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Progress in healthcare, such as the eradication of diseases like
Polio and Smallpox, has supported children's physical health
(Musgrave, 2017). Nevertheless, events such as the COVID-19
pandemic show that Early Years settings must remain adaptable and

proactive in promoting health and safety (Roffey, 2024).

Early Years practitioners can support health by embracing the following principles:
« Holistic assessment: Recognising the interplay of medical, environmental, and emotional factors (Musgrave, 2017)
« Health promotion: Embedding routines that encourage healthy eating, regular exercise, emotional literacy, and
hygiene (Hills, 2024)
« Family partnerships: Working collaboratively with parents/carers to identify needs and promote continuity between
home and early years settings (Dickerson et al., 2024)
« Early intervention: Being alert to signs of health or wellbeing concerns and responding promptly through support or

referral (Bradshaw, 2016)
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Wellbeing: Definition of Wellbeing

Musgrave describes wellbeing in early childhood as more than just the absence of illness or distress, explaining that it also
includes aspects such as emotional, social, and cognitive development within safe and nurturing environments (Musgrave,
2017). This suggests the complexity of defining wellbeing, particularly in early years contexts where it is deeply connected to
developmental stage, context, and lived experience (Lewis, 2021).

Unlike health, which is often measured through physical or clinical indicators, wellbeing is more subjective and holistic, for
example, how children experience life including their capacity for positive emotions, and their ability to form secure
relationships (Bradshaw, 2016). The importance of recognising wellbeing as a dynamic and socially influenced concept is
particularly relevant in the early years, where children are shaped by immediate relationships and settings (Wren, 2021).

A study by Lewis in 2021 explores how early years practitioners in Wales approach the assessment of wellbeing within the
curriculum (Lewis, 2021). Drawing on interviews and focus groups in two schools, the research shows that practitioners often
find wellbeing difficult to define and assess, frequently adapting tools from other subject areas to make it more concrete. This

highlights the importance of clearer guidance and shared professional understanding when putting wellbeing into practice.

What influences Wellbeing?

Wellbeing can be positively or negatively affected by a wide range of factors. For example, environmental influences are
important, with research showing that outdoor play can support emotional regulation, confidence, and resilience (Beauchamp
et al., 2021). UNICEF (2021) discuss how access to green spaces offers children numerous health benefits across social,
mental, and physical domains, with research by Burke et al., (2023) confirming the wellbeing benefits of time spent in nature.
This links to theoretical ideas of Friedrich Froebel, who positioned nature as a vital context for holistic development, nurturing
physical, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing (MacBlain, 2018) .Similarly, Susan Isaacs highlighted how outdoor, imaginative
play enables children to explore, express emotions, and develop autonomy, supporting psychological wellbeing through

everyday experiences (Pound, 2006).
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Healthy habits are shaped not only by individual choices but also through daily
experiences, family practices, and broader social environments. For example, the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF, 2019) highlights the strong link between
poverty and poor health behaviours, noting that children from low-income
households often face barriers to accessing nutritious food, safe outdoor spaces,
and healthcare support. The Marmot Review (Marmot et al., 2010) and it’s review
ten years on (Marmot et al., 2020) explain that these issues reflect the “social
determinants of health,” meaning that the wider social, economic, and
environmental conditions in which children are born, grow, live, and learn have a

powerful influence on their health outcomes over the course of their lives (Lioret

et al., 2020).

Cook Early years settings and practitioners can play a vital role in encouraging healthy habits around

Stars physical activity, nutrition and hygiene. Nutrition is a major focus, in line with concerns about

makinG cookinG cHlds playl growing levels of obesity (Hills, 2024). For example, school initiatives in South Wales such as

Reference: Image 1

cooking schemes provided by Cook Stars help embed good nutritional habits early on (Cook Stars,
2025). Physical activity is equally important, benefiting physical health as well as mood, focus, and
emotional regulation (Lynch, 2019), which is recognised and implemented by Welsh Government by

promoting the use of programmes such as the Daily Mile in primary schools to help promote regular

outdoor movement amongst young children (Welsh Government, 2017a).

Reference: Image 2




imagec.png
Physical Health

Historical developments, such as the introduction of state schooling in Europe (Hendrick, 2015) and public health and

medical advances in the twentieth century, have contributed to improved childhood health outcomes (McDowall Clark, 2016).
While global childhood mortality has declined by 60% over the past three decades (WHO, 2022), research shows that a

child’s physical health and survival remain directly shaped by their environment (Olawade et al., 2025). Economic and

cultural conditions can affect the availability and accessibility of health services (Rose et al., 2016).

Policy efforts (Musgrave, 2017) often focus on nutrition,
dental care, and disease prevention. Receiving adequate
nutrition is crucial for physical development both pre- and
post-birth (Davies and Troy, 2020). However, access to
healthy food and water can be limited by poverty
(UNICEF, 2024b), caregiver knowledge or education
(Yazeedi et al., 2021), or health conditions such as
Cystic Fibrosis or Cerebral Palsy (NHS, 2023).

Alfonzo et al., (2022), Lacey et al., (2022), and Ellicott
et al., (2025) agree that in cases where children take on
caring responsibilities at home, they may face physical
strain and stress that goes beyond age-appropriate
expectations, with implications for both physical and
mental health. In linking to theory, Maslow’s Hierarchy
of Needs is useful here. It highlights the necessity of
meeting physiological and safety needs, such as food,
shelter, and health, before a child can develop and learn
effectively (Maslow, 1943).
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Musgrave outlines further strategies such as emotion coaching, therapeutic play, and relationship-based approaches, which can
be tailored to each child’s context in order to help them process experiences and build emotional literacy (Musgrave, 2017). Early
years practitioners can also play a crucial role in recognising signs of trauma and providing sensitive, consistent support that
fosters resilience and healing. Trauma-informed approaches emphasise creating predictable, nurturing environments where
children feel secure and understood, which is essential for restoring and supporting wellbeing (Whitters, 2020).

A strong sense of belonging also contributes to wellbeing and can be fostered through inclusive practices that affirm children’s
identities (Roffey, 2024). This might include using home languages in displays, incorporating diverse family stories, or celebrating
cultural traditions within the setting. For example, Sudduth et al., 2025 highlight the importance of supporting children’s home
languages, showing how this not only benefits multilingual children’s academic and social outcomes, but also strengthens
partnerships between practitioners and families.

Children’s wellbeing is often shaped by what happens beyond the setting, too, making it important for practitioners to be alert to
these wider influences and offer relational, contextual support—ideally in collaboration with families and other professionals

(Gasper, 2015)

Lifestyle can be defined as the behaviours that support
wellbeing, including routines around sleep, hygiene, physical
activity, nutrition, play, and social habits (Marques et al., 2019).
The Five Ways to Wellbeing framework highlights key actions;
(Connect, Be Active, Take Notice, Keep Learning, and Give)

that underpin these behaviours (Mind, 2024).
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Hygiene is another crucial area. The Welsh Government with d“\\un GW@‘,)
Public Health Wales, ‘Designed to Smile’ programme launched

in 2009, promotes good oral health through practical routines

and education, supporting long-term dental care from an early

) A&
age (Public Health Wales, 2024; Welsh Government, 2017b). @J@ﬂed to <
Reference: Image 3 S ———r v
Sleep and rest can also help support physical recovery and Promoting healthy lifestyles also means recognising

cognitive development, and practitioners can support this by that not all families have the same access to healthy

recognising signs of fatigue and giving supportive information
choices, which could be a consequence of financial

about how screentime and technology can impact sleep
difficulties (Gallegos, 2025) or lack of caregiver
(Jayman et al., 2021).

education (Kostecka, 2022). The Marmot Review

advocates for “proportionate universalism” by

providing support to everyone but giving extra help

=3

1 to those who need it most (Marmot et al., 2010;

m Marmot ef al.’ 2020)

Health, wellbeing, and healthy lifestyles in the early years are deeply interconnected, each influencing and
reinforcing the others. Children’s physical, emotional, and social development cannot be considered in
isolation— holistic, child-centered practice is essential. Early Years practitioners play a vital role in shaping
these foundations through responsive relationships, inclusive environments, and partnerships with families.
Legislation and policy, particularly in Wales, provide a supportive framework, but practice must also respond

to lived realities, inequalities, and the broader systems that shape children’s lives.
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Mental health is an integral part of children's overall health. Cowie (2019)

explains the complexity of childhood mental health, noting that it is influenced
both by inborn traits and external factors such as social, environmental, and
economic conditions. Although mental health issues tend to become more
prominent with age (Roffey, 2025), they are already significantly present in
early childhood. The NSPCC (2024) reports that over half of Childline’s

counselling sessions in 2023/24 were related to mental health.

Influences on Social

Children's social and emotional health can be affected by:
- The quality of their attachments and relationships (Bowlby, 1978)
- Environmental stressors, including trauma or neglect (Syed et al.,
2025; Asmundson and Afifi, 2020)

- Poor caregiver mental health (Frydenberg et al., 2019)

. Exposure to poverty or inequality (Dobson and Melrose, 2020)
Bowlby’s Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1978) emphasises the importance of
secure early relationships. A child’s bond with a primary caregiver
provides the foundation for emotional regulation, resilience, and self-

esteem. If disrupted, these attachments can negatively affect emotional

development (Pound, 2006).
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Health, Wellbeing
and Lifestyles

for children in the Early Years
Introduction

This Academic Poster explores the concepts of health, wellbeing, and

lifestyles in relation to children’s development during the Early Years.
Each concept will be examined separately, considering both positive and
negative influences, and how Early Years practitioners can support them.
Links to theory, social and cultural factors, legislation, and policy
(particularly in relation to Wales) will be included alongside to provide a

comprehensive understanding.

Public Health Wales (2023) as part of their ‘Wellbeing Statement’ describes the foundations of good lifelong health as
being a consequence of successful mental and social wellbeing. The World Health Organisation (WHO) offers an
alternative definition of health as a concept encompassing physical, mental, and social wellbeing, and highlights health as
a ‘fundamental right’ of every human being (WHO, 2025). This aligns with Article 24 of the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UNICEF, 2024a), which outlines children’s rights to achieve and maintain good health through access to
adequate healthcare, sanitation, nutrition, education, and overall wellbeing.

Musgrave (2017) discusses how these varying global definitions can result in an ambiguous understanding of health but
offers Early Years practitioners a dual-assessment approach. This approach considers both social and emotional health,
including the emotional and environmental influences on the child, and physical health, which includes medical health

needs such as diagnosed conditions.
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Emotional and social wellbeing can be disrupted during transitions - such as starting nursery or moving home, placing stress on
a child’s sense of security and control, which may affect wellbeing negatively (McDowall Clark, 2016). This can be linked to
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which highlights the importance of immediate environments (microsystems) and the
wider systems (exosystems and macrosystems) that shape children’s experiences (Aubrey and Riley, 2016).

Trauma is also an important consideration. The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines child maltreatment as the experience
of an event or series of events that are physically or emotionally harmful or life-threatening, with lasting adverse effects on the
child’s functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual wellbeing (WHO, 2024). Experiencing trauma in early
childhood (whether from abuse, neglect, loss, or adverse environments) can have profound and lasting effects on wellbeing and

health outcomes (Rose et al., 2016).

Supporting Wellbeing in Early Years Practice
Wellbeing is embedded in early years policies and frameworks such as the Welsh curriculum, which emphasises health and
wellbeing as a key area of learning (Welsh Government, 2020). The UNCRC in both Article 29 and 31 also emphasise the child’s
right to optimal development, rest, play, and cultural activities, all of which are central to wellbeing (UNICEF, 2024c). Considering
the importance relationships, the wellbeing of early years professionals themselves plays a fundamental role: when practitioners
are stressed or unsupported, their emotional availability and responsiveness to children can be compromised (McCallum, 2021).
A 2024 survey by Early Years Wales found that many early years practitioners report poor mental health linked to low pay, job
insecurity, and feeling undervalued, highlighting the need for systemic support to maintain a resilient workforce that can nurture
children’s wellbeing (Holmes, 2025).
Supporting wellbeing in practice can involve a range of relational and environmental approaches, including calm and predictable
routines help children feel safe and secure (Mainstone-Cotton, 2017), as well as developing warm, attuned interactions and
activities to build trust and emotional resilience (Gordine, 2020). Adaptations to the environment, such as access to quiet spaces,
flexible transitions, or the use of comfort objects, can also support children, especially those who are neurodivergent and have

sensory differences (Warren, 2025).




