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Health, Wellbeing and Lifestyles in the Early Years

Introduction

Health and wellbeing in the early years are fundamental to children's overall development, learning, and future life chances.
The period from birth to five years is recognised as one of the most significant stages of human development, as rapid physical,
cognitive, emotional, and social growth occurs during this time. Experiences during infancy and early childhood have a
profound influence on children's physical health, mental health, educational attainment, social relationships, and long-term
wellbeing. Research consistently demonstrates that positive early experiences can contribute to healthy development and

resilience, while adverse experiences may have lasting effects throughout adulthood.

Modern understandings of health recognise that wellbeing extends beyond the absence of iliness. Health is shaped by a
complex interaction of biological, psychological, social, environmental, and economic factors. Consequently, early years
practitioners play a crucial role in supporting children's holistic development by promoting healthy lifestyles, fostering positive

relationships, and creating environments that enable children to thrive.

This discussion explores key theories and concepts relating to health, wellbeing, and lifestyles in the early years. It examines
factors that influence children's development, relevant research evidence, curriculum links, and legislation that supports positive

outcomes for young children.

Understanding Health and Wellbeing

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines health as a state of complete physical, mental, and social wellbeing rather than
simply the absence of disease or infirmity. This definition highlights the multidimensional nature of health and emphasises that
wellbeing involves more than physical fithess or freedom from illness.

Wellbeing refers to an individual's ability to feel positive, function effectively, maintain relationships, and cope with the challenges
of everyday life. Within early childhood, wellbeing incorporates several interconnected dimensions:

®  Physical health and development
e  Emotional wellbeing

®  Mental health

®  Social competence

e  Cognitive development

e  Safety and security

®  Asense of belonging and inclusion

Children who experience positive wellbeing are more likely to engage confidently in learning, form healthy relationships, and
develop resilience when facing challenges. Conversely, poor wellbeing can affect behaviour, learning, and long-term
development.

Health and wellbeing are closely interconnected. For example, physical health can influence emotional wellbeing, while positive
relationships and emotional security can support both physical and mental health. This interconnectedness highlights the
importance of adopting a holistic approach when supporting children in the early years.
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Lifestyle Factors Influencing Health and Wellbeing

Lifestyle behaviours established during childhood frequently
continue into adulthood, making early intervention particularly
important.

Healthy Eating

Nutrition plays a vital role in children's growth, development, and
overall wellbeing. A balanced diet provides the nutrients required
for brain development, immune functioning, bone growth, and
energy production. Children who consume nutritious foods are
often better able to concentrate, participate in learning activities,
and maintain healthy physical development.

Healthy eating habits established during early childhood can
reduce the risk of obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and
other health conditions later in life. Early years settings therefore
have a responsibility to promote healthy eating through nutritious
meals, snacks, and educational activities that encourage positive
attitudes towards food.

Physical Activity

Physical activity is essential for children's physical, emotional, and
social development. Active play helps children develop gross and
fine motor skills, coordination, balance, and strength. Physical
activity also supports mental wellbeing by reducing stress,
improving mood, and increasing self-confidence.

Outdoor play opportunities encourage exploration, creativity, and
social interaction. Research suggests that physically active children
are more likely to maintain healthy lifestyles throughout
adolescence and adulthood.

Sleep

Adequate sleep is fundamental to healthy development. During
sleep, children's brains process information, consolidate learning,
and support physical growth. Poor sleep can negatively affect
emotional regulation, concentration, behaviour, and physical
health.

Establishing consistent bedtime routines and ensuring children
receive sufficient sleep contributes significantly to their overall
wellbeing and development.

Relationships

Positive relationships are central to children's wellbeing. Secure,
nurturing relationships with parents, caregivers, and practitioners
provide emotional security and support healthy social and
emotional development.

Children who experience warm and responsive interactions are
more likely to develop positive self-esteem, confidence, and
resilience. Strong relationships also help children feel valued, safe,
and included.
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Screen Time

Digital technology forms an increasing part of children's lives.
While technology can provide educational opportunities, excessive
screen time may impact sleep quality, physical activity levels,
communication skills, and social interactions.

Current guidance emphasises the importance of balance, ensuring
that screen use does not replace active play, social interaction, or
sleep.

Social Determinants of Health

The concept of social determinants recognises that health
outcomes are strongly influenced by the conditions in which
people are born, grow, live, work, and age. These wider
determinants can significantly affect children's opportunities and
life chances.

Key social determinants include:

e  Family income

Housing quality
Education

Employment opportunities
Access to healthcare
Social inclusion

e  Community resources

Children living in disadvantaged circumstances are more likely to
experience poorer physical health, mental health difficulties,
developmental delays, and educational challenges. Poverty, in
particular, is associated with increased health inequalities and
reduced access to opportunities that promote wellbeing.

Understanding social determinants helps practitioners recognise
that health outcomes are influenced by factors beyond individual
choices and behaviours.

Age, sex, and
constitutional
factors
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Factors Affecting Health and Wellbeing
Health and wellbeing are shaped by multiple interacting influences.
Individual Factors
Every child is unique and brings individual characteristics that influence development. These include:
e  Genetic inheritance
e  Temperament
®  Physical health conditions
e Disabilities
o  Developmental needs
Some children may require additional support to overcome barriers and achieve positive outcomes.
Family Factors

Families play a significant role in shaping children's health and wellbeing. Important influences include:
e  Parenting styles and practices
®  Family relationships
®  Household income
e  Housing conditions

e  Family health and wellbeing

Supportive family environments contribute positively to children's emotional security, learning, and development.

Environmental Factors
The wider environment also impacts children's wellbeing. Influential factors include:
e Access to healthcare services
e Availability of educational opportunities
o Safe outdoor play areas
e Community support services
e Environmental quality

Children benefit when communities provide safe, supportive environments that promote healthy development.
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Attachment Theory

Attachment Theory was developed by John
Bowlby and remains one of the most influential
theories in child development. Bowlby argued
that children have an innate need to form
strong emotional bonds with caregivers,
particularly during the early years of life.

Secure attachment develops when caregivers
consistently respond to children's needs in a
warm, sensitive, and reliable manner. Through
these interactions, children develop trust and
confidence in their relationships with others.

Securely attached children are more likely to:
e Develop positive self-esteem
e Explore their environment confidently
e Manage emotions effectively
e Build healthy relationships

e Demonstrate resilience during
adversity

Research has linked secure attachment with
positive mental health outcomes, social
competence, and academic achievement
throughout life.

In contrast, insecure attachments may
contribute to emotional difficulties, behavioural
challenges, and relationship problems. This
highlights the importance of responsive
caregiving within families and early years
settings.

Chronosystem
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Ecological Systems Theory

Urie Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory
provides a broader perspective on child development.
The theory suggests that children's development is
influenced by multiple interconnected environmental
systems.

Microsystem

The microsystem includes the child's immediate
environment, such as:

e  Family
®  Early years settings
e Peers

®  Neighbourhood

These direct interactions have a significant impact on
development and wellbeing.

Mesosystem

The mesosystem refers to connections between different
parts of a child's life, such as relationships between
parents and teachers.

Strong partnerships between home and educational
settings support positive outcomes for children.

Exosystem

The exosystem includes environments that indirectly
affect children, such as:

e  Parents' workplaces
®  |Local authority services
®  Healthcare systems

e  Community organisations

Although children may not directly participate in these
environments, they are influenced by them.

Macrosystem

The macrosystem consists of wider societal influences,
including:

e  Cultural values
e  Government policies
®  Social attitudes

(] Economic conditions

This level highlights how broader social and political
factors shape children's health and wellbeing.

Bronfenbrenner's theory demonstrates that children's
development cannot be understood in isolation but must
be considered within the wider contexts in which they
live.
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The Biopsychosocial Model

The Biopsychosocial Model, developed by
George Engel, proposes that health is
influenced by the interaction of biological,
psychological, and social factors.

Biological Factors
These include:
e Genetics
e Physical health conditions
e Brain development
e Nutrition
o Biological processes
Psychological Factors
These involve:
¢ Emotional wellbeing
e Self-esteem
e Mental health
e Coping mechanisms
e Behaviour
Social Factors
Social influences include:
e Family relationships
e Peerinteractions
e Community support
e Education
e Socioeconomic circumstances

The model highlights the importance of
considering the whole child rather than focusing
solely on physical health. It supports holistic
approaches to practice that address multiple
aspects of children's wellbeing simultaneously.
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Biopsychosocial (BPS) model

Biological

interpersonal factors
such s social interactions
‘and community activities

iness that

Physical Activity Research

Evidence shows that regular physical activity supports:

Healthy growth
Motor development
Cognitive functioning
Emotional wellbeing

Social development

Play-based learning therefore remains a central feature of
effective early years practice.

Nutrition Research

Good nutrition has been linked to:

e  Enhanced brain development
® Improved concentration

e  Better educational outcomes
e  Stronger immune systems

e  Healthy physical growth

Poor nutrition, on the other hand, can negatively
affect learning, behaviour, and overall health.
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The Importance of a Holistic Approach
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A holistic approach recognises that all aspects of development are interconnected. Physical health,
emotional wellbeing, social relationships, and cognitive development influence one another.

Effective practitioners promote holistic development by:

e Building secure relationships
e Supporting emotional wellbeing

e Encouraging healthy lifestyles

e Working in partnership with families

e Creating inclusive environments

¢ Recognising individual needs and strengths

By focusing on the whole child, practitioners can support positive outcomes across all areas of

learning and development.

Research and Evidence

Research consistently demonstrates that early
experiences have long-term implications for health
and wellbeing.

Positive Childhood Experiences

Positive childhood experiences provide a strong
foundation for healthy development. These include:

e  Warm and responsive caregiving
e  Consistent routines

e  Positive peer interactions

e  Safe and nurturing environments

®  Access to quality education

Such experiences contribute to resilience, emotional
wellbeing, and positive life outcomes.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

Adverse Childhood Experiences refer to potentially
traumatic events occurring during childhood.
Examples include:

e Abuse

® Neglect

e  Domestic violence

e  Substance misuse within the household

(] Parental mental ill health

Research suggests that exposure to multiple ACEs
increases the likelihood of physical health problems,
mental health difficulties, substance misuse, and
reduced educational attainment later in life.

Early identification and intervention can help mitigate
the impact of adverse experiences and improve
outcomes for children.

/~  ADVERSE "\
{ cHIL cHLLHOOD
EXPERIENCES
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Legislation and Policy

Curriculum Links Several legislative frameworks support children's health and
wellbeing.

Health and wellbeing are embedded throughout the Early Years

Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989)

Personal, Social and Emotional Development (PSED)
The UNCRC establishes children's rights to:
Children develop:
® Health
®  Emotional understanding
®  Education
e  Self-confidence
e  Protection
(] Independence
®  Participation
(] Positive relationships
Article 24 specifically recognises every child's right to the

e  Behaviour management skills highest attainable standard of health.
These skills contribute significantly to wellbeing and future Children Act 1989
success.
The Children Act 1989 places the welfare of children at the
Physical Development centre of all decision-making and safeguarding practices.
Children learn to: Children Act 2004

The Children Act 2004 strengthened inter-agency collaboration
and promoted improved outcomes through integrated services
for children and families.

®  Develop fine and gross motor skills

(] Improve coordination and balance

) Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)
e  Understand healthy lifestyles

The EYFS framework provides standards for learning,
®  Engage in physical activity development, safeguarding, and welfare. It emphasises:

Physical development supports both health and learning.

Child-centred practice
Communication and Language e
[ nclusion
Children are encouraged to:
®  Physical development
e  Express feelings and emotions
®  Personal, social and emotional development
e Communicate needs effectively
e  Safeguarding and welfare

e  Build relationships ) ) )
The framework recognises that health and wellbeing underpin

e Develop social skills all aspects of children's learning and development.
Strong communication skills contribute to emotional wellbeing
and social inclusion.
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Conclusion

Health, wellbeing, and lifestyles in the early years are shaped by complex interactions between biological, psychological, social,
economic, and environmental influences. Children's experiences during this critical stage of development can have lasting
effects on their future health, education, relationships, and life opportunities. Theories such as Attachment Theory,
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, and Engel's Biopsychosocial Model provide valuable frameworks for
understanding how these influences interact to shape development.

Research demonstrates that positive relationships, healthy lifestyles, secure attachments, quality early education, and
supportive environments contribute significantly to children's long-term wellbeing. At the same time, social inequalities and
adverse childhood experiences can create barriers that negatively affect outcomes. Consequently, early years practitioners
have a vital responsibility to promote holistic development, work collaboratively with families, and provide inclusive
environments that support every child to achieve their full potential. By addressing health and wellbeing from a holistic
perspective, practitioners can help reduce inequalities and contribute to healthier, happier futures for children.
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