
Keeping families safely together  
through early intervention

Driving social 
    change, together



Berry Street is committed to the principles of social justice. We acknowledge Aboriginal and  
Torres Strait Islander peoples as the Traditional Custodians of the lands, skies and waterways across 
Australia. Berry Street recognises that sovereignty was never ceded and is committed to supporting  
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people in our care to connect to their  
cultures, countries and communities.

Berry Street supports the LGBTQIA+ community and celebrates diversity.



Berry Street’s vision is that together, we will 
courageously change lives and reimagine 
service systems. In order to achieve our 
vision, we need to reorientate the child and 
family system towards early intervention 
and prevention. Investment in early 
intervention is needed so we can keep 
families safe and together and support 
children and young people to reach their 
full potential. In this impact report, you’ll 
hear from a range of voices about the need 
for system reform and the importance of 
early intervention. Join us in driving social 
change, together.
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If you asked Berry Street Board President Dr Jo Flynn 
or CEO Michael Perusco what keeps them up at night, 
they would probably tell you about how stretched the 
child and family services system is and how that affects 
children, young people and families… About the systemic 
gaps that are allowing children and young people to 
slip through the cracks at crucial points… And what this 
means not just for families, but for society as a whole.

But they would also tell you about the work Berry Street  
is doing to change that… How we are working to influence 
the system to provide earlier support and help more 
children and families be safe, thriving and hopeful  
about their futures. And how evidence-informed  
early intervention is the way forward.

It is a complex challenge. So where do they think we  
can start?

According to Jo, we have to first recognise what is not 
working: “The first part of reimagining the system is to 
acknowledge the flaws in the current one. And then  
think about what could make it better.” 

And there’s no doubt it’s urgent. While we know how 
critical it is to support children and young people to stay 
with their families, the system still allows things to get to  
a precarious state before families get the help they need. 

Two Berry Street leaders see 
early intervention as the key 

Transforming the 
  future for children, 
 young people 
   and families

Pictured opposite:  
Michael Perusco (left) and Dr Jo Flynn (right)
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“There’s a significant period where nothing happens,” 
says Jo. “It’s a time when – if a family was supported to 
learn different ways of relating to their children, and those 
children were supported – we could keep a family intact 
and build a stronger foundation. This would contribute 
to a stronger society and have so many flow-on benefits.”

Michael could not agree more, passionately adding 
that it is crucial as a community to put pressure on 
governments to invest in evidence-based programs  
that support vulnerable families to stay together safely. 
“The number of children in care has increased by  
50% in the last five years – and it’s estimated to  
double again in the next five years. That is a shocking 
potential scenario, and one we have to change.  
We have to do better.”

While both see it as a responsibility, it is much more  
than that. It is their critical mission to ensure that the 
children and young people coming into the child and 
family services system are supported to recover rather 
than experiencing further harm. Both agree the only true 
path forward involves reimagining and reorienting the 
system from crisis response, to prevention and early 
intervention. It is a complex change, but a critical one. 
And one that cannot be left for the next generation to 
deal with – we must find a way to address this now.

“The number of children in care has 
increased by 50% in the last five years  
– and it’s estimated to double again in  
the next five years. That is a shocking 
potential scenario, and one we have to 
change. We have to do better.”



Early intervention research, 
generously funded by  
Macquarie Group
Berry Street, in collaboration with the Centre 
for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare and 
leading agencies across child and family services, 
commissioned research by Social Ventures Australia 
in 2019 which outlined the economic case for 
investment in early intervention. 

Social Ventures Australia has built on the original research,  
considering the impact of COVID-19 on a system already in crisis. 

The original report and updated version were generously funded  
by the Macquarie Group Foundation.

Key findings
Investing $193 million every year over 10 years in  
the face of severe impacts from COVID-19 will see:

Given the over-representation of Aboriginal children in out-of-home care, 
there is an urgent need for investment in effective early interventions 
that keep Aboriginal families safely together. Decisions on what early 
intervention looks like for Aboriginal families and children must be owned 
and directed by Aboriginal organisations and communities.

Read more at www.berrystreet.org.au/early-intervention

1,460
9,150
$1.99bn

children  prevented  
 from entering  out-of-home  
care every year

children access targeted early  
intervention programs, supporting  
them to stay safely with their families

in savings for Victoria  
over 10 years

http://www.berrystreet.org.au/early-intervention


At the forefront: 
  voices leading  
 the sector…

Liana Buchanan, Victoria’s Principal 
Commissioner for Children and Young 
People, and Jenny McNaughton,  
Berry Street Deputy CEO and Executive 
Director of Services, open up about what 
motivated them to work with vulnerable 
children, the critical need for systems 
change, and above all, the need to  
listen and engage with children and 
young people.
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Liana Buchanan

What really matters is what is done  
once you hear children’s stories. 
Liana has come to realise that genuine 
involvement in decision making is much 
more than listening. It is much more  
than consultation. It is actually about 
sharing power.

Berry Street spoke to Liana about how 
she came to find herself in the role of 
Children’s Commissioner, her take on  
the critical need for early intervention, 
and how her reflections on the COVID-19 
pandemic has made it crystal clear  
how critical it is that children and young 
people are higher up society’s priority list. 

Liana Buchanan had a strong personal sense from early on 
that the world was not always fair, and that things needed to 
change. Now in her role as Victoria’s Principal Commissioner 
for Children and Young People, which she has held since April 
2016, she has the privilege of hearing directly from children 
and young people about their own lived experience. With lived 
experience of her own, these are voices that she honours. 



12

How do you find yourself at the 
forefront of advocating for the  
rights and safety of children?

I started out as a lawyer, working in 
women’s legal services, primarily with 
victim-survivors of family violence and 
sexual assault. Since then, I’ve had a 
whole range of jobs in law reform and 
service oversight that have been all 
about trying to improve the system for 
people who are disadvantaged and 
disempowered.

When I first become aware of the 
Children’s Commissioner job, I thought  
I might not have had enough experience 
working directly with children. But I 
realised I’d managed to acquire a real  
mix of the skills and experiences that I 
thought were important for this job.  
The chance for me to put those to  
use on behalf of children and young 
people, and particularly marginalised, 
disadvantaged children and young 
people, was a chance that I jumped at.

What did you want to do when  
you grew up?

There are two answers to this question.

The first is that as a young child, I wanted 
to be a vet. But, when I was about 13, I did 
my first work experience placement in a 
veterinary clinic and I fainted watching 
my first surgery. So, my aspirations of 
helping heal animals were cut down  
at an early stage.

But, if I’m honest, my childhood included 
growing up with family violence and 
staying in women’s refuges, as they 
were called then in Scotland. So from a 
very early age, I had a strong sense of 
the world as a place that needed to be 
changed, a place that wasn’t always 
fair, that wasn’t always safe. By the time 
I came to seriously think about how I 
wanted to spend my time as an adult,  
I was very clear that whatever I did,  
I wanted it to be about contributing  
to change or driving social change in  
some way. 

How did you come to realise that 
early intervention would be the key  
to system change? 

At the Commission for Children and 
Young People, I review all of the incidents 
involving children in care as well as 
the experiences of children who have 
died after child protection involvement.  

“...from a very early age, I had a 
strong sense of the world as a 
place that needed to be changed, 
a place that wasn’t always fair, 
that wasn’t always safe.”
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Through that work, I’ve seen so many 
cases where we haven’t intervened early 
enough. And what that means in practice, 
is children continuing, often throughout 
their whole childhoods, to live with 
significant harm. And we know that’s  
not okay.

So part of what has made me realise 
we need to focus on early intervention is 
seeing, again and again, what it means 
for children when we fail to intervene 
early. Failing to intervene early means 
children growing up with violence, or 
neglect, or emotional harm, or all of these. 
It means for many children and families, 
the only real intervention comes too late, 
resulting in children being separated from 
family and taken into a stretched and 
flawed out-of-home care system.

The other reason that I am persuaded 
that we need to focus on early 
intervention is because the cost of not 
doing so is too high. Getting in early to 
provide a family with intensive support 
costs a lot less financially than removing 
children into the care system. The bottom 
line is that the way we are allocating 
resources, with a quarter of funding  
going on family services and the rest to 
child protection and the care system, 

doesn’t make sense. It’s much more 
sensible in human and financial terms  
to get in early and support families, 
engage them differently, even when  
that’s challenging, and try and address 
the issues early on.

What worries you most about the 
ongoing impacts of COVID-19 on 
young people? 

Last year, during COVID, we at the 
Commission really ramped up our 
engagement with children and young 
people. By the middle of the year,  
we’d engaged with about 650 children 
and young people. Safety and education 
were big areas of concern. But the biggest 
area of concern for children and young 
people was their mental health and how it 
had been negatively impacted by COVID. 
We know that there was a large increase 
in the number of children presenting to 
emergency departments for self-harm or 
suicide attempts. So the biggest issue for 
me at the moment is children and young 
people’s mental health. I have concerns 
about how well we are supporting 
students to re-engage with school  
and how well we are identifying and 
supporting children who were not safe 
during the lockdowns.

“...for many children  
and families, the only  
real intervention comes 
too late, resulting in 
children being separated 
from family and taken 
into a stretched and 
flawed out-of-home  
care system.”
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Our mental health system is very 
fragmented, and it is too focused on  
a crisis response. And even the crisis 
response for children and young people  
is inadequate. Having an accessible, 
child-friendly range of mental health 
supports is absolutely critical, as is 
normalising the need for mental  
health support. 

As children are back at school and 
engaging with the wider community 
again, unfortunately I think we’ll continue 
to uncover more of what children were 
experiencing through the lockdowns. 
Hopefully that enables those children and 
their families to get the support that they 
need, but my worry is that there just won’t 
be capacity in the system to provide it.

Why is it so important for people in 
positions of power to connect with 
and hear directly from young people?

Because if they’re not connecting with 
or hearing directly from young people, 
then they are missing out. They’re missing 
out on expertise. They’re missing out on 
valuable perspectives. They’re missing 
out on critical information. Depending 
on what kind of role they’re in, they’re 
probably not doing their jobs properly 

unless they are hearing directly from 
children and young people. 

Given your own lived experience,  
how do you cope with hearing the 
stories of children and young people 
who have experienced trauma?

There’s no question, it’s sometimes really 
hard. I have a lot of direct contact with 
children and young people and often 
what I’m hearing about is very distressing. 
Sometimes I get very upset, sometimes I 
get really angry. And for me, how I cope is 
that I channel that distress or anger into 
energy to try and keep me doing the very 
best job I can do. If I can take what I learn 
from children and young people and from 
children’s experiences, and take my own 
real response to that, and use that to try 
and effect some change, even if it’s small 
- and sometimes it feels very small and 
very slow - then it’s worthwhile.

“...if they’re not connecting with or hearing 
directly from young people, then they 
are missing out. They’re missing out on 
expertise. They’re missing out on  
valuable perspectives. They’re  
missing out on critical information.”



Jenny McNaughton’s career-long passion for social work and 
young people has evolved from her first job as a social worker 
in youth homelessness to her current role as Deputy CEO and 
Executive Director of Services at Berry Street.

Jenny McNaughton

Jenny has worked in communities across 
Australia and has seen the issues facing 
children and young people in care 
becoming more complex over time. 
Although in a senior role, it is speaking 
directly with children and young people 
that maintains her connection and 
motivation to keep going and pushing  
for change.

We spoke to Jenny about her journey  
in the sector, the importance of  
early intervention and the continued  
over-representation of Aboriginal and  
Torres Strait Islander children in care.

What has been your journey to 
Deputy CEO and Executive Director 
of Services at Berry Street?

It was quite a long journey. I studied social 
work in the early 90s and my first job was 
working in youth homelessness in St Kilda. 
I quickly worked through the ranks to 
become the senior social worker, and then 
the practice leader, and then the CEO. 
CEO sounds really grand but it was only  
12 people working there. Nonetheless,  
I was reporting to the Board. It was wild  
and woolly. And I wish I knew then what  
I know now.

 15
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Post age 40, I decided to go and work 
in Alice Springs. I worked in Aboriginal 
communities with people of all ages, 
mainly people living with disability. I was 
originally going for one year, and I stayed 
for three and a half years, and then went 
back and did another stint. I just loved it 
and completely fell in love with the  
culture and the people.

But I’d always heard about Berry Street 
and its amazing reputation. I was tired  
of travelling and it was hard for my family 
being away so much. I applied to Berry 
Street and got the job, which is now the 
longest job I’ve ever had. I feel really 
privileged to have my position and  
still remain so connected to services  
and practice. I regularly go out and  
meet children in residential care or  
home-based care and I love those days.

How do you cope when you hear the 
stories of children and young people 
who have experienced trauma?

I always feel it, and you shouldn’t do this 
work if you stop feeling it, but I’ve learned 
to manage it. Each and every day we all 
do the best we can for the children in our 
care. We’ve got amazing people doing 

everything they can. And acknowledging 
our collective privilege while doing  
that work.

When did you realise that early 
intervention was the key to  
system reform?

I’ve been thinking about early intervention 
for many years, how we have these young 
people going into care and there isn’t 
enough work done with their families to 
reunite them when it’s safe to do so. I think 
about the single mum who is struggling 
with two children living with autism, 
and what we do for those kids. The fact 
that we bring them into the system as 
opposed to helping mum to support her 
children. I haven’t met many mums that 
don’t love their kids, it’s just that some 
don’t have the tools or capacity to look 
after them properly. How do you get in 
early in the life of the child and early  
in the life of the problem?

I’ve always tried to hold the family at  
the centre of the work we do but the 
system can stop that from happening.  
So I always ask, where’s their family?  
What can we do? How do we bring  
the family in?

“We’ve got amazing people  
doing everything they can.  
And acknowledging our collective  
privilege while doing that work.”



How does the over-representation 
of Aboriginal children in the system 
make you feel? What can the 
dominant culture do to help?

I’m devastated to see the continued 
rise of young Aboriginal people in care. 
Collectively, we are going to regret the 
things we did and didn’t do at this time. 
Especially considering that Aboriginal 
kids are less than 1% of the Victorian 
population, and on any given night,  
50% of children in our residential care 
service are Aboriginal. There’s structural 
and institutional racism in the system that 
the dominant culture can help address. 
Unless our child protection assessments 
are supported by Aboriginal people then 
we aren’t going to see that happen. 

I feel really passionate about what we 
(Berry Street) can do. We are being a 
good Aboriginal ally by transitioning 
the Aboriginal children in our care to 
Aboriginal controlled organisations  
and being really clear that Aboriginal 
business belongs with Aboriginal people.

“I’ve always tried to hold 
the family at the centre 
of the work we do but 
the system can stop that 
from happening.”
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As Victoria looks to develop a deeper approach to  
the implementation of effective evidence-based early 
intervention programs across a broad social spectrum, 
what can we learn from the cutting-edge research 
happening elsewhere? We’ve turned to the Early 
Intervention Foundation (EIF), based in the UK, to explore 
some of the key findings about early intervention and 
why it could provide the key to so much critical change.

The Early Intervention Foundation is a research charity 
established in 2013 to champion and support the use  
of effective early intervention to improve the lives of 
children and young people at risk of experiencing  
poor outcomes. EIF is the go-to source for evidence  
and advice on effective early intervention both in the  
UK and internationally.

Tom McBride, Director of Evidence at the EIF, leads the 
evidence generation work across the organisation.  
The work of McBride and his team has shown that early 
intervention is likely to have its greatest impact when 
targeting the four primary child development domains  
– physical, cognitive, social/emotional, and behavioural. 

The more we can intervene early, the greater the 
potential mitigation of poor outcomes in areas related 
to: obesity and physical health; school achievement and 
entry into the workforce; mental health and wellbeing; 
and crime, violence and antisocial behaviour.

 Building an     
evidence base for   
  early intervention

A research-led approach  
to drive effective change
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In the 2016 assessment Foundations for 
Life: What works to support parent–child 
interaction in the early years? the EIF 
looked at the evidence and cost of  
75 interventions. The report found that  
there are “a number of early signals of  
risk during children’s early development 
involving children’s attachment security, 
behavioural self-regulation and early 
learning” which can be effectively 
responded to by well-evidenced  
programs available in the UK  
(Asmussen et al. 2016, p. 149).

The EIF has also published widely on early 
intervention’s potential to reduce costs to 
the public sector in Australia. In the 2019 
report How Australia can invest in children 
and return more, the EIF modelled the cost 
of late intervention at $15.2 billion each 
year (Teager et al. 2019, p. 4).  
The greatest of these costs were  
being driven by services for children  
in out-of-home care (39%) where the 
number of children has increased by  
34% over the past 10 years (Teager et al. 
2019, pp. 4-6). 

The challenge for government is 
knowing where to invest; highlighting 
the importance of data collection and 
evidence gathering (Teager et al. 2019,  
p. 36). The report notes that the issues 

propelling children and young people to 
late intervention services are interlinked 
and many have the same root causes 
(Teager et al. 2019, p. 37). Similarly, the EIF 
has established in their UK-based studies 
that ‘effective early interventions can 
have significant flow-on effects across 
multiple pathways’ (Teager et al. 2019,  
p. 37).

This research is particularly pertinent to 
Victoria where the number of children 
and families involved with child protection 
each year is the highest in Australia and 
growing much faster than the national 
average (Australian Institute of Health  
and Welfare 2020, p. 10). 

Research commissioned by Berry Street 
and conducted by Social Ventures 
Australia in 2020, demonstrates that with 
continued severe impacts from COVID-19, 
an additional 4,500 children and young 
people will enter the out-of-home care 
system, with Victoria on track to have 
27,500 children in care by 2026  
(Social Ventures Australia 2020, p. 1).

As the EIF’s vast body of research 
shows, it is not only the lives of children, 
young people and families that are 
impacted by early intervention, or lack 
thereof. Leaving problems unresolved 

15.2bn
Cost of late intervention 
each year$



in childhood impacts whole societies, 
undermining community wellbeing and 
reducing people’s opportunities to live 
positive, successful lives. Early intervention 
programs are not a silver bullet,  
but they are vital to help minimise 
the negative impacts of economic 
disadvantage, increase social mobility, 
and prevent some of the risks that can 
jeopardise a child’s future.

In 2019, Berry Street hosted an Early 
Intervention Forum with the Centre for 
Excellence in Child and Family Welfare 
and a roundtable for Berry Street staff to 
hear from Tom McBride and understand 
how Victoria can apply insights from EIF 
research in order to effectively reorientate 
the child and family system towards early 
intervention and prevention.

To learn more about the  
Early Intervention Foundation,  
visit eif.org.uk
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“...early intervention 
is likely to have its 
greatest impact 
when targeting the 
four primary child 
development domains 
– physical, cognitive, 
social/emotional,  
and behavioural.”

http://eif.org.uk
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Bruce’s journey reflects the power of 
strategic philanthropy and targeted 
investment in change. 

“From a young age, I’ve had a real 
focus on social justice, equity and the 
importance of community, perhaps 
because my parents came to Australia 
as refugees in the 1930s. My focus was 
strengthened by my experiences as a 
parent of now three adult sons – two of 
whom have a disability – and how that 
exposed me to a side of Australian life 
that I would otherwise never have seen.”

Bruce joined ANZ funds management 
in the early 2000s. He then became 
Chairman of ANZ Trustees, the ANZ 
representative on the Alfred Felton 
Bequest (which contributed to the 
establishment of the Berry Street School), 
and President of Philanthropy Australia.  
He credits these roles with opening his 
eyes to the impact that organised,  
large-scale giving can have, as well as 
the intractable and complex problems 
that can be uniquely addressed through 
highly engaged philanthropic funders. 

Bruce notes that these experiences also 
helped him start to think much more 
strategically about what he was looking  
to achieve through his own giving.

A long-term supporter of Berry Street, 
Bruce sees power in the capacity of 
philanthropy to support the development 
of innovative programs which can then 
develop an evidence base. It is from 
there that we can take lessons learned at 
an individual level, draw out their policy 
and strategic implications, and pursue 
their implementation with state and 
Commonwealth governments.  
“Whether it’s through advocacy, 
championing our cause or funding,  
that’s how we get those innovations off 
the ground that can be effective at really 
changing the lives of children and young 
people in our community.” 

Bruce recently increased his support of 
Berry Street in response to our growing 
advocacy work for children with disability 
in care – particularly, those at the 
intersection of the out-of-home care 
system and the NDIS. 

Bruce Bonyhady’s philanthropic journey is one of wisdom and 
resilience, shaped by the events of his life. His journey has evolved 
from a core interest in social justice and fairness formed early in 
life, through to a career in financial services and experiences as a 
philanthropist, father and influential change champion of causes 
including the NDIS reform. 

Bruce Bonyhady AM: 
 influential champion 
  of change
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“The number one issue for me is disability 
because of my lived experience. The other, 
however, is community cohesion, and the 
importance of a well-functioning society 
that puts public benefit alongside private 
benefit.” 

Within this context, he reflects on the 
deepening complexity of disadvantage. 
“It used to often really be around poverty,” 
he says, “but now you’ve got multi-
generational disadvantage and the 
need to address this at multiple levels. 
Inequality is getting greater, and when  
we don’t address it, we start to lose 
societal cohesion. Berry Street has a key 
role to play in equality of opportunity and 
a fairer community, and that’s what I’d like 
to see it continue to do.”

“Whether it’s through 
advocacy, championing 
our cause or funding, 
that’s how we get those 
innovations off the ground 
that can be effective at 
really changing the lives of 
children and young people 
in our community.” 
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The continuing  
  importance of 
 philanthropy

$5.9bn
cost for late intervention  
in child protection

Family violence

Physical health

Mental health

Youth homelessness

Youth & adult justice

Youth employment

Youth crime

Child protection

$0.3bn

$1.1bn

$1.3bn

$1.4bn

$1.5bn

$2.0bn

$2.7bn

$5.9bn

Figure 1: Annual cost of late intervention in Australia by issue (2018-19 prices, $bn)

The situation

$15.2bn
EVERY YEAR

is spent on late 
intervention

$

$607
THAT’S

spent every year 
by every Australian

The cost of late 
intervention in Australia

Australian governments are 
spending $15.2 billion each year 
on high-intensity and crisis 
services for problems that may 
have been prevented had we 
invested earlier and more wisely.
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Prioritise investment in 
effective early intervention 
services for children and 
young people.

Impact of COVID-19  
on child protection 

A further 4,500 children could enter the 
out-of-home care system as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, meaning 
Victoria reaches 27,500 children in  
care by 2026 – more than any other 
state or territory.1 

27,500

45,000
34%

children were in  
out-of-home care in 
2018/2019 in Australia 

increase in children  
and young people in  
out-of-home care  
in the past 10 years  
in Australia

14,600

$1.8bn
children in care by 2026

children prevented from 
entering care over 10 years

in cumulative net savings

Accelerate the development 
of data and evidence needed 
to make wise, targeted and 
impactful investments.

It is clear that Australia needs to:

Benefits of early intervention

If Victoria invests in targeted early 
intervention now, we can prevent up to 
14,600 children entering care over the next 
10 years and saving at least $1.8 billion in 
cumulative net savings.

The solution
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Gross income  
by funding  

source

Fig 1: EIF’s Australia Late Spending Summary Report
Fig 2: JBWere’s Outlook for Philanthropy
1 SVA’s Keeping Families Together During COVID Report

Independent 
(14%)

Federal (10%)

State  
(76%)

The future at Berry Street 

Independent funding allows us to be 
innovative in our programs. It allows us to 
focus on developing and implementing 
evidence-based early intervention 
programs. Ultimately it helps us in our aim 
to reorient the child and family services 
system towards early intervention.

We can’t do this without the assistance  
of our generous supporters.

Outlook for philanthropic giving in Australia 

Philanthropic giving declined in 2020 and is expected to decline 
further in 2021. In times of crisis, philathropy is needed more 
than ever.

Corporates

Other charitable 
trusts

Public ancillary 
funds

Private ancillary 
funds

Gift in Wills

Individuals  
(not claimed as  
tax deductions)

Individuals  
(tax deductions,  
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Figure 2: Australian Philanthropy outlook ($m)
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How can philanthropy  
at Berry Street help?

https://www.eif.org.uk/files/pdf/australia-late-spending-summary.pdf  
https://www.jbwere.com.au/content/dam/jbwere/documents/where-to-from-here-the-outlook-for-philanthropy-during-covid-19-pdf.pdf
https://www.berrystreet.org.au/uploads/main/Files/SVA-ReportSummary-KeepingFamiliesTogetherThroughCOVID-2020.pdf




Philanthropic giving  
  across generations: 
in conversation with 
  Melissa Duggan



29

Melissa’s main aim is to honour the legacy 
of her parents – and the values they 
instilled. Her giving philosophy is centred 
around “building relationships and 
community connections, and providing 
support to disadvantaged families.“

Passionate about continuing her  
father’s vision by investing in early 
intervention programs, Melissa is part  
of an intergenerational philanthropic  
family. Melissa’s own children, Ben and 
Jasmine, have grown up discussing  
social causes at family dinners, and 
Jasmine has already started sitting  
in on Legacy meetings. 

Melissa believes every child deserves to 
grow up nurtured in a loving and safe 
home. “Those first five years” – she reflects 
– “it’s such a narrow window of time,  
but has such a massive impact on their 
long-term outlook in life. And it makes 
me so sad to see people who are doing it 
really tough, or don’t have the tools yet to 
care for a child.”

The “yet” is key, with Melissa clear 
on what’s required to disrupt cycles 

of disadvantage for families. “Early 
intervention is really key… We need to think 
about the next generation of that family 
and stop the intergenerational harm that 
can occur.”

Melissa is supportive of listening more 
closely to the voices of young people 
when it comes to systemic change.  
She’s particularly supportive of the  
Berry Street Y-Change initiative – a social 
and systemic change platform for  
young people with lived experiences  
of socioeconomic disadvantage.  
These young people challenge the 
thinking and practices of wider social 
systems through advocacy and 
leadership – to create fundamental 
changes in the system. “You’ve got to sit 
back and listen to young people and find 
out where they think help is most needed.” 

Melissa’s empathy and understanding of 
the role philanthropists play in creating 
a more cohesive Australian society 
by supporting the most vulnerable is 
inspiring. “Philanthropy is just such a 
lovely, positive thing… it’s wonderful to  

Melissa Duggan’s philanthropic journey started when her 
parents founded The John and Betty Laidlaw Legacy after  
the sale of their workwear business Hard Yakka in 2008.  
The Legacy has donated over $2 million to Motor Neurone 
Disease (MND) research and supported many social causes 
and not-for-profits, including Berry Street. 

Pictured opposite (from left to right):  
Melissa Duggan, Jenny Michelmore and Mark Laidlaw
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be able to sit down as a family and talk 
about how we’re going to help others.”

She also thinks that the world of 
philanthropy is changing, with today’s 
philanthropists wanting to be more 
involved in decision-making and shaping 
the programs they support. This is 
mirrored in her approach: “I need to fully 
understand the programs to feel that the 
giving is focused in exactly the right place 
and having the biggest impact. Deciding 
where to direct philanthropic money is 
hard, because there’s so much need  
out there.” 

Her evolving philanthropic journey reflects 
the evolution of her family’s work together, 
from running a business in the past to 
now running the Legacy. “We used to 
come together for business at family 
events, but philanthropy is now the thing 
that holds us together. It’s that basic value 
of always not thinking about yourself but 
thinking of others.”

“In the end, you want every generation of 
children to think outside of themselves, 
and to be able to give back to others.”

“I need to fully understand 
the programs to feel that the 
giving is focused in exactly 
the right place and having  
the biggest impact.”
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