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[bookmark: _Int_2G4lC6vq]Around 1 in 5 children and young people aged 8 to 24 in Wales were estimated to have a diagnosable mental health condition in 2023, compared with 1 in 10 in 2004 (NHS Wales, 2025) a staggering number of lives being affected at such early age. Many then carrying this through into adulthood. But what issues are causing such a rise and are heavily impacting the mental health and well-being of young people and children in today's society? This essay will explore the issues that are assisting in this rise by identifying and critically dissecting some of the causes effects. As well as investigating the importance of early intervention, strategies and support systems that are in place to support children and young people assisting in the development of good mental health and well-being. 
Although these notions often come hand in hand the standout difference is that well-being is the measure of fulfilment of happiness and comfort throughout childhood as it is being lived. Statham and Chase (2010) share the importance of both objective and subjective matters which can equally affect the level of fulfilment and happiness a child or young person is able to obtain. Ranging from health and educational needs to emotional needs and quality of life.  Raghavan and Alexandrova (2014) discuss in their research paper ‘Toward a Theory of Child well-being' that although there are many theories surrounding well-being itself that no theorist has covered the well-being of children and young people due to its complexity. Sharing that theories such as Parfits (1984) hedonism theory is incapacitated when considering the well-being of children and young people due to the developmental stages and their mental capacity to deal with emotional state and ability to self-reflect compared to the ability of a healthy adult mind. However, many theorists such as Maslow and Bowlby reveal the importance of developmental, emotional and social needs, needed to obtain optimal well-being, theories in which fundamentally derive from the mental health of a child or young person. Mental health has a detrimental effect on the ability to possess positive well-being as well as physical health and safety. Mental health is the state of an individual's mind emotionally, cognitively and psychological behaviour (NSPCC, 2024). The importance for good mental health throughout childhood is crucial to be able to manage stress, relationships, physical needs and create a healthy lifestyle protruding then onto their ability to navigate adulthood.
The list of influential factors effecting the Mental health and well-being of children and young people is substantial with an endless factors causing disruption to positive mental health. For some children and young people these are in the form of neurodivergent developmental disorders such as ADHD, schizophrenia and autism. Kirby (2021) shares research into neurodivergent children and mental health shows the increase in chances of evolving depression and anxiety. Furthermore, discussing the effect of incorrect balances of Dopamine can have on mental health such as lower levels leading to lack of motivation and progression and too much leading to trigger impulsive behaviours. Alongside neurodivergent disorders there are many other factors that can affect children's mental health such as bereavement, natural disaster, bullying, poverty, stress, care placement and housing location. Many of these also falling into the category of one or more ACEs. Also known as adverse childhood experiences, a framework that uses a scoring system to define the presence and effects of ACEs throughout childhood to adulthood. These ACEs are categorised into two main categories, abuse and neglect and household disfunction. ACEs of an abusive and neglective nature are those of physical, emotional and sexual. Whilst those of household disfunction consist of parental separation,incarceration within the family, substance and alcohol abuse, mental illness and domestic violence (NHSWales, 2015). (Tzouvara and Kupdere, 2023) Children with ACEs hold the risk of many drawbacks within childhood such as the inability to function socially making it difficult to hold down friendships, communicate with peers leading to loneliness and social isolations. Childhood ACEs also have an impact on the individual's adulthood experiences also. During the 2016 Welsh ACEs study Public Health Wales discovered that around 14% of ACEs victims had been exposes to four or more whilst 47% had been exposed to at least one (Public Health Network,n.d). GovWales (2015) expresses those who have been exposed to ACEs throughout childhood are at higher risk of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease and repertory illness compared to those who have none and are ten years older in age. Those who have ACEs also have the increased risk of becoming a smoker, substance abuser, alcohol abuse and are more likely to commit acts of violence. The chances of these risks become much greater for those with four or more ACEs. In addition, personal mental wellbeing of the victim is more likely to deteriorate with the more ACEs present. Findings from the SWEMWBS (Short Warwick-Edinburgh well-being scale) (UkParliment,2017) display the increased chance of daily struggles compare to those who have zero ACEs. Difficulties in thinking clearly, decision making, problem avoidance, sense of uselessness, inability to relax and lack of motivation and optimism for the future. A clear notion from this collective research on the effects ACEs and other factors have on the mental health of children and young people, show the presence of these whether it be one or multiple are more than likely to influence further challenges and connections throughout the individual's whole life. Effecting quality of life, well-being and mental health. Although the dynamic and function of the ACE’s framework itself is critiqued for its simplistic nature of a yes and no questionnaire, arguably ACE’s are much more complexed and differ from child to child which does not benefit for the lack of understanding you get from answering yes or no question(Homes, 2020). The framework also does not allow for the acknowledgement of protective skill factors such as coping skills, optimism and problem-solving skills an individual has previously obtained, as well as social support, community resources and cultural identity all playing a part in an individual's level of resilience. These factors greatly impact the way in which an individual can cope with ACE’s (Neurolaunch, 2024). Homes (2020) also notes the lack of structural factors taken into consideration such as poverty and housing.
Poverty has many effects on an individual's mental health. Ranging from environmental factors, family relationships, effects on education, bullying, social media, health an inexhaustible list. The cost-of-living crisis, a terminology used to describe the rising costs in energy and food is right at the forefront of causes in poverty in Wales. Beginning in 2021 and being caused by three main factors, war between Russia and Ukraine, Brexit and Covid 19. The effects caused by the war between Russia and Ukraine diminished the pathways for the United Kingdom to access gas and oil as well as agricultural products from Ukraine. This contributed to price rises due to the inability to get some items making them more desirable also making them more costly to inherit into the country (BBC, 2024). (ADD BREXIT PARA) In like manner the Covid 19 pandemic hugely contributed to the cost-of-living crisis. Collard (2011) discusses that those who were already struggling with poverty before covid 19 where effected the most. The impacts of Farlow, job loss and reduced hours catastrophically impacted households as less income was obtained. Following this factor was the rise in energy bills pushed debts to become higher with the more time spent at home came a higher use of energy and gas, brought on by lock down restrictions. Although ONS (2021) also explains that due to many goods and services becoming less available weekly spending decreased for many households. Alongside household effects the UK government was hit hard by the Covid 19 pandemic landing in copious amounts of debt brought on by supporting those who needed beneficial support. Making a 10% drop in outputs from 2020 compared to 2019 this is still now hindering the amount of money now accessible to supporting disasters such as poverty (Institute for Finance Studies, 2021). The cost-of-living crisis is still booming in Wales 5 years on with Wales being rated highest in poverty throughout the four nations with and estimated 75,000 individuals effected (Chartered Institute of Housing Cymru, n.d).  with a 50% rise in those falling behind with debt and 69% of those in poverty experiencing food insecurity (Patrick,R and Rybus,K, 2022). Chartered Institute of Housing Cymru explains that due to the cost-of-living crisis even those who are working are hitting poverty levels with around 15% of workers in Wales now in poverty, retail workers and those on minimum wage at the cutting edge. 
[bookmark: _Int_yTqx5xop]Children and young people being raised in homes that are in the poverty sector are being affected even prior to birth. Starting effects can be as early as prenatal, a study funded by National Institutes Health revealed the damage to brain development in children living in poverty from prenatal to the age of four show grey matter in both the frontal lobe and parietal lobe during their MRI study on brain development (Blair and Rover, 2010). These types of grey matter defects on the brain can lead to poor motor skills and struggles with attention (Malik, 2024). A disorder also known as Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD), with many links to neurological disorders such as ADHD. Dewey, et al (2002) shares “over 50% of children with ACD have co-occurring ADHD diagnosis”. As a result of DCD has a negative impact on mental health and quality of life throughout for children and young people furthermore effecting their ability in adult life (Zwicker, 2010). These side effects of poverty in childhood highlight the importance of early intervention and support. Theorist John Dewey's theory of ‘learning by doing’ explains the way in which children develop from social interactions, learning from what they see and experience (REFFERENCE). It was in his belief that children could only learn meaningfully and effectively with intent if leaning came from real life experiences. But for many children in poverty there is a less likely chance of extracurricular clubs, chances to travel, holidays, experiences with animals, sports and lack or resources at home also hindering their progression to develop through experiences. Interventions as early as possible can have a profound effect, such as prenatal, antenatal classes as well as baby groups. Within school A a free weekly baby and toddler group provide a safe space for children to explore socially encouraging interactions between each other but also offer opportunities to be creative and sensory play also. Alongside this Pembrokeshire County council provide numerous free Flying Start play groups located in more deprived areas to support those who have travel limitations that may prevent them from going otherwise. These groups promote the importance of healthy eating by offering a range of healthy snacks throughout, trained staff sharing information on weaning and healthy foods. Also providing advice on first aid and speech and language. With in the group the use of storytelling and singing rhymes promotes interaction and language development. Reading and singing to babies are a highly effective way to support healthy brain development, supports early speech development and allows for bonding opportunities for families (NHS, 2023). The use of these social groups can eliminate the lack of resources at home, for many in poverty there is less surplus money to invest in resources such as books, internet and educational toys. The British Psychological society notes the crucial links between lack of recourses in early years latter effects a child's inability to self-regulate leading to disrupting behaviours within school settings. In Wales since, 2006 the Welsh government have been supporting families within disadvantaged areas by implementing a Flying Start scheme. A funded child provision in a nursery setting aimed at children under the age of 4 years old. A well-recognised scheme supporting healthy brain development but also allowing more experiences and options of play, supporting good mental health. Play is also a targeting factor for the healthy progress of good mental health within children as limited play can lead to struggles within joining in with peers, struggles to understand the language of play and can lesser development in physical and cognitive development skills that develop from the use of play (Brown, 2018). All children have the right to play, as of 2010 The United Nations Conversion on the right of a Child (NUCRN) established Article 31 right to play Act, the first of its kind worldwide. Expressing the direct need of rest, leisure and play that children need for a healthy childhood supporting the positive function of mental health and well-being (NHS England, 2025). The prospects of play are supported by theories such as Frobel’s development theory and Vygotsky’s Socio-Cultural Theory. Frobel believed that children learn best through play, self-discovery, interaction with the environment a hands-on approach to learning. Highly promoting the importance outdoor learning Ryan (2025) notes Frobel believed outdoor learning was essential for physical well-being, spiritual growth and creativity. Another potential barrier for children in poverty with limited outdoor space at home are less likely to explore new places. School A supports the notion of outdoor learning by providing a sensory garden for students to explore wildlife, learn about agriculture as well as a space for outdoor classroom. Within school A the use of location is fully maximised, located within walking distance from a beach allows for educational excursions but also a space for learners to express and explore individually and within groups. Although Frobel’s theory has many benefits it has also been critiqued for the inability to explore what children also learn from social interactions. The theory only allows for the personal development from the individual making them the leaders of their own success, but for many children the lack of motivation and self-belief can limit them to progress to their full potential. As opposed to the theory of Vygotsky and his belief that children need social interactions to increase knowledge from one and other to help understand new ideas a fundamental step for good cognitive development (Cherry,2024). Although not all social interactions make for positive development, the act of bullying can deter the progress of social interactions and cognitive development. 

Bullying is a factor that influences the mental health of children and young people within poverty. For many children in poverty their low self-esteem, lack of social skills and being social inadequate are some of the influential factors that make them easier targets for bullies, who prey on those in a less powerful situation (ChildreninWales,2024). Often also targeted for their personal hygiene and clothing. Turn2Us (n.d.) share that many parents struggling with the cost-of-living crisis are less likely to afford basic hygiene products. School A helps to eliminate the pressures of affording products such as these using a community hub located in the school that houses hygiene and sanitary products along with donated clothes, shoes and toys. A positive supporting relationship between the school and parents is crucial to the development of a strong and positive cross within a child's Mesosystems. A component of Bronfenbrenner's Ecological systems theory, a five-step theory explaining how the interlinking factors around a child can impact mental health and development (Fisher and Lombardi, 2025). The first step of Microsystems entails those who the child has a direct relationship with such as family, friends and teachers. Moving forward onto Mesosystems which shows the importance and effects of interactions between Microsystems. Ecosystem is the category covering effects from and indirect nature such as parents' workplace colleagues. Macrosystem demonstrates the impact of law, cultural values and societal policies affect them. Lastly the Chronosystem which shows the impact of time such as historical or major life events such as divorce (Cherry,2024). The importance of a strong Mesosystem between school and home life helps build resilience when dealing with potential mental health issues. By also demonstrating teamwork, empathy and understanding when dealing with situations helps structure characteristics such as kindness, thoughtfulness and creativity (Stern, Barbarin and Cassidy, 2021). On the other hand, a break, down in relationships between parents and school can lead to lower attainment, behavioural issues and anxiety (Gao and Xu et.al). Bullying can also have a leading cause to anxiety in children, Reblin, (2021) that both physical and mental attacks on a victim whether it be a short term or long-term type of bullying can lead to the victim developing an anxiety disorder. Anxiety orders such as social anxiety and panic attacks are an example of these, traits often carried through to adult life. Depression is also a direct link from the causes of bullying, Ttofi and Farrington (2011) discovered that children that are bullied throughout childhood are at greater risk of developing depression in later life. Bullying affects sense of belonging, self-worth and the ability for children to feel safe all triggering factors towards the development of depression. Ahloborg (2020) notes that the effects of bullying can also lead to suicidal thoughts, self-harm or even suicide in children as young as 8 years old. “Statistics show that around 200 school age children die every year from suicide” and that “between 2010 and 2020, suicide rates among children aged 10 to 14 years more than doubled” Datta (2021). A reflection of the damaging effect that ACE’s, Poverty and bullying can have on both children and young people's mental health as well as the damage it can cause to families and communities left to deal with the grief and stress of losing children to suicide. Demonstrating the importance of early interventions and prevention of stopping bullying behaviours. School As (Gelliswick School 2023) Anti Bullying policy aided by the Welsh Governments ‘Challenging bullying rights, respect and equality’ (GovWales, n.d.) guidance demonstrates the importance of equality and respect for others, teaching the importance of celebrating differences. School A also raise awareness for bullying by taking part in Anti bullying week, show racism the red card day and odd sock day initiated by Anti-bullying Alliance to celebrate individuality. 
Despite evidence showing that interventions can reduce bullying by 23% and victimization by 20%, the inability to cater to individuals needs makes for an extremely difficult target audience. When analysing bullying programmes Veley (2023) noticed that many interventions rely on a one size fits all criteria failing to address traits and reasoning behind bullying behaviour in the first place. As well as the lack of inclusion for parents and community to be a part of the process. Supporting a lack of this in early intervention The Welsh Government (2021) designed a whole-school approach framework, a framework that has students well-being and mental health as central importance. This framework is designed to allow schools, health services and local authorities to work together to meet the needs of each student individually. Although this in turn adds extra pressure to services such as Child and Adolescents Mental Health Service (CAHMS) with an already exhausted overload and waiting list. School staff who took part in an exploration into contextual factors within schools impacting the introduction of the new statutory 'Framework on Embedding a Whole School Approach to Emotional and Mental Wellbeing' in Wales, share their concerns for being unable to support more complicated cases due to lack of training. Noting the concerns also towards the stress levels within staff due to a heavier workload expressing that the rise in demands for support within mental health and well-being deducts time from the teaching of other subjects. These types of pressures are leading staff to have time of due to stress thereby adding more pressure to other staff members. 

In addition to these hurdles in catering for the increased need of mental health and well-being staff are also expected to monitor and teach the importance of online safety in schools. Department for Education (2013) sets out a five-principal plan to address the upscaling use of social media and online data that children and young people are now exposed to. Entailing sharing personal data, how internet works, how to critically analyse content, understanding the risks when engaging with others online and the effects that online presence can affect them offline. An Ofcom (2024) report shows the dramatic increase of online social media platforms being used by children as young as 5 years old. In an annual investigation researching the difference between the year 2024 and 2025 they discovered an 8% increase in the usage of social media within the age range of 5–7-year-olds and a 11% increase in the usage of live steaming content. With the presence of social media at a 90% usage between the ages of 12 –15-year-olds. The use of social media is a further factor to consider when addressing mental health and well-being concerns in the youth sector today, due to adapting an unhealthy culture of comparison. As users are constantly in view of others, comparing physical appearance, life experiences and belongings (Action for Children, 2021). Children in poverty feel these negative effects more so due to the lack of life experiences and lack fo ownership of items. In toll affecting their confidence and emotional well-being. Social media being an easily accessible tool allows for an open window for bullying to progress out of schools. Cyberbullying allows bullies to portray abusive and threatening messages, share embarrassing photographs and includes cyberstalking (Benardo's 2016). Anti-Bullying Alliance (2022) share the statistics of a survey taken of 5,335 young people ages between 11 and 15 years old, finding 17.9% had been bullied online with a higher ratio of girls. The side effects for Cyberbullying are not as physical as bullying in person but have the same mental effects of lowering self-esteem, anxiety and depression along with the intensity of being able to be attacked at any point in the day. When reflecting on the process and development of bullying indicators show the links between the perpetrators also having a likelihood of experiencing ACE’s and influenced behaviours. Those exposure to trauma is more likely to bully others due to lack of empathy skills, numbness to emotion and the deflection of anger (Stop Bullying, 2020). School A supports children struggling with trauma by offering Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) a well-being and mental health intervention within the school setting. Working both one to one and within small groups to encourage social skills and reassurance to children in a like-minded situation, creating bonds and friendships. The use of ELSA creates a pathway to working alongside the governments whole school approach allowing external referrals from parents and outside agencies as well as schools staff. ELSA aims to use Specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time limited targets to address situations swiftly and effectively (Palphreyman, 2023). ELSA supports all ACEs within its intervention including financial poverty and relational poverty a lack of meaningful relationships affecting development and mental health (Nicholson-Roberts,2025).
When critically exploring and identifying issues that can impact the mental health and well-being in children and young people, a conclusion can be made on the lifelong effects that Ace's, neurological disorders and structural factors can have on mental health when developed through childhood. These factors can have a life long lasting effect, such as chronic illnesses, anxiety and depression. Although the ACE’s framework effectively identifies categories for ACE’s it is critiqued for its inability to fully account for protective factors and resilience. The placement of Bronfenbrenner's Ecological systems theory demonstrates the importance of school and family relationships have on a child's mental health including feeling safe and developing empathy. Whilst early intervention such as Flying Start, anti-bullying awareness, ELSA interventions are effective to a certain extent they can often have limitations due to the complex and diverse nature of ACEs. Furthermore, the whole school approach lead by the Welsh Government demonstrates highly effectiveness although with the inability for services and teachers to keep up with the demand of mental health support, the need for future funding is evident. Ultimately the development of mental health and well-being strategies early on allows for a higher chance of developing deeper connections, resilience and growth mindset embodying a greater opportunity to develop copying strategies to help with mental health issues throughout adulthood. Making for a healthier and positive future for future generations. 
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