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Introduction 
This presentation will explore how political and economic factors influence children's health, wellbeing and lifestyle. Although health is often associated with physical illness or personal choices, research suggests that wider social, economic and political conditions play a significant role in shaping health outcomes. The environments in which children are born, grow, learn and live can have a lasting impact on their physical health, emotional wellbeing and future opportunities (Likhar, Baghel and Patil, 2022).
This idea is supported by the work of Dahlgren and Whitehead (2021), whose model of the social determinants of health demonstrates that health is influenced by a range of factors including housing, education, income, employment and wider environmental conditions. Their model highlights that individual health is not determined solely by personal lifestyle choices, but also by social and political influences that can either support or disadvantage individuals and communities. Similarly, Likhar, Baghel and Patil (2022) argue that factors such as housing conditions, family relationships, educational settings and neighbourhood environments can have a significant impact on children's long-term health and developmental outcomes.
The work of Marmot further emphasises the relationship between social inequality and health outcomes. The Marmot Review (2010) argued that reducing health inequalities requires action on the social determinants of health and identified giving every child the best start in life as a key priority. Ten years later, Marmot et al. (2020) found that health inequalities had widened, with increasing evidence that poverty, deprivation and reductions in public services were negatively affecting health and wellbeing, particularly within disadvantaged communities.
This presentation will examine how political decisions, economic challenges and wider global events can influence children's health and wellbeing. It will explore the impact of issues such as poverty, the cost-of-living crisis, access to services and social inequality, while considering the role of early years practitioners in supporting children and families facing these challenges.

The Marmot Review
Building on the concept of the social determinants of health, the Marmot Review (2010) examined how health inequalities could be reduced in England. Marmot argued that differences in health outcomes are closely linked to social and economic inequalities and that action is required across government to address these issues.
The review identified six key policy objectives:
• Give every child the best start in life.
• Enable all children, young people and adults to maximise their capabilities and have control over their lives.
• Create fair employment and good work for all.
• Ensure a healthy standard of living for all.
• Create and develop healthy and sustainable places and communities.
• Strengthen the role and impact of ill-health prevention.
Of relevance to children was the objective to "give every child the best start in life". Marmot recognised that experiences during early childhood have a significant influence on future health, educational attainment and life chances. The review also highlighted the importance of reducing poverty, ensuring a healthy standard of living and creating sustainable communities that support wellbeing. These findings demonstrate how political decisions can influence the social determinants of health and shape children's health and wellbeing.

The findings demonstrate the important role that political decisions play in shaping children's health and wellbeing. Government policies relating to education, housing, employment, welfare and healthcare can influence the social determinants of health, either reducing or widening inequalities. This highlights the need for continued investment in early intervention and support services to improve outcomes for children and families.
The findings of the Marmot Review led to the development of a range of policies and initiatives across the United Kingdom aimed at reducing health inequalities and improving outcomes for children and families living in disadvantaged circumstances. In Wales, one of the most significant examples is the Flying Start programme, which provides targeted early intervention support for young children and their families.
While the Marmot Review (2020) has been widely praised for highlighting the impact of social determinants on health inequalities, some researchers argue that it places insufficient emphasis on behavioural factors. Marteau, Rutter and Marmot (2021) suggest that the omission of "prevention of ill health" as a key priority in the 2020 review risks underestimating the contribution of behaviours such as smoking, unhealthy diets, alcohol consumption and physical inactivity to health inequalities. The authors argue that reducing inequalities requires action on both the social and behavioural determinants of health, 
Flying Start
 Introduced by the Welsh Government, Flying Start is a targeted early years initiative that supports families with children under the age of four living in disadvantaged communities. The programme provides a range of services including enhanced health visiting, funded high-quality childcare, parenting support and assistance with speech, language and communication development (Welsh Government, 2022).
Flying Start reflects the recommendations of the Marmot Review (2010), particularly the objective of giving every child the best start in life. By providing support during the early years, the programme aims to reduce the impact of social and economic disadvantage on children's development and future opportunities. 
Research suggests that Flying Start has had positive outcomes for children and families. Colonna and Helliwell (2024) found that participation in the programme was associated with improvements in childhood immunisation uptake and healthy weight outcomes. These findings suggest that early intervention programmes can contribute to improved health outcomes and help reduce inequalities experienced by children living in disadvantaged communities.
The Flying Start programme demonstrates how political decisions can directly influence children's health and wellbeing. Through government investment in early intervention services, children and families are provided with additional support that can improve health, development and future life chances. The programme therefore highlights the important role of policy in addressing the social determinants of health and promoting positive outcomes for children.
Despite these positive outcomes, Flying Start has faced some criticism. Evaluations have suggested that evidence of its long-term impact has sometimes been difficult to measure, with some findings relying heavily on parent and practitioner perceptions rather than objective outcomes (Morris, Willis and Knibbs, 2014). In addition, the quality and availability of services have varied between local authorities, meaning that families may not receive the same level of support across Wales. Critics have also argued that area-based eligibility can exclude disadvantaged families living outside Flying Start communities. Nevertheless, the programme continues to be viewed as an important early intervention strategy for reducing inequalities and supporting children's development.

Political and Economic Factors Affecting Children's Health: The Cost-of-Living Crisis
One contemporary example of how political and economic factors influence children's health and wellbeing is the cost-of-living crisis. Rising costs of food, housing and energy have placed increasing pressure on families across the United Kingdom. As a result, many households are struggling to meet basic needs and maintain an adequate standard of living. The crisis has highlighted the relationship between economic conditions, government policy and health outcomes, demonstrating that children's wellbeing is influenced by factors beyond individual or family control.
Research suggests that the cost-of-living crisis has had significant implications for children and families. Singh and Uthayakumar-Cumarasamy sing oo thai yah koo mar koo mar ah sha mee(2022) report that millions of children have experienced food insecurity, with some families facing a "heating or eating" dilemma as they struggle to afford both energy and food costs. The authors argue that health inequalities are shaped by wider political and social inequalities, suggesting that decisions relating to welfare support, public spending and economic policy can have significant consequences for children's health and wellbeing.
The cost-of-living crisis has increased the risk of poverty among children in Wales, with significant implications for health and development. According to Public Health Wales (2023), children are particularly vulnerable to the effects of financial hardship, which can negatively impact their physical and mental health, social and emotional development, cognitive development and educational outcomes. The report also highlights that financial pressures experienced by parents can have a detrimental effect on children's wellbeing, contributing to disadvantages that may persist throughout the life course. These findings demonstrate how economic factors can shape children's outcomes from the earliest years of life.
These findings support Marmot's (2010; 2020) argument that the social determinants of health, including income, housing and living conditions, play a crucial role in shaping health outcomes and can contribute to widening inequalities from early childhood onwards. Marmot argues that health inequalities are largely avoidable and result from unequal access to the resources required for a healthy life. Therefore, the impact of the cost-of-living crisis can be viewed not only as an economic issue but also as a significant public health concern.
Families experiencing financial hardship may struggle to provide nutritious meals, participate in social activities and maintain warm and secure housing. During the early years, these factors can have a particularly significant impact, as children's physical, cognitive and emotional development is highly sensitive to environmental conditions. Economic hardship may therefore affect school readiness, educational attainment and future life chances. A recent rapid evidence review conducted for the Department for Work and Pensions found evidence of a causal relationship between childhood income and a range of outcomes, including school readiness, health and later economic outcomes, highlighting the long-term consequences of poverty during childhood (DWP, 2025). This demonstrates how political decisions and economic circumstances can directly influence children's overall wellbeing and reinforces the importance of policies and interventions that seek to reduce child poverty and promote health equity.
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs suggests that basic physiological and safety needs, including food, warmth and shelter, must be met before higher-level needs such as learning and self-esteem can be achieved. Families experiencing financial hardship may therefore find it more difficult to support children's learning and development because fundamental needs are not consistently met. 
The Role of Early Years Practitioners and Settings
While political and economic factors can significantly influence children's health and wellbeing, early years practitioners play an important role in supporting children and families affected by these challenges. Research suggests that healthy lifestyle habits are established during early childhood and that early intervention can contribute to positive long-term health outcomes (Krijger et al., 2024).
Practitioners are well placed to identify concerns relating to children's health, development and wellbeing and can provide targeted support to families when needed. Krijger et al. (2024) found that professionals can support parents through advice, guidance and discussions about children's nutrition, physical activity, sleep and other lifestyle behaviours. The authors also emphasise the importance of tailoring support to individual family circumstances, including social, economic and cultural factors.
Early years settings can further promote children's wellbeing by creating safe, nurturing environments that encourage healthy eating, physical activity, positive relationships and emotional resilience. Carter et al. (2007) suggest that effective support relies on collaborative multi-agency working, clear communication and ensuring that children and families remain central to decision-making. Through partnership working with families and other agencies, practitioners can help reduce the impact of social and economic disadvantage on children's health and future opportunities. Practitioners can therefore play an important role in identifying additional needs, signposting families to support services and coordinating support to promote positive outcomes for children. 
However, practitioners may face challenges in addressing the effects of poverty, as many of the underlying causes of health inequalities are structural and extend beyond the influence of individual early years settings. Public Health Wales (2023) emphasises that factors such as income, housing and access to resources significantly influence children's health and wellbeing, requiring coordinated action across government and public services. Therefore, while practitioners can provide valuable support and early intervention, wider political action and investment in services remain essential to reducing health inequalities and improving outcomes for children and families.

Conclusion 
In conclusion, children's health, wellbeing and lifestyle are influenced by a range of political and economic factors. The social determinants of health, including income, housing, education and access to services, play a significant role in shaping children's outcomes. Policies such as Flying Start demonstrate how government intervention can help reduce inequalities and support families, while contemporary challenges such as the cost-of-living crisis continue to place pressure on children's health and wellbeing. Although practitioners cannot change wider political and economic conditions, they play a vital role in supporting children and families, promoting healthy lifestyles and helping to reduce the impact of disadvantage. Therefore, improving children's health and wellbeing requires both effective government policies and high-quality early years practice.
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