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Introduction
Understanding health, well-being, and lifestyles in early childhood is crucial for a child's growth and future. This poster will discuss why these aspects are important during the early years, introduce key theories and models, and show how positive relationships impact a child's health and well-being. The aim is to highlight how early years lay the foundation for physical, emotional, and social development and how a supportive environment can lead to lasting positive outcomes. According to the NSPCC (2024), every part of a child’s health and development works together to shape their overall well-being.
Concepts
A child's health and well-being are shaped by various factors, including physical, social, environmental, behavioural, and psychological elements. These factors influence early development and essential skills like language and social emotional abilities. Negative early experiences can have lasting effects, leading to health and social inequalities. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds face higher risks of poor long-term health and quality of life. Early intervention during the critical stages from pre-birth to early childhood can reduce these risks, promote equality and improve lifelong health and well-being (Coles, Cheyne and Daniel, 2015). Research indicates a strong link between lifestyle and mental health, showing that living a healthy lifestyle is associated with better mental health and well-being outcomes (Hautekiet et al., 2022)                                                                                                 According to the Department of Health (2014), there is a close relationship between health and well-being. Health affects well-being, and well-being impacts health. Both physical and mental health play a role in well-being. However, mental health and well-being are not the same, mental health is more than just the absence of mental illness. Also stated by The Department of Health (2014), that the World Health Organisation explains that well-being has two parts: subjective and objective. Subjective well-being is how people feel about their own lives. Objective well-being looks at life conditions and compares them to standards of a good life. Together, they give a complete picture of well-being.
Health
According to the World Health Organisation (2024), health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. This definition according to Fothergill (2024), highlights that being healthy involves more than just not being sick. It encompasses overall well-being, including how we feel physically, mentally, and socially, and how we manage life’s challenges. Promoting good health involves focusing on these aspects and working to enhance the quality of life for individuals and communities. Also stated by Fothergill (2024), health is about feeling good in all aspects: physically, mentally, socially, and spiritually. It's about how we handle life's challenges, not just enduring them but bouncing back even stronger. Even without a recognised disease, we can be healthy by managing conditions and living life fully.                                                           According to WHO (2024), a child’s healthy development is crucial. It's important for them to learn how to adapt and thrive in a constantly changing environment.  Whereas the Children’s Commissioner (2023), states that while focusing on mental health is important, physical health is also significant. Children need to be active and eat nutritious food to stay healthy.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 According to Public Health England (2016), good health for children involves various factors that contributes to the overall well-being. These include physical health, emotional stability, social relationships, and mental health. Key aspects of good health for children are. Physical health: ensuring children receive balanced nutrition, regular physical activity, and adequate sleep. Vaccinations and regular health checkups are also important for preventing diseases and monitoring development.                                                                                                       Social Health: according to Public Health England (2016), to support children's mental health, we should focus on creating loving stable relationships and teaching them how to handle stress. Helping them build resilience and addressing any emotional or behavioural issues early can prevent bigger problems later in life.
According to Cherry (2023) John Bowlby was a British psychologist, who was recognised as the first to develop attachment theory. He believed that the early relationships children form with their caregivers play a crucial role in influencing their behaviour and emotions throughout their lives.                                                                                                            According to Public Health England (2016), secure attachments in early childhood are essential for a child's long term emotional and social development. When children have stable, loving relationships with their caregivers, they learn to regulate their emotions and develop strong social skills. These early bonds help children build resilience and improve their mental health as they grow. Addressing the need for secure attachments early on can prevent more serious emotional or behavioural issues later in life, setting a solid foundation for healthy relationships and well-being. Creating these positive early interactions is crucial for giving every child the best start in life.
Well-being
According to the Mental Health Foundation (2015) well-being is more than just feeling happy at any given moment. It includes happiness but also covers overall life satisfaction, having a sense of purpose, and feeling in control of your life. It is about how good and meaningful life feels.                                                                                                                                        The Department for Health (2012) explains that well-being is a multifaceted concept, that goes beyond just feeling happy. It includes a person's overall satisfaction with life, sense of purpose, and feeling of control. Well-being impacts various aspects of life, including physical health, social relationships and mental state. The government emphasise is that well-being can enhance recovery from illnesses, and promote healthy behaviours, and improve life satisfaction. Addressing well-being is essential for public health as it can reduce health care burdens and improve the quality of life for individuals and communities.                               According to the Early Years Alliance (2019) a key aspect of enhancing children's well-being is ensuring they feel loved for their unique selves. While parents and grandparents play a fundamental role in providing unconditional love, key workers, childminders, and other early years practitioners also have a significant role in reinforcing to children that they are valued and loved. This combined support helps children develop a secure sense of self-worth and belonging.                                                                                                                                             Also stated by the Department for Health (2012), mental well-being is a key part of overall well-being and goes beyond just not having mental illness. It is about having a positive state of mind and body, supported by good social and psychological health. This well-being helps build strong relationships, boosts resilience, and improves health. It gives life meaning, purpose, and a sense of control. Good mental well-being can lead to a longer, better quality of life, and higher life satisfaction. It is closely tied to physical health and plays a role in recovering from both physical and mental illnesses.                                                                      According to Public Health England. (2013) children's well-being is greatly influenced by their neighbourhood. Strong social relationships at home and school are key to their well-being. A safe school environment without bullying and a supportive family that spends quality time together are essential for a child's happiness and well-being. Children's development is influenced by their parent’s resources, health, location, housing, social connections and parenting skills. Children in less wealthy areas tend to have lower well-being compared to children who are privileged.                                                                                                          According to National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2015) early relationships are crucial for brain development, emotional control, and social skills. Positive early experiences help children become resilient and motivated, which are essential for learning and growing successfully.


Lifestyle
Farhud (2015) states that lifestyle refers to how individuals, groups, and communities live, shaped by their environments, economy, politics, culture, and religion. It encompasses the everyday habits and behaviours of people in specific places and times. This includes how they work, have fun, eat, and manage their daily routines. The World Health Organisation states that 60% of factors affecting individual health and quality of life are linked to lifestyle choices, this means that daily habits like diet, exercise, and activities play a major role in how healthy and happy individuals are.                                                                                   According to Longley (2018) children's environments can also have an impact on their development. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory explains that a child's development is shaped by their environment. This includes immediate surroundings like family and school as well as larger social and cultural influences. This theory highlights the importance of looking at all these factors together to understand and support a child's growth.                                                                                        
[image: Exploring the concept of community in relation to Early Years practice |  Journal | Education | The University of Aberdeen]                                                                            Diagram 1 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System (Source: Watson, 2013).
Public Health England (2013) states that children's well-being is linked to their health behaviours, such as physical activity, screen time, and healthy eating. However, well-being is more complex and influenced by broader factors like family relationships, having choices and control, and financial stability. These environmental factors often have a stronger and more lasting impact on children’s well-being than health behaviours alone.                            Mollborn et al (2014) explains that early lifestyle choices greatly affect children's development and long-term health. Good habits like healthy eating, regular exercise and enough sleep are crucial for physical, mental and emotional well- being. Establishing these habits early can lead to better health, better brain function and stronger social skills. Parents and the home environment play a key role in helping children develop these healthy behaviours.                                                                                                                             According to the NHS (2021) physical activity boosts mood, reduces stress and anxiety, and helps children sleep better by releasing feel good hormones. It can also increase their energy levels and help them feel more positive overall. A balanced diet can provide essential nutrients that support brain development and emotional well-being. Together these habits can help to maintain good mental health and physical health.                                                        The NHS (2024) also states that maintaining good personal hygiene and a clean home is crucial for children's health and happiness. It emphasises that teaching children to wash their hands, brush their teeth, and bathe regularly helps prevent illnesses and can boost their confidence. Children learn by watching, so setting a good example is important. Keeping the home clean also reduces the risk of infection and supports their overall well-being.                      According to the American Psychological Association (2023) living in a safe environment with loving relationships between children and their parents or caregivers can greatly boost their development and willingness to learn. Children who feel secure and supported at home are more likely to engage in learning and do well academically. A nurturing and stable family setting is key for their emotional, cognitive, and social growth.
Application to Early Years Practice
[bookmark: _Hlk174569772][bookmark: _Hlk174570754][bookmark: _Hlk174655620]Rodriguez et al (2013) states that teaching children about healthy eating, physical activity, and media literacy can positively impact their knowledge, attitudes and behaviours and that a supportive environment can foster healthy lifestyles.                                                            According to Brine and Goodwill (2017) the UK government has taken a proactive step to ensure young children receive nutritious meals by providing early years settings with practical guidance. This includes specially designed menus, created with input from nutrition experts, to help childcare providers offer tempting and healthy food options. The aim is to instil good eating habits early on, supporting children's growth and development while combating childhood obesity. This guidance is part of a wider effort to promote healthy lifestyles from a young age, making it easier for providers to align with government dietary recommendations.                                                                                                                     The Department of Health and Social Care (2019) has set out detailed guidelines to help young children stay active and develop well. They highlight the need for children between one and five years old to have at least 180 minutes of physical activity daily, which could include playing in the playground, jumping, climbing all dancing. For babies under one year, they recommend activities like tummy time to help build motor skills and strength. These activities not only keep the children physically active but also support their social and mental development.                                                                                                                                  The Department of Health and Social Care (2019) states that encouraging young children to be active is not just good for their health now, it also helps them develop lasting healthy habits. By following the physical activity guidelines in places like nurseries or preschools, children can get stronger and more agile, sleep better, and their brains can develop more fully. These early habits set the stage for a healthier future as they grow.                                           The Health Education Trust (2024) states that it focuses on the critical role of nutrition during the early years of a child's development. They offer training and resources to help settings like nurseries provide meals that are healthy and balanced. This work supports the implementation of the voluntary food and drinks guidelines for early years settings in England, aiming to cultivate a strong foundation in healthy eating among young children. Staff at these settings are trained to create appropriate menus and to engage children in conversations about food, which helps foster an early interest in nutrition.                             According to the Early Years Network (2024) outdoor play is essential for young children as it helps them grow both mentally and physically. Being outside allows them to engage with nature, which boosts their mood, helps them handle stress, and nurtures their social skills through fun and interactive play. The natural settings also spark their curiosity and improve their problem-solving skills, providing a well-rounded educational experience that supports their overall development.                                                                                                               Early years practitioners are essential in caring for children especially those facing challenges. They prioritise safeguarding by protecting children from harm and ensuring their well-being. This includes training staff thoroughly on safeguarding procedures and making sure that everyone in the setting understands and follows the established policies and procedures. This approach helps create a safe and supportive environment for all children (Early Years Network, 2024).                                                                                                     According to Manning-Morton (2024) early years practitioners also focus on nurturing the emotional and social well-being of the children in their care. They create a warm and supportive environment, where they pay close attention to the unique needs of each child. By fostering strong and secure relationships, they help children learn how to manage their feelings and build resilience, which is essential for their overall well-being. According to Capes (2024) Maslow's theory outlines five fundamental human needs, forming a hierarchy that affects motivation. By aligning teaching methods with these needs, practitioners can foster nurturing environments that support the complete growth and well-being of the children. This holistic approach ensures that from basic to complex needs, all are addressed, creating a caring and effective educational environment.  
[image: What is Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs? Explained In-Depth]
Diagram 2 Maslow Hierarchy of Needs (Source: Capes, 2024).
                                                                                                                                                  Also stated by Manning-Morton (2024) early years settings offer children the chance to express themselves, play independently and pursue their interests - all vital for their healthy development. They also stress the value of outdoor activities and connecting with nature, as these experiences greatly benefit children’s physical health, emotional well-being, and mental growth.
Conclusion 
Focusing on health, well-being, and lifestyle choices from an early age is crucial for the comprehensive development of young children. These elements lay the groundwork for their growth and future success. Health is not merely the absence of illness but also encompasses the physical growth and vitality that allow children to engage fully in daily activities. Well-being covers the emotional and psychological aspects, ensuring that children feel secure, valued, and able to express themselves freely. Lifestyle incorporates daily routines, habits, and the environmental influences that shape children's long-term attitudes towards health and activity. Implementing these elements in early years settings involves creating nurturing environments that promote active learning, physical health, and emotional support. It is crucial that practitioners recognise the interconnection between a child's health, well-being, and lifestyle to effectively support their development. By providing opportunities for play, interaction with nature, and exposure to positive social environments, early years settings play a pivotal role in laying a strong foundation for children's future. This holistic approach not only addresses immediate health and emotional needs but also sets the stage for life long habits and attitudes towards learning and personal growth. Ensuring that children have a strong start in these critical early years will pave the way for them to become healthy, capable, and resilient individuals.
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Obesity
According to the World Health Organisation (2024) obesity is a condition characterised by an excessive amount of body fat, which can lead to various health issues. Typically, it is measured using the body mass index, a calculation based on a person's weight and height. If a BMI is over 25, this is considered overweight, and if it is over 30, this is considered obese. In 2019, high BMI contributed to about 5 million deaths from diseases that are not contagious.
According to Balogun (2023) obesity can be caused by several factors, but it often comes down to a simple issue, eating more calories than burning off through physical activity. This can be more clearly understood as an imbalance between the energy that is taken in from food and the energy that is used up through daily activities. According to the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2022) childhood obesity is a major health concern that affects both the physical and mental well-being of children and can have long term effects into adulthood. It is worrying how many children are now considered to be at an unhealthy and even potentially dangerous weight, highlighting this issue as a critical public health challenge.
[bookmark: _Hlk174225347]According to Devane and Bunn (2021) in 2019, the UK government described childhood obesity as one of the nation's most significant health challenges. This issue is known to cause a variety of physical and mental health problems in children.
Chaput and Tremblay (2018) state that since 1980, the rate of obesity has doubled in over 70 countries and continues to rise globally. By 2016, around 50 million girls and 74 million boys across the world were obese. While the increase in childhood obesity has levelled off in many wealthier nations, it remains a significant problem. However, in parts of Asia, the rates are still rapidly rising. The health implications of obesity, both now and in the future, are serious, and experts stress the importance of starting prevention and intervention efforts as early as possible to tackle this issue effectively.
‌According to the NHS (2023) it is estimated that around 1 in 4 adults, and 1 in 5 children aged 10 to 11 are living with obesity. Obesity is a condition where excess body fat negatively impacts health. This can lead to serious health issues like type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and certain cancers. It also effects quality of life, potentially leading to mental health problems like depression and low self-esteem. There are several factors that can contribute to obesity. Consuming more calories than the body uses, particularly from foods high in fat and sugar, leads to fat accumulation. A lack of physical activity exacerbates the problem, as does genetic predisposition and certain medical conditions. The modern environments, with easy access to high calorie foods and sedentary lifestyles, makes maintaining a healthy weight challenging.                                                                                                                     Also stated by the NHS (2023) treatment involves lifestyle changes such as a balanced, calorie-controlled diet and regular exercise. Support from healthcare professionals and weight management programmes can be beneficial too. In some cases, medications or surgery may be recommended if lifestyle changes are insufficient.                                                                                                                 Obesity can greatly affect the health and well-being of young children. Physically, it raises the likelihood of serious health issues such as type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, joint pain, and breathing problems like asthma and sleep apnoea. It can also cause non-alcoholic fatty liver disease, which may lead to long term liver damage (Mayo Clinic, 2022).                                                                                  Also stated by Mayo Clinic (2022) psychologically, children who are obese may face significant social and emotional challenges. They might struggle with low self-esteem, depression, and anxiety, largely because of bullying or discrimination they may encounter from their peers. To prevent childhood obesity, it is important to encourage healthy eating and regular physical activity as a family. Setting a positive example by making nutritious meals and staying active together helps everyone and makes sure no one feels left out. Offering healthy snacks like fruits with low fat yoghurt or whole grain cereal and trying to introduce knew healthy foods can also help. Limiting sugary drinks and rewarding good behaviour with non-food items are also key strategies to promoting better eating habits.
Making sure young children get enough sleep is important because not getting enough sleep can lead to hormonal imbalances that can create an increase in appetite. Regular checkups with the doctor are also vital to keep an eye on their growth and to catch any issues early. These checkups usually involve measuring their height, weight, and BMI to see how they are doing and to address any concerns (Mayo Clinic, 2022).
According to Chaput and Tremblay (2018) obesity can affect a child's development in several ways. For instance, it often leads to shorter sleep durations, which have been linked to various problems such as mental distress and unhealthy behaviours. Experts recommend preventative measures that go beyond just diet and exercise. They suggest making changes to the environments where children grow up and shaping policies that promote more active lifestyles and healthy eating from a young age. This holistic approach includes encouraging physical activities, reducing time spent inactive, and fostering habits of balanced nutrition early in life.
Also stated by Chaput and Tremblay (2018) obesity in children is influenced by a mix of genetic factors, lifestyle choices, and the environment they grow up in. While genetics can play a role in body weight, the choices children make, and their surroundings have a big impact too. To prevent obesity effectively, it is important to consider all these factors and work towards creating an environment that supports healthy growth and development for children. This involves encouraging children to be active, making sure they can eat healthy foods, and supporting policies that help maintain these healthy standards.
According to the Department of Health and Social Care (2017) obesity in children occurs when they consume more calories than they burn through physical activity. Being active brings many benefits for children, not only helping them develop strong muscles and bones but also boosting their overall health and fitness. It even improves their sleep quality and helps maintain a healthy weight. Additionally, participating in organised sports and after school activities has been shown to enhance children's academic performance.
[bookmark: _Hlk174312635]According to Devane and Bunn (2021) recent data from 2019 to 2020 has shown that at the end of primary school, 35% of children aged 10 to 12 years were overweight or obese, with 2% classified specifically as obese. The UK government has set a goal to reduce the rate of childhood obesity by half by the year 2030. This strategy includes promoting changes in individual behaviours, reformulating products to be healthier, and limiting marketing of unhealthy foods. Additionally, there are specific policies in place across devolved regions to tackle childhood obesity. Also stated by Devane and Bunn (2021) data from England's National Child Measurement Programme shows that childhood obesity is more common in areas with greater social inequality. For example, children from poorer neighbourhoods are more than twice as likely to be obese than those from wealthier ones. Additionally, Black and ethnic minority children often have higher body mass indexes than their White British counterparts, and unfortunately, this disparity is growing.                  
 According to O’Hare (2023) in the UK, being overweight can have a big impact on the mental well-being of young children. Studies show that children with higher body mass index often feel less happy with how they look and have lower self-esteem. This can make them more likely to experience mental health issues like anxiety and depression as they grow into teenagers. The stress of dealing with bullying and the pressure from peers and society about body image can worsen these mental health challenges. Also stated by O’Hare (2023) to tackle these problems, experts recommend focusing on more than just lowering obesity rates. They stress the importance of nurturing a positive body image and boosting self-esteem in young people. It is essential for schools and health professionals to create supportive spaces that care for both mental and physical health. This means providing mental health resources and teaching children about maintaining a healthy body image as part of their education.
According to the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2022) healthcare professionals are crucial in helping families address obesity. By working with other experts and public health teams, they can have an impact on the wider community. They support comprehensive strategies to manage excess weight and address factors contributed to high calorie intake and inactive lifestyles. Also stated by the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2022) children who are obese are more likely to stay obese into adulthood. As adults, they face a higher risk of developing health issues, disabilities, and even having a shorter lifespan.
The UK government's approach to reducing childhood obesity is comprehensive, promoting healthier lifestyles across various stages of a child's development. Key initiatives include improving the nutritional quality of food, making health information more accessible to parents, and regulating how unhealthy foods are advertised. Additionally, healthcare professionals are encouraged to support families actively and integrate obesity prevention into public health strategies. This plan aims not just to reduce obesity rates among children, but also to enhance their overall well-being from a young age (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk174396004]According to the Department of Health and Social Care (2017) the UK government has launched a comprehensive strategy to combat childhood obesity. This plan includes steps to improve the quality of food in schools, helping children make smarter choices about their diet and exercise. These efforts are checked by Ofsted during their school inspections. Additionally, the government encourages young children to adopt healthy eating and active lifestyles right from their early years, supported by new guidelines and training programmes for childcare providers. Also stated by the Department of Health and Social Care (2017) the government is also supporting with the cost of healthy food for those in need. This includes maintaining the Healthy Start scheme, which helps low-income families buy milk, fresh and frozen fruit and vegetables, and infant formula. The government also plans to expand this scheme by increasing the value of the vouchers to further assist families in accessing healthy foods.
‌Also stated by Balogun (2023) the government is actively promoting public awareness campaigns to encourage healthier lifestyle choices. They are making food labels clearer so families can make more informed nutritional decisions and using technology to help both children and adults develop healthy habits. Additionally, they are working to include more about healthy eating in school lessons and are expanding NHS services that help people at risk of obesity, manage their weight more effectively. Also stated by the Department of Health and Social Care (2017) with almost 1/3 of children between ages 2 and 15 being overweight or obese, everyone needs to get involved in tackling childhood obesity. The government, businesses, schools, and public agencies all play crucial roles in offering healthier food and drink options and fostering healthier choices for young children. The advantages of reducing obesity are significant, it will not only save lives but will also help to lessen social inequalities.
In our setting we tackle childhood obesity with a hands-on approach that combines healthy eating with plenty of physical activity. Each morning, the children can have a healthy breakfast to give them a good start to the school day. Throughout the day, they enjoy meals prepared by staff who are experts in healthy food. And there is also an opportunity to have milk and fruit or vegetables during snack time. For staying active, the children have regular PE lessons, swimming sessions, and a large playground where they can play football or other sports during their break times. This nurturing environment supports their health and well-being, keeping them active and engaged.
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