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Today I will be talking about poverty in the early years in Wales and how it affects children’s health and wellbeing. Child poverty remains a major issue in Wales, with around one in three children affected, meaning that children are the age group most likely to experience poverty (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024; Save the Children UK, 2025).
It is also important to understand that child poverty is not only experienced by families where no one is working. Many children living in poverty are in households where adults are employed. This shows that poverty is often caused by low wages, insecure work, high housing costs, and rising living expenses rather than unemployment alone (Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024; NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024). In other words, child poverty is a structural issue, not a personal failure.
The early years, from birth to age five, are a very important stage of development. During this time, children experience rapid brain development as well as physical, emotional, and social growth. Because of this, disadvantages in the early years can have long-term effects throughout a child’s life (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024; Public Health Wales, 2024). This is especially significant in Wales, where many children living in poverty are in the 0 to 4 age group (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024; Welsh Government, 2025).
There are several reasons why poverty affects families with young children. These include low income, insecure jobs, high housing costs, childcare expenses, and pressure on the welfare system (Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024). The birth of a child can also increase financial strain because family costs rise while income may fall if parents reduce their working hours. This means poverty in early childhood is often caused by wider social and economic factors rather than individual choices (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024; Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024).
One of the main effects of poverty is physical health. Children in low-income households are more likely to experience poor nutrition because families may struggle to afford healthy food regularly (Save the Children UK, 2025; Public Health Wales, 2024). Poor diet in the early years can affect growth, energy, immunity, and long-term health.
Housing can also have a serious impact. Damp, overcrowded, and cold homes are linked to respiratory illnesses, poor sleep, and long-term health problems (Public Health Wales, 2024; Save the Children UK, 2025). Young children are especially vulnerable because they spend a lot of time at home and their bodies are still developing.
Children living in poverty are also at greater risk of obesity, asthma, and dental problems, which shows how inequality begins early in life (Save the Children UK, 2025; Public Health Wales, 2024). If children do not have stable access to healthy food, warm housing, and regular healthcare, their physical development may be affected long before they reach school age.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps explain this. Children need their basic physiological needs, such as food, warmth, and shelter, to be met before they can develop properly (Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024; Public Health Wales, 2024). If these needs are not met, it becomes much harder for children to thrive.
[bookmark: _Int_jC4xxWqQ]Poverty also has a strong effect on mental health and emotional wellbeing. Children in low-income families may feel stress, anxiety, or insecurity, especially if they are aware that money is tight at home (Public Health Wales, 2024; NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024). Even very young children can sense tension and instability in the household.
Parents facing financial hardship may also experience stress, which can affect relationships and the emotional support they are able to give their children. This can influence a child’s sense of security and confidence. Again, this links to Maslow’s theory, especially the need for safety, belonging, and emotional stability (Public Health Wales, 2024; Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024).
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory also helps explain the impact of poverty. This theory suggests that a child’s development is influenced by different layers, including family, services, and wider society (Public Health Wales, 2024; Welsh Government, 2025). Poverty can affect all of these at once. It may create stress at home, limit access to services, and reduce opportunities in the wider community.
This can lead to cumulative disadvantages, where the effects of poverty build over time across different parts of a child’s life (Public Health Wales, 2024; Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024). In other words, early hardship can lead to bigger problems later if support is not provided.
Poverty also affects learning and development. Children in low-income households may have fewer books, toys, and opportunities for play and language development, which are important for early cognitive growth (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024; Save the Children UK, 2025). These experiences support early brain development and communication skills.
As a result, children may experience delays in speech, communication, and school readiness compared with their peers (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024). This is not because they are less able, but because they may have had fewer learning opportunities in the early years.
[bookmark: _Int_vlgRziZI]Access to early years education and childcare can also be difficult for families on low incomes (Welsh Government, 2025; Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024). The NSPCC and UNICEF UK report highlights that some families face barriers such as cost, access, and service design when trying to use early childhood services (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024). This means children may miss support that could help reduce inequality.
These early disadvantages can continue into later childhood and affect educational achievement and future opportunities (Public Health Wales, 2024; NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024). That is why the early years are so important. If children fall behind at this stage, the gap can widen over time.
Early intervention can help reduce the impact of poverty. Support services such as healthcare, early education, and family support can make a real difference in children’s lives (Welsh Government, 2025; Public Health Wales, 2024). These services can identify problems early and help families before difficulties become more serious.
In Wales, Flying Start is one example of an early year's programme that provides childcare, health visiting, and parenting support in disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2025). This shows the importance of investing in early intervention because support in the early years can improve both immediate wellbeing and long-term outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_D26vEnHO]To conclude, poverty in the early years in Wales has a major impact on children’s health and wellbeing. It affects physical health, mental wellbeing, learning, and development, often with long-term consequences (Public Health Wales, 2024; NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024). These effects are especially serious because the early years are such a critical stage of life.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory help explain how poverty shapes development (Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024; Public Health Wales, 2024). They show that children need basic security, emotional support, and a positive environment to thrive.
Most importantly, child poverty is driven by structural issues such as low wages, high living costs, and limited access to services rather than individual failure (Barnardo’s Cymru and Bevan Foundation, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024). Because of this, solutions must also be structural. A coordinated approach involving policy, services, and community support is needed to reduce inequality and improve outcomes for children across Wales (Welsh Government, 2025).
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