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In a move that’s as playful as it is crucial, 
top early childhood organisations have 
come together behind the world’s tiniest 
campaign ‘Minifesto’ that’s small in size but 
enormous in its ambition.

Introduction

what’s it
about?All

This childlike yet powerful document is designed 
to grab the attention of global leaders and demand 
urgent action on early childhood development, 
a sector that has long been underfunded and 
overlooked.

The ‘Minifesto’ is not just a cute gimmick;  
it’s a serious call for a global revolution in how we 
invest in the early years. 

The message is simple but profound:

Every child deserves a chance to thrive.

“�World leaders, it’s time to end

the global early years crisis.

Invest in the world’s youngest

children as the foundation for

our future. Act Now!”
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ACT
NOW

A Global Early 
Years Crisis
Around the world, the situation for our 
youngest members of society and those 
who care for them – parents, carers, nursery 
teachers, and teaching assistants – is dire 
and deteriorating due to a shocking lack of 
investment and interest.
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A Global Crisis unfolds
Millions of children are being denied the quality 
care and preschool learning they desperately need 
for the best start in life. When these children finally 
reach primary school, they face a major disadvantage 
compared to their peers who have had access to  
early learning opportunities and nurturing care. 
Inequality is embedded from a young age.

A critical period wasted
For a child, the first five to six years are a once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity. This is when 90% of brain 
development occurs, setting the stage for future 
learning and behaviour. Tragically, this crucial 
opportunity is being wasted for so many children 
worldwide. If we don’t act now, by 2030, 37% of the 
world’s children – over 300 million – will not reach 
minimum proficiency levels in reading.1 This will make 
the Sustainable Development Goals and the fight 
against poverty and inequality unattainable.

Join the movement
By raising awareness, advocating for policy change, 
mobilizing resources, promoting equity, and 
empowering local communities, this movement aims 
to transform the prospects of an entire generation.  
The future of our next generations is at stake, and  
they cannot afford for us to wait. 

Join the campaign at Act For Early Years  
ActForEarlyYears.org

A Call to Action
Despite overwhelming evidence and knowledge about 
the importance of early years, nothing will change 
without a crucial shift in attitude among governments, 
policymakers, and donors. That’s why we’ve united 
behind the global Act For Early Years campaign, driven 
by a diverse network of civil society groups, business 
leaders, NGOs, United Nations agencies, youth 
advocates, early years workers, carers, and parents.

ogEther,T
wecan

ma e 

A
k

dif erEncef

http://ActForEarlyYears.org
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When we invest in a child’s early years it 
creates a butterfly effect. 

It multiplies opportunities for learning,  
health and well-being; 

breaks cycles of poverty and inequality; 

impacts governments, businesses,  
communities, parents, caregivers; 

and transforms lifelong outcomes for an  
entire generation. 

That’s why we are urgently asking for governments  
to invest now.

Today, we have compelling evidence from investing in 
early childhood care and development. For every dollar 
a government invests in early childhood care, there 
can be a return of up to $17, especially for the most 
disadvantaged children.2

For children from disadvantaged backgrounds,  
access to quality care and early education means  
they are 17% less likely to be suspended from school, 
26% more likely to find employment, and 11% more 
likely to enjoy good health.3

The G20 stated that early interventions can also 
help close the significant gaps in outcomes and 
opportunities between children from different socio-
economic backgrounds and reduce the gender gap 
between boys and girls.4

Expanding the childcare sector offers substantial 
employment opportunities, with the World Bank 
estimating the potential to create 43 million jobs 
globally. In sub-Saharan Africa, every dollar spent  
on tripling preschool enrolment could yield a  
$33 return on investment.5

THE butterFly
effect

The evidence

Research by Professor Heckman underscores how the 
early years investments can prevent the achievement 
gap between disadvantaged and advantaged children 
from persisting into adulthood. The World Bank’s 
findings in Jamaica show that providing toddlers with 
psychosocial stimulation increased their earnings by 
25%—a clear indication of the long-term benefits of 
early investment.

This understanding has led to revolutionary 
approaches like the Nurturing Care Framework, which 
unified diverse sectors - including health, education, 
and social protection - under a single, comprehensive 
approach to early childhood development, breaking 
down traditional silos.

Investing in the early years is one of the most cost-
effective strategies for poverty alleviation and is 
recognized as fiscally smart due to its multiplier effect 
across numerous Sustainable Development Goals. 
This multiplier effect benefits everyone—governments, 
businesses, communities, parents, caregivers, and 
society as a whole.
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Progress so far

Eight years ago, world leaders set a 
Sustainable Development Goal target that 
every girl and boy should have access to 
quality early childhood development, care 
and pre-primary education so they are 
prepared for primary school by 2030.  
Today the world is painfully off track 
meeting this target.6

The situation for the youngest members of society and 
their caregivers—parents, carers, nursery teachers, and 
teaching assistants—continues to deteriorate due to 
insufficient investment and interest.

�Many governments around the world are failing 
to invest the levels of funding required to 
ensure every child has a fair start in life.

�The poorest and most marginalised children 
are being excluded from the benefits of positive 
early years interventions, for example children 
with disabilities are 25% less likely to attend 
early childhood education.7

 �Lower income countries are lacking vital 
financial support from international aid 
donors, such as aid spending on preschool 
which is at just 1.4% of education budgets,  
still way off the internationally agreed target  
of 10%.8

 �Of the world’s 100 million displaced people, 
nearly 12% (12 million) are estimated to be 
children under the age of five.9 Yet the share of 
humanitarian aid supporting early childhood 
development in emergencies is just 2%.10

 �The result is that 40% of all children below 
primary school entry age – 350 million 
children – need childcare but do not have 
access to it.11 One in four children aged five 
have never had any form of pre-primary 
education.12

The highest rate of economic returns comes from  
the earliest investments in children, providing an  
eye-opening understanding that society invests too 
much money in later development when it is often  
too late to provide great value.13
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Why the early years is the 
foundation for our future 
In 2015 in an historic step more 193 United Nations 
Member States agreed ‘a plan of action for people, 
planet, and prosperity’ – the Sustainable Development 
Goals. One of the main principles underpinning the 
agenda is that of ‘leaving no one behind’.

Sustainable Development Goal Target 4.2 commits 
governments by 2030, to “ensure that all girls and boys  
have access to quality early childhood development, 
care, and pre-primary education so that they are ready  
for primary education.”

This target emphasizes the importance of providing 
young children with the foundational skills and support  
they need to succeed in school and beyond, 
recognizing that early childhood is a critical period for 
cognitive, social, and emotional development.

Not only does the early years have its own SDG target 
but it is also recognized as driving the transformation  
we hope to achieve across multiple SDGs:

Investments in early years  
are fiscally smart, given the 
multiplier effect of the early  
years across several goals.  

But, they are also scientifically 
credible and morally correct.

1

2

4

10

11

3

Eradicate  
poverty

End hunger  
and improve  

nutrition

Ensure healthy  
lives 

Ensure lifelong 
learning 

Achieve gender 
equality

Make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable

Reduce inequality within 
and among countries 

Promote decent 
work for all

Ensure sustainable 
consumption

Strengthen the means of 
implementation through partnership

Promote  
peaceful  
societies

5

7

6

9

8
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i Nequality starts
starts in the

early years
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The impact of investing The risks of inaction

NO onE
lEfT behind

It's noT
fair!

Lifelong benefits for young children

Lower educational outcomes,  
reduced future earnings, and poorer 
physical and mental health

The youngest children receive  
high-quality nurturing care

Positive impacts on society including 
governments, businesses, communities,  
parents and caregivers

Negative impacts on family and  
societal well-being

More children learning at the right level

Children not attaining their  
full development

Cost effective early investments

Deficits become more costly and less 
effective to address later in life

Social equity, inclusion, and  
gender equality

Growing inequality and exclusion

Economic growth and deficit reduction

Reduced economic productivity

Human capital development

Businesses lose valuable  
potential employees

Lower poverty rates

Intergenerational poverty

High female labour market participation

Women leave the workforce,  
sometimes never to return

Multiplier effect across sustainable  
development goals

Negative impact across other 
sustainable development goals
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Investing in the world’s youngest children  
is the foundation for our future.

It is a game-changer for tackling poverty and inequality.  
It accelerates progress on multiple Sustainable Development Goals.  

No child should miss out on this life-changing opportunity.

World  
Leaders,  
Act Now 

End the Global 
Early Years Crisis
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Ensure every child has access to high-quality and nurturing proven early years interventions through  
three catalytic goals:

Three Big Actions

1 Universal access to quality primary health care in support  
of health, well-being and development across pregnancy,  
birth and early childhood. 

2 Universal access to quality, inclusive preschool education.

3 Universal support for families including affordable and quality 
childcare, child benefits, and parent and caregiver support. 

Achieving the three Catalytic Actions requires investment, and we call for: 

In new funding commitments
From governments, international donors, 
businesses and philanthropic donors to kick start 
progress and action for the youngest children. 

International Financing Summit  
on Early Years 
With the aim of securing the necessary investments 
to transform lifelong outcomes for all children. 

At least $1 billon The first ever

Every child deserves the chance to thrive. It’s time to Act For Early Years.

Please make sure you back the early years Minifesto to invest in children everywhere at ActForEarlyYears.org

http://ActForEarlyYears.org
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W e 

wh ta
know

works

Internationally recognised guidance is 
available to governments at local, regional 
and national levels. These are proven high 

quality interventions supported by the 
Nurturing Care Framework, state-of-the-

art evidence about how child development 
outcomes are influenced and how they can 
be improved by policies and interventions. 
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A universal Early Years framework
Three Catalytic Actions: Packages of Essential Interventions for Young Children and Families

Pregnancy Birth 12 Months 24 Months 36 Months 54 Months 72 Months

1. �Universal access to quality primary health care in support of health, well-being and development across 
pregnancy, birth and early childhood.

Pregnancy 
package

Birth 
package

Child health and 
development package

Antenatal 
care; Iron and 
folic acid; 
Counselling 
on adequate 
diets.

Attended 
delivery; 
Exclusive 
breast 
feeding; Birth 
registration.

Immunisations; Deworming; Prevention and treatment of 
acute malnutrition; Complimentary feeding and adequate, 
nutritious, and safe diet; Theraputic zinc supplementation  
for diarrhea.

3. Universal support for parents including affordable and quality childcare and child benefits.

Family 
support 
package

Family Support Package: Affordable and quality childcare; Social assistance transfer 
programs including child benefits; Universal parental and caregiver support: Planning for 
family size and spacing; Maternal education; Education about early stimulation, growth, 
and development; Parental leave; Prevention and treatment of parental depression; Child 
protection regulatory frameworks. Health, Nutrition, and Sanitation for Families: Access 
to healthcare; Access to safe water; Adequate sanitation; Hygiene/handwashing; Micro-
nutrient supplementation and fortification.

Source: World Bank ‘Stepping Up Early Childhood Development’ with updates from the Act For Early Years High Level Advisory Group to reflect 

the nurturing care framework, child care and importance of culture, context and different needs.

2. Universal access to quality, inclusive preschool education.

Preschool and early 
learning package

Preschool Package: Two years of inclusive quality preschool; 
early childhood and preliminary programs; Preschool 
education; Continuity to quality primary schools.
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o

The Act For Early Years is powered by a 
High-Level Advisory Group of leading early 
childhood organisations and networks 
around the world including:

We 
High-level Advisory Group

w rk
toGeT erh
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The High Level Advisory Group has come together to work on a shared strategic Roadmap to increase investment 
in the early years. The group brings diverse experiences and expertise across a range of aspects of early years and 
contexts globally. The Minifesto reflects the collective views of the group, not necessarily the individual policy 
positions of each member organization. 

For more information and join the campaign visit ActForEarlyYears.org.

http://ActForEarlyYears.org


17

Every child deserves the chance to thrive.

It’s time to Act For Early Years.

Read more about the  
minifesto by scanning below.
Do
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jOiN
the

caMpaign
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