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Good morning
My name is Emma Williams, and this presentation is part of the module Understanding Trauma and the Mental Health Needs of the Child. ECCY7007
Today, the presentation will discuss:
The Impact of Poverty on the child’s lifelong development while exploring relevant Theoretical Frameworks in relation to the specific age range from birth to 11 years old
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What is poverty? 
Historically, Rowntree defined poverty as the inability to meet basic needs like food, shelter, and clothing. More recently, the Social Metrics Commission (2023) expands this definition to include insufficient resources for essential needs and societal participation.
Poverty significantly impacts children’s growth and development from birth to age 11, often causing mental health issues and developmental delays. Chronic stress disrupts brain maturation, emotional regulation, and academic readiness, with parental financial pressures compounding these effects (Nelson & Gabard-Durnam, 2020; Perrin et al., 2020).
Globally, over 350 million children live in chronic poverty. In the UK, 4.2 million children (29%) were below the poverty line in 2023, driven by rising living costs, job insecurity, and reduced welfare support.
Absolute poverty refers to the inability to meet basic survival needs, such as food, shelter, and healthcare (Wang, 2022). UNICEF (2023) estimates over 150 million children globally live in absolute poverty, with 50% facing severe health issues due to chronic malnutrition and preventable illnesses (Morris, 2022).
Relative poverty, on the other hand is The inability to meet socially accepted living standards (Townsend. 1979). Defined in the UK as living on less than 60% of median household income (Samiyeva, 2022). Children in relative poverty experience a 25% educational attainment gap and are three times more likely to face social exclusion (Chen et al., 2021; Sylva & Eisenstadt, 2024).
This distinction underscores the dual challenge of addressing immediate survival needs in absolute poverty while tackling systemic inequality in relative poverty (Akarçeşme et al., 2024). Focusing solely on absolute poverty risks overlooking the long-term social impacts of relative poverty (Birkmann et al., 2022).
Situational vs. Generational Poverty
Situational poverty arises from temporary financial instability, such as job loss or illness, and often leads to academic and emotional setbacks, with a 30% drop in performance compared to peers (Şengönül, 2021). However, early interventions, such as tutoring and counselling, can help children recover within two years (Johnson et al., 2020).
Generational poverty persists due to systemic barriers like limited education and unstable employment, leaving children with an 80% higher risk of poor outcomes in adulthood (Parolin et al., 2023). Addressing generational poverty requires systemic reforms, but targeted efforts, like scholarships and mentorships, can also disrupt poverty cycles within a single generation (Rahmadi & Rozamuri, 2024).
This comparison highlights the need for both immediate interventions and sustained reforms to address poverty's multifaceted impacts.
Moving on, we will now revisit relative and absolute poverty to explore their prevalence using recent data.
Relative child poverty in the UK as of 2023 stands at approximately 30%, affecting 4.3 million children (Hayre & Pollock, 2023).
Under Labour governments from 1997 to 2011, press targeted policies reduced child poverty from 33% to 27%. However, from 2011 to 2023, press half of this progress was reversed, with relative poverty rates rising, especially among families with three or more children, due to policy changes (Social Metrics Commission. 2023)
Absolute child poverty has shown a steady decline since 1997, while relative child poverty rates have followed a U-shaped trend, rising again after 2013–14 (Samiyeva, 2022). Graph 2 press
In 2013, 34% of children in families with three or more children lived in relative poverty. By 2022–23, this figure had risen to 46%.
This increase correlates with the implementation of the two-child limit, which restricts additional child tax credits or universal credit for most third or subsequent children.
These graphs illustrate the shifting landscape of child poverty, highlighting the interplay between policy decisions, economic factors, and their profound implications for children’s well-being as we delve deeper into its developmental impact.
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Piaget's theory of cognitive development highlights how poverty affects children's learning across stages.
Sensorimotor Stage (0–2 years): Restricted access to safe, stimulating environments in poverty hinders sensory and motor development (Tamblyn et al., 2023).
Preoperational Stage (2–7 years): The "word gap" in low-income families (Hart & Risley, 1995) limits language exposure, impacting cognitive growth and engagement (Cave, 2024).
Concrete Operational Stage (7–11 years): Poverty delays logical reasoning and academic skill development due to inadequate resources (Emerson, 2024).
Formal Operational Stage (11+ years): Earlier developmental gaps impede abstract thinking and problem-solving (Navarro, 2024).
However, Piaget's stages have been critiqued for rigidity, as children in poverty may develop resilience and practical skills but struggle with abstract reasoning due to educational constraints (Young, 2024; King, 2024).
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory provides a broader lens, focusing on environmental factors.
Microsystem influences, like family stress, and exosystem barriers, such as underfunded schools, compound poverty's effects on development (Shaw, 2024).
A systematic review showed that interconnected factors, such as food security and parental education, significantly impact child outcomes (Tong et al., 2024).
Critiques suggest the theory's broad scope complicates targeted interventions and overlooks the unequal weight of societal imbalances (Elliott & Davis, 2020). Its limited empirical testing also challenges practical application (Spear & Kirkman, 2024).
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs complements these theories by linking unmet basic needs, like food and safety to disrupted cognitive and emotional development. Together, these frameworks underscore the multifaceted impact of poverty and the need for integrated approaches to support children’s growth.
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Piaget’s theory highlights active exploration as vital for cognitive growth, yet poverty-induced stress disrupts this process (Saitadze & Lalayants, 2021)
Research suggests by Age seven, children from low-income households fall behind academically with gaps widening by age 11 (Ayala et al., 2024).
Chronic stress impacts the prefrontal cortex and amygdala, impairing emotional regulation, attention, and problem-solving (Breitenbach et al., 2021). These deficits hinder academic performance and peer relationships (Fagan & Wildfeuer, 2022).
Stress and Emotional Well-being
Research shows that poverty-related stressors, such as postnatal depression which is (40% more prevalent in mothers in poverty), disrupts secure attachment formation, critical for emotional safety and trust (Wang et al., 2021; Speranza et al., 2024).
Insecure attachment fosters withdrawal, aggression, or hypervigilance, a heightened state of alertness that hinders focus, trust, and social skills (Alpuğan, 2024; Bourne et al., 2022).
Chronic Stress 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), such as maltreatment and poverty, amplify emotional challenges and elevate Allostatic Load , a marker of stress dysregulation across body systems (Davis et al., 2021).
A longitudinal study found that children exposed to high poverty-induced stress had significantly elevated AL, correlating with higher rates of anxiety and depressive disorders into adolescence and adulthood (Breitenbach et al., 2023). These findings underscore the long-term physical and emotional vulnerabilities stemming from sustained poverty-related stress.
Family Stress and Abuse
Financial strain in families often increases the risk of substance misuse as a coping mechanism, leading to neglect or abuse (Meulewaeter et al., 2022).
Children in poverty are twice as likely to face abuse compared to peers, with severe cases often resulting in foster care placements (NSPCC, 2023).
While foster care prioritises safety, unstable placements exacerbate emotional vulnerability, leading to long-term difficulties with trust, healthy relationships and emotional regulation (Sewester, 2024).
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Physical and Cognitive Development
Health Challenges and Brain Development 
Poverty significantly affects children’s physical health, increasing the risks of malnutrition, stunted growth, obesity, asthma, and cardiovascular diseases (McCabe et al., 2024). Research shows, Children in poverty have a 38% higher prevalence to obesity (McCabe et al., 2024; National Center for Health Statistics, 2024).
A 17-year longitudinal study revealed that lower socioeconomic status (SES) correlates with reduced cortical grey matter, subcortical volumes, and slower subcortical growth, contributing to poorer cognitive, physical and psychiatric outcomes in adulthood (Barch et al., 2022).
Children in poverty often lack opportunities for regular exercise, Limited access to safe outdoor spaces and nutritious food not only compromises physical fitness but also affects brain development, including memory and problem-solving abilities (Ostermeier et al., 2024). Additionally, untreated health conditions like asthma lead to increased school absenteeism, hindering both cognitive development and social participation (Norman et al., 2024).
However, A study on poverty reduction measured brain activity through EEG in 1,000 low-income infants whose mothers received either large or nominal cash gifts. Infants in the high-cash group exhibited increased high-frequency EEG power, suggesting enhanced neuroplasticity (Troller-Renfree et al., 2022).
Critique: While promising, this intervention’s long-term developmental effects are unclear. Uncontrolled environmental and familial factors may also influence outcomes, complicating causal attributions. Ethical concerns about repeated EEG monitoring on infants highlight the need for cautious application.
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Social Development and Bullying
Children from low-income families face higher rates of bullying and social exclusion due to stigma associated with their socioeconomic status, negatively impacting self-esteem, social integration, and academic performance (Chen et al., 2021; Kirkbride et al., 2024).
A study found that 45% of children in poverty reported bullying or social exclusion, compared to just 15% from higher-income families. Resource-limited schools in lower-income areas exacerbate this divide (Frazier et al., 2021).
Cultural and Environmental Influences
The impact of social stigma varies across cultural contexts. In Western, individualistic societies, an emphasis on material wealth and personal success often frames poverty as personal failure, intensifying stigma and fostering exclusion (Inglis et al., 2023). In contrast, Asian collectivist societies may provide protective factors through strong family and community support. However, children in these settings can still experience distress due to societal expectations or pressure to contribute financially to their families (Huang et al., 2022).
Theoretical Perspectives and Interventions
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory emphasises the role of environmental factors, such as access to healthcare and safe play areas, in shaping development. However, Not all children in collectivist societies, such as those in parts of Asia, equally benefit from support structures (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2022). 
To summarise, Early support programmes focused on nutrition, physical activity, and healthcare access can enhance resilience, brain development, and social integration. A study revealed that stable caregiver relationships significantly mitigate adverse outcomes (Gou et al., 2024). However, sustained funding and systemic reforms are essential to maximize their long-term effectiveness (Miller et al., 2024).
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The long-term impact of childhood poverty spans multiple areas, including educational attainment, health, and social mobility.
Children from low-income households often face significant educational challenges, with many underperforming in subjects like reading and math by age 11, leading to a persistent achievement gap (Keating et al., 2023; Herbaut, 2021). These disparities limit their opportunities for higher education and future employment, as growing up in poverty is linked to lower lifetime earnings and unstable jobs due to inadequate access to quality education and skill-building resources (Green et al., 2023).
Mental health conditions are also more prevalent among children from low-income families, with these issues continuing into adulthood. Children from impoverished backgrounds are twice as likely to develop mental health conditions like anxiety and depression, often exacerbated by Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), which disrupt emotional regulation and increase the risk of PTSD, substance misuse, and emotional instability later in life (Smith et al., 2021).
Chronic stress, reflected in heightened AL, disrupts bodily systems, leading to long-term conditions such as cardiovascular disease, obesity, and metabolic disorders. A longitudinal study found a strong dose-response relationship between household income and mortality, with the lowest-income group experiencing higher mortality rates (Liu et al., 2022).
In Wales, adults in poverty-stricken areas live 17 years less than those in higher-income areas, costing approximately 350 million pounds annually for acute services (Public Health Wales, 2025). Early interventions targeting health inequities can help mitigate these effects, reduce AL, and foster resilience (Finlay et al., 2022).
The cycle of poverty is also perpetuated across generations. Children raised in poverty are more likely to remain impoverished as adults due to limited access to quality education, healthcare, and stable employment opportunities, reinforcing systemic inequalities (Young, 2024). This continuation of disadvantage is supported by Bronfenbrenner’s Macrosystem, which highlights the role of societal structures and policies in maintaining these disparities. 
Additionally, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs illustrates how the lack of foundational resources, such as safety and food security, inhibits the development of self-confidence and independence, making it more difficult for individuals to break the cycle of poverty.
In summary, childhood poverty has long-lasting effects on education, health, social mobility, and intergenerational outcomes. Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive approach, including early interventions, improved healthcare, better educational support, and systemic reforms to break the cycle of poverty and promote long-term well-being..
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Moving beyond blame
When it comes to the question of who is to blame for the impact of poverty on child development, it’s important to recognise that both parents and governments have roles, but their responsibilities differ.
Parental Responsibility: 
Parents have a direct impact on their children's immediate environment, including providing emotional support, discipline, and access to resources like education, food, meeting basic needs as Maslow’s theory pertains.
However, factors like neglect or substance misuse can make poverty’s effects worse (NSPCC, 2023). Parents may also face pressures that limit their ability to focus on long-term goals due to survival-focused priorities (Brady. 2023).
Nevertheless, it’s crucial to note that chronic stress and lack of resources, often caused by systemic inequalities, significantly constrain parents' ability to provide optimal care (Hock et al., 2024).
Government Responsibility:
Governments shape the structural environment affecting families. Economic inequality, inadequate social welfare policies, and poor-quality services, such as education and healthcare in underfunded areas, perpetuate cycles of poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023). A lack of investment in early intervention programmes further worsens long-term impacts (McGowan et al., 2021).
While government policies are critical, their implementation is often hindered by political priorities or bureaucracy (Knill et al., 2024).
In summary, blaming either parents or governments alone oversimplifies the issue. Parents play a direct role, but their capacity to support their children is deeply influenced by systemic factors (Spencer, 2024). Governments must address structural inequities and create an environment that supports families, providing policies that integrate family support with broader systemic reforms to break the cycle of poverty and promote positive child development (NSPCC, 2023).
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Addressing the impact of poverty requires effective, multi-faceted interventions. In the UK, early childhood education programs like the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) significantly improve cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes for disadvantaged children. A longitudinal study found that children in EYFS-based settings were more likely to start school with stronger literacy and numeracy skills (Forrester et al., 2022). Sustained parental involvement is crucial to maintaining these benefits (Bamsey et al., 2021). Financial support schemes, such as Healthy Start, enhance child well-being and nutrition while alleviating poverty-related stress (Theis & White, 2021). Despite these successes, broader challenges like access to quality education and healthcare remain unaddressed, necessitating systemic reforms (Friedline et al., 2021). Policies such as the two-child limit exacerbate child poverty, with their removal projected to lift 540,000 children out of poverty at an annual cost of £2.5 billion (Henry & Wernham, 2024). The Pupil Premium improves academic and social-emotional outcomes but varies in effectiveness across regions, while access to affordable childcare and safe play spaces supports low-income families’ development (Gorard et al., 2023; Gemmell et al., 2023). For sustained impact, these initiatives must align within a comprehensive strategy addressing systemic inequalities (Taylor, 2022).
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Childhood poverty profoundly affects physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development, with lasting consequences for adulthood, such as mental health issues, chronic illnesses, and perpetuation of intergenerational poverty. Early interventions, including access to education, healthcare, and family support, are critical in fostering resilience and mitigating these effects. Addressing systemic inequalities through government investment in social welfare programs and reforms can create opportunities for all children to thrive. Ultimately, tackling childhood poverty requires a unified effort from parents, communities, and policymakers to ensure positive developmental outcomes and long-term well-being.
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Thank you all for your attention and participation today. I hope this discussion has highlighted the profound impact poverty has on children's development and the importance of targeted policies and interventions. If you have any questions or thoughts, I'd be happy to discuss them further.
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