
KidSTART: a strategy to support social 

mobility for lower-income families in 

Singapore
Innovating for evidence-informed practice and service delivery
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Inspiration for KidSTART
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Research shows the early years set the foundation for healthy
development; early disparities can have long-term impact
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Key findings from neuroscience and epigenetics:

a) Early experiences shape brain architecture

b) Toxic stress derails healthy development

c) Conversely, serve and return interactions shape brain circuitry 

d) Ability to reverse negative impact on brain development decreases over time

Brain develops the fastest in the early 

years; 80% of brain is developed by 

3yo, and 90% is developed by 5yo

Comparison of two 3yo brains: 
Toxic stress damages the brain

0 – 5 years most critical period for acquiring 
skills and knowledge

For restricted circulation
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• International upstream programmes showed long-term improvements in educational, health, 
employment and social outcomes that can contribute to upward mobility and help break 
intergenerational poverty

• Nobel Laureate James Heckman found that every dollar invested in high quality early childhood 
programmes for disadvantaged children produces a 7 – 10% annual Return on Investment 
(ROI) through increased productivity and lower social costs

Quality birth-to-five programmes (Carolina Abecedarian 
Project and Carolina Approach to Responsive Education) 
showed benefit/cost ratio of 6.3 and rate of return of 13%

Estimated economic benefits outweigh cost 
by more than 7 times

Overseas longitudinal studies showed the positive impact of upstream
intervention on social mobility
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Local evidence support upstream interventions: Key Findings from GUSTO
studies

Maternal mental health

• Positive maternal mental health

during pregnancy associated with

positive child skills

• Poor maternal mental health

negatively affects child brain

development and functions

• lower income mothers are

3.4x more likely to have

clinical depression and

anxiety

• Maternal mental health mediates

effects of income disparity on

school readiness

Child engagement level

Young children of mothers with lower education tend

to have longer screen time

• Early screentime exposure associated with poor

social and attention skills, increased BMI and

obesity

Lower-income families spend less than half as

much time reading to their children

• Language stimulation through reading in the early

years can improve the child’s literacy, children,

greatest gains for children from low-income families



Source: Hackman, D.A, Farah, M.J. and Meaney, M.J. (2010). Socioeconomic status and the brain: mechanistic insights from human and animal

research. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 11, 651-659.

Need to leverage mediators such as prenatal factors and prenatal care to aid
brain development
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Innovations for KidSTART
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Eligible families are identified through:

• Outreach by hospitals and KidSTART Social Service Agencies (SSAs) using

admin data

• Referrals from community partners (e.g. ComLink, Family Service Centres

(FSCs))
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Eligibility criteria

Singapore Citizen (SC) children aged up to 6 years old

Monthly Gross Household Income (GHHI) ≤ $2,500 / Per Capita Income (PCI) ≤ $650

Residing in participating Social Service Office (SSO) regions
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In 2016, the Singapore Government piloted KidSTART to support lower-
income families with young children based on evidence-based curriculum
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Desired outcomesInterventionsIssues

Guide parents on 

supporting their child’s 

development, health and 

nutrition and refer families 

for assistance where 

necessary

For restricted circulation

Introduce KidSTART families 

to others through support 

groups

Families may not know of other 

families with similar experiences 

who can support them

Social service, education and health 

sectors take silo approach to 

helping lower-income children

Lower-income parents may lack 

understanding and skills to help 

their child develop well

Children without essential 

immunisations are at risk of 

serious illness or harm

Develop multi-disciplinary 

training for KidSTART

practitioners and partners to 

adopt a holistic child-centric lens

Parents have 

knowledge and 

skills to support 

child’s health and 

development

Families have 

informal support 

systems

KidSTART

practitioners and 

partners take child-

centric lens

Child has 

strong 

foundation 

for health 

and well-

being

Empowering parents and upskilling practitioners key to achieving KidSTART
desired outcomes
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@ Home

Home Visitation Prog (HVP)

For pregnant mothers and 

children up to 3 yo

Parents pick 

up 

knowledge 

and skills to 

support their 

child’s 

development, 

health and 

nutrition

Group 

sessions for 

parents to 

build social 

support

Home visits 

every 2 to 4 

weeks; possible 

antenatal visits by 

nurses

Regular screening of 

child’s development 

and maternal well-being 

to identify and address 

issues early

Facilitation 

of child’s 

early 

enrolment 

into 

preschool 

by age 3

Multi-

disciplinary 

support 

advise 

KidSTART 

practitioners 

on children’s 

health and 

development 

needs, and 

facilitate 

families’ 

access to 

other 

intervention 

services as 

needed. 

@ Community

Transitional platform for 

children aged 1 to 3 yo not 

in preschool yet

KidSTART Groups 

(KSG)

@ Preschools

For children aged 2 months 

to 6 yo

Enhanced Support 

to Preschools (ESP)

Facilitated playgroups for parents to interact 

and bond with their children and for parents to 

share experiences with each other

• Screen and identify children with higher level of needs and 

refer for additional support

• Monitor and address barriers to preschool attendance

• Engage children positively to build parent-child bonding

To achieve desired outcomes, KidSTART leverages natural settings and
touchpoints to roll out interventions
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KidSTART @
Home

KidSTART @
Community

KidSTART @
Preschools
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Family Service 

Centres (FSCs)

Index Child

Family

Development 

Support (DS) and 

Learning Support 

(LS) progs

UPLIFT

ComLink

KidSTART families are plugged into a wider ecosystem for holistic support 
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smalltalk:

Parents who practice smalltalk were more

responsive to their child, provided a richer

home literacy environment and engaged in

higher quality parent-child interactions

Abecedarian Approach (AA):

• Shown to stimulate children’s language, cognitive,

emotional and social development.

• Augment existing preschool curriculum

• In adulthood, improved health, more university

graduations, and reduced criminal behaviours

For restricted circulation
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Adaptation to local context

1. Translated AA/smalltalk

conversation cards in

vernacular languages

2. Simplified AA

LearningGames®

sheets

3. Interactive ways to 

share strategies (e.g. 

Bingo cards)

4. Learning packs

to encourage

caregivers to

practice

strategies at

home

KidSTART adapts evidence-based curriculum to Singapore’s local context to
deliver program content



The early years 

has the greatest 

potential to affect 

development, 

health and well-

being over the 

life course

Children’s 

developmental 

needs are best 

met by parents 

and caregivers 

who are attuned 

and responsive

Work with 

community 

agencies to 

address family 

functioning, 

wellbeing and 

basic needs of 

families 

Partner key 

stakeholders across 

early childhood, 

health and social 

service sectors to 

provide effective 

and holistic 

support to families

Provide ongoing 

supervision and 

coaching 

support

Equip 

practitioners with 

broad-based 

knowledge and 

skills across 

disciplines

Adopt 

strengths-

based approach 

to support

parents 
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2. Build ecosystem of support

1. Focus on the child and partner parents

3. Support practitioners

Learnings from KidSTART pilot (2016 – 2019)
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Programme Partners:

v HVP

KSG

ESP

Tasek Jurong 

Limited
Monfort 

Care

Singapore 

Children’s 

Society

Fei Yue 

Community 

Services
AMKFSC Community 

Services Ltd 

Care Corner 

Singapore

Participating SSO regions

Remaining SSO regions

Post-pilot, KidSTART expanded from 5 to 13 Social Service Office regions and 
appointed 6 KidSTART agencies



92% of primary 

caregivers are mothers

79% of primary 

caregivers are married

64% of primary 

caregivers are 

unemployed

73% of fathers and 

75% of mothers have 

secondary school or 

lower education

84% of primary 

caregivers are SCs

54% of families live in HDB 

public rental flats

4% of families reside with 

friends or relatives
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As of Nov 2022, KidSTART has supported close to 5,000 children
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Sustainability
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Enhance antenatal 

recruitment through 

hospitals

• Identifying KidSTART-

eligible pregnant mothers

earlier via hospitals

Increase public awareness of KidSTART and importance of 

early years development

• #AGoodStart: Public awareness campaign to inspire

Singaporeans to reflect on lasting impact of their early

childhood experiences, and take concrete actions to give their

children a good start in life

• Debunking early childhood development myths through

social media posts

• Media pitches through radio, print and digital platforms

Identify and recruit KidSTART-eligible families early and systematically, from
antenatal stage

• Aligning with prevailing research on importance of early years. KidSTART support should begin as early

as possible, from the antenatal stage.
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Level of Care 

(LOC)
LOC 1 LOC 2 LOC 3

Extent of child 

development 

needs

Low Needs

• Family requires 

monitoring

Moderate Needs

• Family requires 

action and 

intervention 

High Needs

• Family requires 

urgent action 

and intervention 

Tiering level of support based on risks/needs of the child, to right-size
resources for sustainability

• KidSTART practitioners administer the Child and Adolescent Needs and Strengths (CANS) tool to

identify children’s needs according to Levels of Care (LOCs)

• Subsequently, services provided are differentiated, with more intensive service levels for families

who need them the most

• This ensures targeted resource allocation, for greater sustainability of KidSTART
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Growing 
Together 

with 
KidSTART

(GT) 
initiative

Interventions 
by trained 

professionals

Active 
identification 
and outreach

Last-mile 
support

Work with partners 

to systematically 

outreach and refer 

families

Invites 

corporates and 

individuals to 

partner 

KidSTART

through regular 

volunteering 

and 

contributions

Trained professionals equip parents with knowledge 

and skills in child development, health and parent-

child-interactions, regularly screen for child 

development and maternal mental health concerns

Upskill KidSTART practitioners 

and community stakeholders 

with cross-domain expertise in 

early childhood, health, social 

services

Address barriers 

to accessing child 

and health 

services

Nurturing an ecosystem of support

Since 2019,

• More than 1,000 volunteers have stepped forward

• Corporates and individuals have contributed more 

than $5.4M in cash and donation of items

Capability-
building
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Sustainable service delivery and outcomes for nationwide expansion

2. Right-sizing intervention. Tiered levels of support based on assessments of risks/needs of

the child and family

3. Integrated delivery. Plugging into the ecosystem of national support for low income families

1. Upstream identification. Early and systematic catchment of eligible families

4. Child-centric to family-centric approach

5. Support practitioners



Thank you!
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contactus@kidstart.sg
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