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Introduction
Poverty in childcare is a critical issue that affects children’s health, well-being and lifestyle from as young as the newborn stage. The stresses of living in poverty can be particularly harmful during pregnancy, to babies and young children.
Around the world, children are more likely to live in poverty than adults. They are also more vulnerable to its effects. Children may experience poverty across multiple dimensions – whether deprived of shelter, food, water, education or healthcare. Growing up without these necessities is a violation of a child's rights, with consequences that can last a lifetime (UNICEF, no date).
The inability to afford, or have access to food, residing in an environment that lacks safety and supportive care, or coming from a low-income household are all factors that can have long term effects on children’s health and well-being as well as their social, emotional, physical and cognitive development.
In the UK, poverty is commonly defined as being below an income threshold, specifically below 60% of the median household income after housing costs. This relative measure indicates individuals or households are considered to be in poverty is they cannot afford basic necessities and the inability to meet the minimum needs deemed reasonable by society standards (D’arcy and Goulden, 2024).

Why is it significant? How can it effect the health and wellbeing of young children?
Right now, 4.5 million children are living in poverty in the UK. This is a devastating number of children going without the safe and happy childhoods they deserve (Corcran, 2025).
Children living in poverty experience deprivation of material, spiritual and emotional resources needed to develop and thrive, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, achieve their full potential, and participate as full and equal members of society (UNICEF, no date). 
According to Save The Children (2017) 28% of children under the age of five in Wales are considered to be living in income poverty. The latest figures from 2020-2022 show us that this percentage hasn’t improved and still 28% of children are living in income poverty today.
Absolute poverty can be defined as a condition characterised by the severe deprivation of basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education and information. It depends not only on income but also on access to services (Pettinger, 2019).
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (no date) explains that Absolute child poverty remains significantly higher than poverty rates for both working-age and pension-age adults, making it a critical issue to address in tackling poverty overall. Despite the UK being one of the richest countries in the world, around 4.5 million children live in poverty. Children in lone-parent families face an even higher risk, with 4 in 10 living in poverty.
For children whose bodies, brains and nervous systems are still developing, poverty’s impacts can be particularly consequential. Potentially leading to developmental delays, mental health issues, poorer cognitive development, long term health issues and other challenges (UNICEF, no date). 
Poverty can have a detrimental impact on children’s, vulnerable, developing brains due to the stress it causes both them and their families. Children can absorb their parents stress from as early as infancy. Studies have shown that babies experience physiological stress in response to their mother’s own stress which can affect their emotional wellbeing (UNICEF, no date). 
The Child Poverty Action Group (2025) explains that for some children, poverty means growing up too soon as they have to deal with adult worries and anxieties while still being a child. Creating isolation, stigma and sadness for many children. 
According to Welsh Government the performance of free school meals pupils was lower than those not entitled to free school meals for the end of the foundation phase in 2019. For those children who do less well in school and have lower skills and education levels they are more likely to struggle in adulthood and in the workforce.
Children from low-income households were more likely to remain in the bottom performing group, and children from higher-income households were more likely to retain their position at the top.
 Poverty can also impact the physical health of children as they are more likely to suffer from asthma and other childhood diseases and to experience poor health later in life (The Child Poverty Action Group, 2025). From affecting a family’s ability to access food and heating to warm winter coats and activities like sports clubs, these can affect the physical health of the child as well as increasing anxiety and low mood. The lack of access to fresh, nutritious food can result in poorer overall health and poorer academic outcomes. 
Part of the reason that poverty has such an impact on children is because of how it intersects with and causes other forms of trauma. Children growing up in poverty are at greater risk of experiencing adverse childhood experiences like interfamily violence and any form of abuse. As well as an increasing the chance of developing depression and other mental health issues later in life (UNICEF, no date).
Application – what can we do about it?
Welsh Government (2023) created the child poverty strategy to help put a stop to child poverty and the effect it has over the next ten years. The strategy consists of five objectives and five priorities. These objects are:
Objective 1 – Lower costs and make sure families have more money. This means support them with things like food, heating, health costs and housing costs and ensuring they know what help is available to them. for example, enable them to have access to Welfare benefits.
Objective 2 – Support children, young people and families out of poverty. Flying Start is the name of the programme that helps young children in the poorest of areas, as well as childcare being funded for working parents for up to 30 hours per week, to ensure that all children have access to good quality childcare. 
Objective 3 – Support child and family wellbeing. This ensures children’s rights are protected and they have a decent place to live. The Rented homes act helps to improve the standards of rented homes in Wales. As well as the Communities Facilities Programme which helps provide money to communities all over Wales which can be used to improve areas and buildings and supports local authorities to ensure there is a chance for all children to play and take part in sport. 
Other services such as Families First and the Family information Service help support families with lots of different issues. 
Objective 4 – Make sure all families and children are treated well by services. Children’s Commissioners job is to ensure all children’s rights are protected as set out in the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child, while also standing up for their views and interests, especially the most vulnerable children. 
Services such as Young Wales is a service that supports children to talk about issues that are important to them, ensuring they feel listened to and are provided with the correct support. It is a Children in Wales Initiative that is funded by Welsh Government empowering young people and their voices. Their work is built on the ideas of sharing, informing and changing. 
Objective 5 – The Welsh Government must work well together.  This ensures that all organisations work together to protect children’s rights and tackle poverty. Multi agency working means that expertise is shared and allows all organisations to work in the best way. 

Another way of supporting children living in poverty is the Flying Start programme. The Early Years Flying Start programme is for families with children under the age of 4 years living in some of the most disadvantaged areas. 
The core elements of the programme have shown to influence positive outcomes for children and their families. These include:
Funded quality, part time childcare for 2–3-year-olds.
An enhanced health visiting service.
Access to parenting support.
Support for speech, language and communication development. 
Quality childcare contributes to the acquisition of skills and abilities, socialisation and the ability to play and concentrate. 
Research suggests that quality Early Childhood Play Learning and Care leads to improvements in children’s developments in later years such as enhanced language skills and better educational performance. Therefore, by providing disadvantaged children living in poverty with programmes such as Flying Start, they get to experience supportive childcare in engaging environments with enabling adults that can help to support their individual needs (Welsh Government, 2025). 
Foundations such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation work to speed up and support the transition of a future free from poverty. 
They help bring about urgent policy and practice changes now, while fostering deeper structural changes needed to shape an economic and social model in which people can flourish.
Their ambition is that social and economic systems can give people greater control over the most important part of their lives. With more equal distribution of material and social resources for everyone to enjoy dignity, opportunity and hope, and enable their fullest contribution to society (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, no date).
Foundations such as these advocate and amplify the voices for those who are living through poverty and those who cannot advocate for themselves. They support children into living happier and healthier childhoods and push for better changes to be made. 
Finally, the effects of experiencing poverty in childhood are grave. Growing up deprived of any basic need from nutrition to shelter to education hinders children’s physical and cognitive development, limiting their socioeconomic opportunities as adults. 
This is why UNICEF works with governments and other partners to help countries measure and address child poverty in all its forms. In partnership with the World Bank, they produce global statistics on extreme child poverty that guide decision-makers towards effective policies and programmes. Their research and advocacy also help governments make smarter investments in the social services that matter most for children. 
UNICEF promotes the expansion of child benefits and other social protection programmes, which have been shown in various countries and contexts to improve children’s health, education and nutrition. They also support governments in the implementation of family-friendly policies that enhance the well-being not only of children, but of caregivers too (UNICEF, no date).
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