunisation 
rates1 and educational attainment,2 inequities have 
increased steadily in Australia over the past two 
decades3,4 and children and young people are faring 
poorly across core metrics. For example, one in six 
children live in poverty,5 one in four experience 
overweight or obesity,6 three in five adults report 
experiencing some form of child maltreatment,7 one 
in two adolescents are very or extremely worried 
about climate change,8 and one in seven children and 
adolescents have a mental disorder.9 For children and 
young people in priority populations (eg, Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander origin or low income households), 
health and wellbeing outcomes are often far worse.10

As a wealthy nation, we have the tools to redirect 
the current trajectory for children and young people 
and ensure we create a thriving, sustainable and 
equitable society. However, turning this around will 
require considerable societal focus, political will and 
policy effort. Measuring what matters to children 
and young people needs to be placed at the heart of 
policy decision making, with government commitment 
to regular reporting and with clear accountability 
mechanisms.

This inaugural MJA supplement proposes a path 
forward for Australia to create policy environments 
that centre on the health and wellbeing of our 
children and young people and future generations. 
This requires systemic policy change. It means 
thinking about upstream root causes, such as the 
social determinants of health (eg, commercial, 
structural, political and economic determinants), 
prevention, and pre-distribution of spending (rather 
than redistribution), and should involve young people 
and children’s voices in decision making.11,12 This 
necessitates an economy that works for the people and 
the planet13 — where children’s and young people’s 
health and wellbeing are considered the real and 
measurable profit to the current and future economy.

The Future Healthy Countdown 2030 (the Countdown) 
aims to spotlight the health and wellbeing of children 
and young people by:

• measuring and monitoring progress on critical 
indicators in the lead-up to 2030;

• galvanising policy and public action, while 
providing accountability for essential improvements 
on critical indicators;

• showcasing the best available evidence that can be 
actioned to affect core measures; and

• spotlighting current policy priorities that need 
urgent attention.

Why do we need the Countdown?

Like many high income countries, decades of an 
economy focused on growth at all costs, rather than 
sustainable and equitable growth, has threatened the 
health and wellbeing of children and young people 
and future generations.14,15 It has also contributed to a 
culmination of “wicked problems” — those complex 
social and cultural problems that are interconnected 
and difficult to solve. Examples of such problems 
include the climate emergency, obesity, gross 
inequities and a mental health crisis, all of which 
disproportionately affect our children and young 
people, particularly those in priority groups.3,10

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic 
shone a light on Australia’s inequities,16 with children 
and young people faring poorly and emerging as a 
strong policy interest.17 It is now critical to maintain 
this interest and consider how best to manage these 
complex issues with a sense of urgency. Australia 
also has many strengths (eg, high quality existing 
service and prevention systems), making it poised 
to turn things around, particularly through policy 
environments.

Policies for children and young people often focus 
on their closest environments — family, school and 
community — and these are key to ensuring children 
can thrive. But the effects of policies within a wider 
circle of environmental influences — workplaces, 
societal, economic, political and cultural — also have 
an impact on their lives (Box 1).18,19 As outlined by 
Stanley and colleagues19 almost two decades ago, 
these influences are outside the control of families and 
schools, yet they can enable or disable healthy futures 
by creating a civil or uncivil society (Box 1). A key 
example has been our failure to prioritise preventive 
health spending, which comprised a mere 2% of health 
expenditure in 2019 and saw Australia rank 30 out of 
40 on the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) league table of countries.20

The Countdown will report on the most important 
health and wellbeing outcomes for children and 
young Australians — those where change could make 
a real difference in their lives by 2030, laying down 
the stepping stones for a better future. We will track 
progress towards these outcomes as a way of holding 
us all, particularly policy makers and governments at 
all levels, to account on these metrics. We plan to do 
this every year through publication in the MJA and 
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through our collective voice and advocacy, pushing us 
all to go beyond the rhetoric.

Current national leadership and initiatives for 
children and young people

Australia has invested substantially in measuring 
and tracking the health and wellbeing of children 
and young people. For example, over 13 outstanding 
Australian child and young people wellbeing 
frameworks already exist, such as the Australian 
Children’s Wellbeing Index, UNICEF/Australian 
Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY),10 
and the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
Children’s Headline Indicators.21 These frameworks 
measure outcomes across a wide range of domains that 
reflect key health, social, cultural and environmental 
aspects of young Australian lives. They have been 
important for spotlighting children and young people’s 
health and wellbeing, with some gathering sporadic 
political traction. However, it has been challenging to 
get buy-in from policy makers, financial investment 
and the general public. A major reason for this has 
been a lack of national coordination of children’s policy 
and the fact that children’s and young people’s health 
and wellbeing are not a national priority.

Policy developments in recent years have begun to 
emphasise the health, wellbeing and development of 
children and young people. The federal government 
has made a commitment to “leaving no-one 
behind” through the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development,22 the National Children’s Mental Health 
and Wellbeing Strategy,23 the Early Years Strategy,24 
Measuring What Matters as part of Australia’s First 
Wellbeing Framework,25 Australia’s Youth Policy 
Framework26 and Youth Advisory Groups established 
by the Office for Youth.27

The Uluru Statement from the Heart28 provides a 
clear agenda for health and other policies that would 
help deal with the ongoing intergenerational effects 
of colonisation that continue to affect children’s 
and young people’s health, education and social 
wellbeing.29,30 When Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people are empowered to make decisions 
about their community’s health and wellbeing, this 
can have a profound impact.31 A constructive national 
dialogue and a new path must be forged to help ensure 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices are 
heard and that we close the gap.

Similarly, the national Measuring What Matters 
Wellbeing Framework25 represents a major step in 
the right direction and includes some key child- and 
youth-centred measures, with a special focus on the 
early years. However, in its current form it does not 
provide any mechanism for government accountability. 
The Countdown will complement the government 
framework and contribute clear accountability measures 
tailored to improve policy and funding to achieve better 
outcomes for children and young people.

National action plans or strategies, frameworks, 
taskforces, seminal reports and well intended policies 

1 Societal factors that promote a civil society for children and young people19

Source: reproduced with permission from Stanley et al.19 ◆
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will ultimately fail unless they are implemented 
through systemic policy change and a long term 
vision to bring about equity and intergenerational 
advancement.32 Policy making is highly dependent on 
how Australia’s short policy and political cycles can 
respond to significant policy and societal challenges. 
This requires advocacy, expert knowledge and public 
awareness to be harnessed to achieve political will 
and commitment along with legislative initiative, 
bipartisan support and a national commitment to 
monitoring, evaluation and reporting. Only with a 
committed longer term lens can we avoid the collapse 
of well intended polices at the end of each political 
cycle.

These issues are by no means isolated to Australia. 
Other countries have begun to address them 
systematically and we can learn from these examples. 
The Nordic countries have done this well for decades, 
with policies aimed at creating fair societies.33 
Subsequently, the Nordic countries have some of the 
lowest rates of children living in poverty compared 
with other OECD countries.34 More recently, Wales 
implemented a novel legislative mechanism where 
intergenerational impacts form part of budgeting 
and policy decisions.35 Meanwhile, other Wellbeing 
Economy Governments, such as New Zealand and 
Scotland, have committed to using child wellbeing 
measures as part of budgeting reporting and 
recognising intergenerational effects.36-38

European countries have also recently agreed to 
a “child guarantee” to prevent and combat social 
exclusion by guaranteeing effective access of children 
in need to a set of key services (eg, free early childhood 
education and care, free health care, and adequate 
housing).39 What all of these examples include is 
clear government accountability for the health and 
wellbeing of children and young people and, in some 
cases, future generations (ie, the Future Generations 
Commissioner in Wales). In Australia, we currently 
lack coordination and accountability for children’s and 
young people’s policy, with it being widely dispersed 
across portfolios and jurisdictions.

Major existing frameworks and how they inform 
the Countdown

The Countdown aims to build on and draw attention 
to existing work. Within Australia, there has already 
been tremendous progress to understand what matters 
to children and young people. From our review of 
the peer reviewed and grey literature, together with 
our networks, we identified existing frameworks that 
reflect the breadth of national and state and territory 
efforts in articulating priority outcome areas for 
children and/or young people.

Specifically, we were interested in current frameworks 
that comprise multiple domains of child or youth 
wellbeing, or that establish multiple priority areas 
for policy. We also sought to include an international 
perspective for comparison. This led to mapping 
16 highly regarded established frameworks that 
measure the health, wellbeing and development 
of children and young people, comprising seven 

national10,21,23,26,40-42 and six state-based Australian 
frameworks43-48 and three major international 
frameworks.49-51 We then conducted a literature review 
to examine their developmental age span, number of 
domains, outcomes and indicator measures, reporting 
period, accountability mechanisms, and if they were 
developed with input from children and young people.

A high level summary of the literature review is 
presented in Box 2. Each framework is also detailed 
in the Supporting Information, appendix A, and a full 
list of framework domains and indicator measures 
is included in the Supporting Information, appendix 
B. The quality, expertise and evidence base of each 
framework were considered, with each providing key 
elements relevant to our purpose. Particular issues 
identified in the literature review that are central to 
our aims for the Countdown are outlined below.

First, age coverage was often separated between child 
or adolescent frameworks, with just over half of the 
frameworks covering the full developmental age span 
from birth to young adulthood. Investments targeted 
at early childhood development (age 0–8 years) have 
been long understood to improve outcomes later in 
life.52 Similarly, investment in adolescents and young 
adults (age 10–24 years) is critical and yields a triple 
dividend of benefits.53 As the late Professor George 
Patton so perfectly articulated, by investing in this age 
group “you change not only the present lives of young 
people, but also their future adult health trajectories 
and the welfare of the children their generation will 
go on to parent”.54 Many frameworks, policies and 
services take a child legislative approach up to the 
age of 18 years only. But young adulthood is a major 
transition period incorporating change, exploration 
and risk taking55 and where mental disorders can 
emerge or compound.56 Thus, any attempt to measure 
what matters to children and young people must 
consider the full developmental spectrum from ages 0 
to 24 years.57

Second, only half of the frameworks were developed 
with the involvement of young people. Children and 
young people are experts in their own lives;58 they 
can offer rich, contemporary perspectives on their 
own experiences, wellbeing and worries, as well as 
unique solutions.59 This also matters from a rights 
perspective, where, under Article 12 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
children have a right to be heard, to have their views 
respected and to have a say on issues concerning them, 
particularly where adults are making decisions that 
affect them.60 Tasmania’s Child and Youth Wellbeing 
Strategy43 provides an example of how children and 
young people’s voices can shape policy priorities 
and investments, and the Victorian Department of 
Education’s Amplify toolkit illustrates how student 
voices can have positive impacts on school culture and 
student outcomes.61,62

Third, the review revealed that the six domains 
(valued, loved and safe; material basics; healthy; 
learning; participating; and positive sense of identity 
and culture) that form the Nest,42 a wellbeing 
framework developed by ARACY in 2012, were 
commonly used across the frameworks. These domains 
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have been adopted by UNICEF in the Australian 
Children’s Wellbeing Index,10 by the Tasmanian 
Government in their Child and Youth Wellbeing 
Strategy,43 and the Northern Territory Government in 
their Story of our Children and Young People.48 The 
constructs are also closely mirrored by the six domains 
of the New Zealand Government’s 2019 Child and 
Youth Wellbeing Strategy.49 It is unsurprising that the 
Nest framework has been adopted widely, given that 
it was developed considering the voices of more than 
4000 children, families and experts.63 A comprehensive 
refresh of the Nest, incorporating a new generation of 
child and youth voices, is anticipated in 2024.

Fourth, the volume of indicators used in the 
frameworks ranged from 16 to over 100, with most 
focusing on measuring deficits rather than taking 
a strengths-based approach. Ignoring positive 
outcomes puts us at risk of not understanding the 
complete picture of what shapes health and wellbeing 
at the population level.64 Recognising the social, 
psychological and environmental influences that 
facilitate positive health and wellbeing has been 
shown to have a comparable impact on health as a 
focus on risk factors.64 Thus, considering both positive 
and negative outcomes is required if we are to 
nurture the health, development and wellbeing of all 
children and young people.

Finally, we examined accountability mechanisms 
and the frequency with which frameworks are able 
to report on progress towards outcomes. Framework 
reports varied greatly, with very few indicators being 
measured annually, biennially or triennially, and often 
data were only collected every five to 14 years (eg, in 
the Census and the Australian Child and Adolescent 
Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing).65 This makes 
tracking progress extremely challenging and does not 
enable or promote accountability for progress.

The ARACY Nest Framework42 is most aligned with 
our aims for the Countdown’s framework. The key 
elements informing this decision were its holistic 
nature, its coverage of the full age spectrum of 
children and young people (0–24 years) and that it 
was developed with the participation of children 
and young people. The Framework has now been 
presented in three report cards by ARACY and 
twice by the Australian Children’s Wellbeing Index 
(UNICEF/ARACY), with the latter’s most recent 
release in March 2023.10 This Index is an obvious 
starting point for the Future Healthy Countdown 2030. 
However, an additional domain that is increasingly 
significant for the future health and wellbeing of 
children and young people is the environment and 
sustainability.66 Accordingly, the Future Healthy 
Countdown comprises the six domains of the Nest 

2 High level summary of Australian and international child and adolescent wellbeing frameworks

ACT = Australian Capital Territory; AIHW = Australian Institute of Health and Welfare; ARACY = Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth; 
CCYP = Commissioner for Children and Young People; na = not applicable; OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development; UNICEF = United 
Nations Children’s Fund. * Six priority areas. The colours indicate whether the framework includes the reviewed element: green = yes; dark orange = no; light 
orange = unclear. ◆

 

OOvveerrvviieeww  ooff  cchhiilldd  aanndd  aaddoolleesscceenntt  wweellllbbeeiinngg  ffrraammeewwoorrkkss  

FFrraammeewwoorrkk  ((lleeaadd  oorrggaanniissaattiioonn))  
NNoo..  ooff  

ddoommaaiinnss  
NNoo..  ooff  

iinnddiiccaattoorrss  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt--lleedd  

AAggee  ((yyeeaarrss))  DDeevveellooppeedd  wwiitthh  iinnppuutt  ffrroomm  
yyoouunngg  ppeeooppllee  

RReeppoorrtt  rreelleeaassee  ffrreeqquueennccyy  

00––66 77––1133  1144––2200  ��  2211  AAnnnnuuaall//bbiieennnniiaall  33  yyeeaarrss  55  yyeeaarrss  

NNaattiioonnaall  

Children’s Headline Indicators (AIHW)21 3 19  0–12     

National Action Plan for the Health of Children 
and Young People: 2020–2030 (federal 
government)40 

5 na  0–24  na 

Australian Early Development Census 
(AEDC)41 

5 16  5–6      

The Nest (ARACY)42 6 74  0–24    

Australian Children’s Wellbeing Index 
(UNICEF/ARACY)10 

6 45  0–24  Unclear 

National Children’s Mental Health and 
Wellbeing Strategy (National Mental Health 
Commission)23 

4 13  0–12   Unclear 

Australia’s Youth Policy Framework (federal 
government)26 

6* na   15–24  na 

SSttaattee  

Tasmanian Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 
(Tasmanian Government)43 

6 > 100 
 

0–25  Annual  

Victorian Child and Adolescent Monitoring 
System (VCAMS; Victorian Government)44 

4 > 100 
 

0–18   Unclear 

Western Australia Child Development Atlas 
(Telethon Kids Institute)45 

8 38 
 

0–24  Certain 
indicators 

 

WA Wellbeing Monitoring Framework (CCYP 
WA)46 

3 23 
 

0–17 
 

 Unclear 

Children and Young People Lens of ACT 
Wellbeing Framework (ACT Government)47 

12 49 0–25  Unclear 

Story of Our Children and Young People 
(Northern Territory Government)48 

6 58 
 

0–24 Unclear Biennial 
 

IInntteerrnnaattiioonnaall  

Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy (New 
Zealand)49 

6 34 
 

0–24  Annual  

OECD Child Well-Being Dashboard (global)50 13 56  0–29 Unclear Unclear 

UNICEF Child Health and Well-Being 
Dashboard (global)51 

6 37 
 

0–19  Unclear Annual  
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framework, with the seventh domain “Environments 
and sustainable futures” (Box 3).

The 2030 Future Healthy Countdown

The Countdown will be a vehicle to drive public 
awareness and strengthen advocacy towards a healthy 
future for today’s children and young people and for 
the next generations. It is designed to be a high level 
policy and advocacy tool that can be used to ensure 
children’s and young people’s wellbeing is front and 
centre in policy decisions over the next seven years.

In this first inaugural Future Healthy Countdown 2030 
supplement, we asked Australia’s experts across child 
and youth health and wellbeing to canvass each of the 
seven domains used in the Countdown framework. 
They were asked to propose key indicators for progress 
in these domains for all children and young people 
and, most importantly, for children in Australia who 
are the most vulnerable to poor outcomes. We plan to 
publish a refined set of Countdown indicators with 
more in-depth analysis of each domain in 2024.

The Countdown brings together experts from a range 
of disciplines across the traditional silos of child 
and adolescent research and policy work. Further 
development of the Countdown indicators and annual 
reports will be enriched by increased diversity 
of leadership from a broader range of disciplines, 
sectors and priority population groups relevant to the 

future health and wellbeing of children and young 
people, including the input of children and young 
people themselves. Recognising young people as 
experts in their lives and concerns is central to this 
collaborative work. Future Countdown supplements 
and annual reporting will be framed by the concerns 
and aspirations of children and young people through 
qualitative data analysis each year — the Countdown 
is intended to enable their voices to provide a powerful 
narrative for change.

The next seven perspective articles in this supplement 
present each domain that comprises the Countdown 
and the outcomes that most critically affect children 
and young people’s health and wellbeing.

Authors define and describe each domain by:

• outlining the most pressing issues for children and 
young people within the domain and why change 
in the trajectory of these outcomes is critical;

• canvassing current indicator measures that are 
available, or highlighting a lack of measurement 
data, especially for priority groups (eg, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander); and

• providing baseline data on one to three key 
indicator measures, if these are available.

During the coming year, we will develop a concise 
set of core Countdown indicators encompassing 
these domains to track progress on the indicators of 
change that demonstrate a real difference to the lives 

3 The domains of the Future Healthy Countdown Framework
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of children and young people by 2030. We intend to 
present the Countdown’s core indicators in a 2024 
supplement in the MJA and report against them each 
year as we count down to 2030.

A simple, concise set of measures is critical for policy 
makers to prioritise budgetary decisions that have 
public support. There are strong frameworks and vast 
research evidence to support prioritising effective 
policy action for Australia’s children and young 
people, to protect and support at-risk and vulnerable 
children and benefit future generations. Policy action 
requires both public interest and accountability 
mechanisms at the whole-of-government level, just like 
core economic metrics. Accountability lies with us all, 
but, in particular, accountability means holding those 
with power to protect and improve the circumstances 
of children and young people to account (eg, policy 
makers, government and commercial and other 
societal institutions). The Future Healthy Countdown 
aims to do this.

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown us that almost 
anything is possible, so if not now, then when? It is 
no longer acceptable to simply observe the inequities 
facing children and young people in Australia. We 
must capture the current interest, policy landscape 
and political will to address the “wicked problems” 
facing Australian children, young people and future 
generations to ensure they have opportunity to thrive 
in a sustainable and equitable Australia, for all of us.
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