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Introduction

Health trajectories among children and adolescents in the UK are shaped by a complex combination of factors such as socioeconomic status, environmental factors, and psychological factors. As a result of a life course approach to health, it is emerging that early-life adversities such as poverty, inadequate education, and limited access to healthcare accumulate over a lifetime, creating lifelong health inequalities (Ben-Shlomo and Kuh, 2023). This report adopts a structural lens to examine critical developmental stages: childhood (6–12 years) and adolescence (13–19 years). The purpose of this paper is to evaluate how systemic inequities manifest in health outcomes, based on UK-specific research from 2020-2025, and propose evidence-based interventions that will help to eliminate these inequities.
Childhood (6–12 Years): Education, Poverty, and Health 
Child Poverty and Its Multidimensional Impact
 According to the Household Below Average Income (HBAI) report of 2024, the number of children living in relative poverty in the UK was estimated to be 4.5 million as of the end of that year. A household earning less than 60% of the median income, which is a measure of relative poverty, is disproportionately affected by racial minorities and single-parent households. For instance, there is a 47% poverty rate among children in Bangladeshi households, compared with a 25% poverty rate among white British families (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023). Among the cascading effects of poverty are chronic stress, which is linked to elevated cortisol levels and impairs neurodevelopment in children (Spencer et al., 2021). According to longitudinal studies, undercrowded housing and Mold exposure put children in deprived households at risk of chronic illnesses, including asthma (Holmes and Gupta, 2022). 
Welfare Cuts and the Impact on Low-Income Families In 2022, the Universal Credit uplift was reduced by £1,040 which led to an exaggeration of material deprivation among low-income families. Teachers reported children hoarding snacks due to food insecurity due to 32% rise in food bank usage in 2023 (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024). Low-income households face digital poverty as well: 15% lack reliable internet access, making online learning resources unavailable (Ofcom, 2023). 
Educational Disparities and Cognitive Development
 A disadvantage gap index measuring academic disparities between low-income pupils and their peers reached its peak in 2023 (Social Mobility Commission). Inclusion barriers: Resource inequality: Disadvantaged students attend schools with 14% less funding per pupil (Education Policy Institute, 2024). Educator attrition: Schools in deprived areas have 25% higher staff turnover (National Education Union, 2022).
Early Intervention Programmes 
Tutoring programmes such as the National Tutoring Programme (NTP) aim to close achievement gaps in schools, however only 34% of the eligible pupils had access to tutoring in 2023 due to logistical issues (DfE, 2023). Interestingly, Sure Start Centres, which provided holistic family support to children in poverty, were able to reduce the number of hospitalizations for children in poverty by 13% before funding cuts were made (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2022).
Nutritional Challenges and Food Insecurity
In the United Kingdom, food insecurity affects 19% of households with children (Food Foundation, 2023), with profound consequences such as:
In terms of cognitive effects, hungry children perform 10% worse on literacy tests than children of average poverty (Harvey-Golding et al., 2021). 
 Behavioural issues: Malnourished students observe much higher rates of disruptions in the classroom, including disruptions by more than 30% (Public Health Wales, 2022).
Limitations of Current Policies
Even though the National School Breakfast Programme (NSBP) feeds 280,000 pupils each day, families earning a little bit more than poverty threshold are not eligible for the program. As a result of the extension of the Free School Meal (FSM) programme in Wales, food insecurity was reduced by 18%, demonstrating the effectiveness of universal provision (Welsh Government, 2023).
 Physical Health and Activity Declines
Having studied the evidence for the cause of childhood obesity in England, it has been found that: 
An estimated 1.2 million children in developing countries live in areas with limited access to fresh food (Sustain, 2024)  
There is a growing trend of children spending 4.2 hours on screen time each day, displacing the time they would normally spend on physical play (Sport England, 2022).
 Green Space Inequities
A study by Public Health England found that children from deprived areas had 80% less access to parks, associated with higher rates of obesity (Public Health England, 2021). To address this problem, the Levelling Up Parks Fund aims to allocate 12% of subsidies to areas with the greatest lack of green spaces (DEFRA, 2023) in the most deprived regions.
Adolescence (13–19 Years): Mental Health and Structural Barriers 
Rising Mental Health Concerns Post-Pandemic
Approximately 23.3% of 17-19-year-olds reported probable mental disorders in 2023 (NHS Digital, 2023). In addition, girls were disproportionately affected by anxiety disorders and eating disorders in this age group. Long-term COVID has been shown to adversely affect mental health in adolescents. Twelve percent of adolescents reported persistent fatigue and cognitive impairment because of long-term COVID (Office for National Statistics, 2024).
 Social Media and Body Image 
It has been reported that teens who spend more than three hours a day browsing social media are 2.4 times more likely to report dissatisfaction with their bodies (Viner et al., 2021). As a result of platforms like TikTok, cyberbullying has become more prevalent among UK adolescents, with 34% indicating having experienced online harassment (NSPCC, 2023).
Access to Mental Health Services: Systemic Shortfalls
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) face a £538 million funding gap, which is resulting in 12-week waiting times for 270,000 adolescents (Children's Commissioner, 2023). Welsh teens continue to be deprived of access to specialists in rural areas, with 40% not having access to specialist care (Mind Cymru, 2022). Inequities are exacerbated by privatised services, as therapy sessions are often priced between £70 and £120 per session, which make them unaffordable for low-income households (YoungMinds, 2024).
Early Intervention Success Stories 
Through school-based counsellors, the Mental Health Transition Plan for Scotland (2023) has helped reduce the waiting time for CAMHS by 35% (Scottish Parliament, 2023). By collaborating with local communities, Greater Manchester’s #BeeWell initiative improved adolescent well-being scores by 22%, as well as the ability to identify healthy lifestyles (GMCA, 2022).
Educational Impact of Mental Health
The Department for Education has found that students who suffer from mental health disorders are more likely to find themselves absent from school 3.2 times as often as students who do not (Department for Education, 2023). According to the Education Policy Institute (2020), learners in the 2025 GCSE cohort, which was disrupted by pandemic lockdowns, faced a 15% widening of learning gaps from their pre-2019 peers (Education Policy Institute, 2024).
Vocational Education as a Buffer
For adolescents who are not academically inclined, alternative education paths, such as apprenticeships, are effective in enhancing a child's mental health. As a result of participating in vocational programmes, at least 20% of anxiety symptoms are reduced (FETL, 2023) as a result.
Digital Media and Risky Behaviours
The number of 16-17-year-olds who vape has increased from 4% to 14% since 2020-2023, primarily driven by the marketing of flavoured products (ASH, 2023). The Royal College of Psychiatrists found that there was a 20% increase in self-harm incidents among girls who were addicted to screens (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2024).
Policy Gaps in Regulation 
As previously mentioned, the UK's Online Safety Act (2023) lacks any enforcement mechanisms to curb pro-anorexia or self-harming content on the web. Moreover, Ireland's Digital Age of Consent laws in contrast to these laws have been shown to reduce harmful exposure by 18% (Dublin City University, 2024).
Policy Recommendations
There is a proposal to expand the eligibility for Free School Meals to all households that receive Universal Credit, based on Wales' successful rollout (Welsh Government, 2023).
The Health Foundation has suggested that £500 million should be allocated annually to CAMHS funding to halve waiting times and train 1,000 new specialists (Health Foundation, 2024).
It is hoped that all secondary schools in Scotland will be equipped with NHS-funded counsellors as part of the Mental Health Hubs initiative (Scottish Parliament, 2023).
As part of the Levelling Up Fund, £200 million will be available to build parks and sports facilities in deprived areas of the country.
A Digital Wellbeing Curriculum has been developed to meet the requirements of Ofsted in terms of lessons on managing screen time, based on the Finland's "Mindful Media" programme (University of Helsinki, 2022).

Conclusion
 Based on the life course approach, we find that childhood deprivation and adolescent mental health crises are not discrete issues but are interconnected consequences of the structural inequities of our society. Identifying early intervention as a crucial component of addressing these challenges requires putting in place cross-sectoral policies that prioritize equitable resource allocation, systemic changes, and systemic intervention to address these challenges. To break down the cycle of intergenerational disadvantage and foster a healthier, more resilient generation in the UK, the voices of marginalised youth must be centred.
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