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The Effects of Poverty on the Development of Children Aged 5 –11 years in the
United Kingdom.
Introduction
This scoping review investigates the effects of poverty on the development of children aged between 5 and 11 years of age in the United Kingdom. Childhood poverty remains one of the most significant social and public health challenges within the UK. It has extensive consequences for children’s physical, cognitive, emotional and social development. Children who experience poverty are more likely to face barriers that limit their educational attainment, health outcomes and overall life opportunities. As the early years of a child’s life are critical for growth and development understanding the connection between poverty and child development is essential for informing policy, professional practice and future research.
The purpose of this scoping review is to explore the existing evidence relating to the impact of poverty on children aged 5 to 11 years, and how to identify the key themes that emerge from the available literature within the 10-year time frame. Unlike a systematic review, a scoping review provides an overview of the available evidence, allowing researchers to identify knowledge gaps, examine the range of research that has been conducted, and highlight the areas that require further investigation. This approach is particularly appropriate for the topic of childhood poverty because it covers a wide range of interconnected issues, including health inequalities, educational disadvantages, family wellbeing, housing insecurity and access to support services.
Poverty is commonly defined as a lack of sufficient financial resources to meet basic living needs, although it does extend beyond income alone. Families living in poverty may experience food insecurity, poor quality housing, unemployment, and reduced opportunities for social participation. These factors can negatively impact children’s development during their primary school years, a period that is vital for acquiring academic skills, developing emotional resistance and forming positive relationships with their peers and adults. Research has consistently demonstrated that children growing up in poverty are more likely to experience poorer physical health, lower educational achievement, behavioural difficulties and reduced mental wellbeing compared with children from more affluent backgrounds (Marmlot et al., 2020).
This review will also examine current legislation and government policies that aim to safeguard children’s welfare and reduce the impact of poverty on their development. Legislation such as the Children’s Act 1989 and the Children’s Act 2004 places a legal duty on authorities and other agencies to safeguard and promote the welfare of children. These acts emphasise the importance of multi-agency working to ensure that children’s needs are identified at early stage. In addition to these acts the statutory guidance such as working together to safeguard children (Department for Education, 2025), provides a framework where professionals can work collaboratively in multi-agency teams to protect the welfare of children and offer support to vulnerable families. 
Although these policies were created and are intended to support children evidence shows that socioeconomic inequalities continue to have a substantial impact on children’s life chances. 
Understanding poverty is particularly important for professionals working in health care, social care or education because they are often the first professionals to identify children who are experiencing a disadvantage. 
By examining the available evidence this scoping review aims to identify the ways in which poverty effects child development. The findings may help to inform future practice and to identify the areas where further research is required to help improve the outcomes for children aged between 5 and 11 years of age living in poverty in the United Kingdom.
Background and Rationale
Recent statistics show that approximately 4.5 million children, representing 31% of children living in the UK were living in relative poverty after the housing costs in 2023/24 marking the highest level recorded in recent years (CPAG,2025). Since 2017 child poverty has increased considerably with figures doubling in 2022, highlighting persistent inequalities for low-income families (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2025). Although poverty effects children across the UK regional disparities are evident when comparing the statistics. Higher rates of child poverty are reported in England and Wales compared to the rate of poverty in Scotland (Joseph Rowntree Foundation,2025). Geographical inequalities demonstrate the influence of local economic conditions, employment opportunities and policy approaches on the wellbeing of children.
[bookmark: _Int_qBnxdKY4]Child poverty is driven by multiple socioeconomic factors rather than a single cause. Low paid work, insecure work and childcare costs effect families where the parents are employed. 72% of children experiencing poverty are living in households with working parents (CPAG, 2025). Rising housing costs particularly energy bills and food prices have reduced household disposable incomes making it difficult for many families to meet basic living needs (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2025). Poor quality housing particularly in cold and damp homes, directly harm both physical and mental health and poor housing conditions continue to harm health in England and widen health inequalities (Marmot 2020). Single parent households are disproportionately affected because a single income limits financial resilience and adds to the parental worry and stress. In addition to the worries of low-income working households there are also families who are impacted by unemployment or long-term illnesses which also contribute to the financial hardship that many families are facing. Welfare reforms including changes to universal credit and the previous two child benefit limit, have also been identified as contributing factors of child poverty by reducing financial support for larger families. It is estimated that 2 million children live in households that will see an increase in income as a result of the removal of the two-child limit within universal credit (Department for Work and Pensions, 2025). When parents are struggling to financially support their family and they live in poor quality homes, their concerns and anxiety about the impact of poverty are then passed onto their children. Financial hardship may restrict access to educational resources or extracurricular activities or have an impact on school absences. Poverty is also associated with behavioural difficulties often resulting from chronic stress and adverse childhood experiences (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022). Children living in deprived households have a greater risk of developing anxiety, depression or other mental health disorders due to financial insecurities, parental stress and the exposure to adverse living conditions (NICE, 2022). 
Poor nutrition represents another significant consequence of child poverty. Families experiencing financial hardship may struggle to afford healthy diets which can result in food insecurities. Health foods are nearly three times more expensive meaning that low-income families are likely to eat food which is cheap but nutritionally poor. With rising hosing costs families may be faced with the choice of paying an energy bill or buying food which has an impact on physical health (RCPCH, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_Uoh5vYYk]The United Kingdom has produced several legislative and policy frameworks that are designed to protect children’s welfare and reduce inequalities. The Child Poverty Act (2010) established statutory targets for reducing child poverty and required national and local strategies to address socioeconomic disadvantages. Although some provisions have since been amended the act represented a significant commitment to tackling child poverty through coordinated government action.  The children Act (1989) established the principle that the child’s welfare should be the paramount consideration in decisions affecting children and placed duties on local authorities to safeguard and promote children's welfare. This legislation was strengthened by The Children’s Act (2004), which promoted integrated working between health, education and social care services following the every child matters agenda. The Equality Act (2010) provides legal protection against discrimination and promotes equal access to education, healthcare and public services for disadvantaged children. Early intervention and multi-agency support can help to prevent escalating family difficulties. 
National guidance supports the professional working with children living in poverty and The Department for Education provides guidance on safeguarding, educational inclusion and improving outcomes for disadvantaged pupils, and the local authorities are under a general duty to children if their health or development will be significantly impaired without the provision of services (Department for Education, 2025). The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2022) publishes evidence-based recommendations for addressing children’s physical health, mental wellbeing and social care. 
A range of statutory and community-based services play an important role in mitigating the effects of child poverty. Schools provide not only education but free school meals, breakfast clubs and pastoral care and safeguarding support for vulnerable pupils. Health visitors and school nurses monitor children’ s growth and identify concerns requiring early intervention. Social Workers assess children at risk and coordinate support plans where safeguarding or welfare concerns are identified. Family hubs have become central to early intervention providing parenting support, health advice and family services within the community. Together these services aim to reduce inequalities and improve developmental outcomes for children, however variations in funding can limit their effectiveness.
Child poverty remains a complex issue affecting millions of children across the United Kingdom.
Research Aims and Objectives
The aim of this research is to explore the effects of poverty on children in the United Kingdom. To achieve this, aim the study will examine the social and emotional consequences of poverty for children, recognising that financial hardship can negatively affect children's mental health, wellbeing and social relationships (Cooper and Stewart, 2020). The study will investigate how poverty effects children's development and educational achievement, as evidence suggests that children from low-income households are more likely to experience lower academic attainment and reduced educational opportunities (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024).

Methodology 
This study will adopt a scoping review methodology to examine the existing evidence on the effects of poverty on child development in the United Kingdom. It will include evidence from both qualitative and quantitative research. This approach provides an overview of current literature while highlighting areas where evidence is limited or further research is required.
The review will be conducted in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta Analysis Extension for Scoping Reviews guidelines (PRISMA,2018).

Research Question
The Effects of Poverty on Children Aged 5 to 11 years in the United Kingdom.
Search Strategy
A systematic search of the literature will be undertaken using Goole Scholar to identify relevant peer reviewed journal articles, government publications, and reports from recognised organisations, including the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Child Poverty Action Groups and the UK Government. Searches will be limited to studies that have been published between 2016 and 2026 to ensure the findings reflect current evidence and policy. Keywords will be used to refine the search. The search terms will include
· Child Poverty and Child Development and United Kingdom
· Poverty and Children and Education
· Child Poverty and Health Outcomes and UK
· Socioeconomic Disadvantage and Child Development
· Poverty and Children Aged 5 to 11




Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies will be selected according to predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure relevance to the research question.
	                        Inclusion
	                      Exclusion

	· Studies conducted within the United Kingdom.
· Children aged 5 to 11 years
· Studies examining the impact of socioeconomic disadvantage on child development.
· Peer reviewed journal articles, government reports, and publications from recognised organisations, such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
· Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed methods of research.

	· Studies conducted outside of the United Kingdom.
· Studies focusing on children outside of the 5 to 11 years age range.
· Studies discussing child development without considering poverty or disadvantage.
· Literature published before 2016.
· Opinion articles or publications lacking research evidence.


Following the literature search titles will be screened against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Full text articles will be reviewed to determine their suitability. Studies that meet the criteria will be included those that do not will be excluded.
Expected Outcome
This study will employ a scoping review methodology to identify existing evidence relating to child poverty and child development within the United Kingdom. The review will explore the social, emotional, cognitive and behavioural impacts of child poverty alongside the factors that influence child developmental outcomes. It will examine the support systems and interventions that have been implemented to reduce the adverse effects of poverty on children’s development. By bringing together evidence the review aims to provide an understanding of how poverty effects child development in the United Kingdom.
 
Results
Evidence consistently demonstrates that poverty has profound consequences for the development of children. In a comprehensive review from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Cooper and Stewart, 2020) concluded that household income directly affects children’s developmental outcomes rather than simply reflecting other parental characteristics. The review found strong evidence that increases in family income improved children’s cognitive development, educational attainment and their wider wellbeing. While reductions in income are associated with poorer developmental outcomes. The review also identified indirect ways which poverty effects children including parental stress, poor parental mental health and the quality of a child’s home learning environment.
These findings are supported by longitudinal research examining the wider social determinants of child health. Marmot et al. (2020) argue that socioeconomic inequalities experienced through childhood have cumulative effects across the life course, contributing to poorer educational achievement, reduced employment opportunities and poorer mental and physical health as they enter adulthood. Similarly, Wickham et al. (2017) found that financial hardship was strongly associated with poorer emotional wellbeing and increased behavioural difficulties among children living in disadvantaged communities within the United Kingdom.
The emotional and social consequences of child poverty represent a central theme within literature. In addition to affecting their development financial hardship can also limit children’s participation in school activities, extracurricular opportunities and peer relationships leading to stigma and social isolation. These experiences may negatively influence children’s social confidence and emotional resilience of which both will have an impact on a child’s individual development increasing the likelihood of poorer outcomes as they move from childhood into adolescence.
The literature also highlights the interaction between poverty and adverse childhood experiences Bywaters et al. (2016) found a strong association between family poverty and the rate of child abuse and neglect in the United Kingdom. Although poverty alone does not cause maltreatment, economic disadvantage substantially increases family stress and exposure to multiple risk factors such as unemployment, housing instability and parental mental health which together elevate safeguarding concerns (Bywaters et al., 2016).
Socioeconomic depravation has a significant impact on children’s early development and health outcomes. According to UNICEF UK, children living in England’s most deprived areas are less likely to achieve a good level of development at the age of five, and they are more likely to experience obesity, untreated dental decay and increased a & e attendance before starting school. The report found that every local authority within the top 20% most deprived areas also ranked in the bottom 20% for multiple measures of child health and development. This demonstrates the strong relationship between poverty and poor early childhood outcome which affect a child’s development. These findings suggest that deprivation affects children’s development, educational attainment, and health from the earliest of years, reinforcing inequalities that exist throughout life (UNICEF UK, 2025).
By the time 11-year-old children are transitioning into secondary school development and educational inequalities have often become more pronounced. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds consistently achieve lower educational outcomes than their more affluent peers, limiting their future opportunities, these inequalities can then continue into higher education, where young people from low-income families are significantly less likely to attend university. Those who do progress to higher education are at a greater risk of withdrawing from their studies due to financial pressures. This demonstrates how the effects of socioeconomic disadvantage extend beyond compulsory education, creating barriers to development and educational attainment throughout a young person's life (Save the Children, 2020).
Despite the substantial evidence highlighting the negative impacts of poverty, research also identifies several protective factors which may reduce its effects on child development such as, high-quality Eary Years provision, supportive school environments, and effective family support systems have all be shown to promote resilience among children experiencing financial hardship (Marmot et al., 2020). The Joseph Rowntree Foundation emphasises that reducing child poverty requires coordinated policy interventions addressing income security, affordable childcare, housing and employment rather than relying solely on educational interventions (Joeseph Rowntree Foundation, 2025). Health interventions to address the trauma of child poverty such as incorporating routine poverty screening into assessments, ensuring that socioeconomic factors are consistently considered in treatment planning (Skinner and Kenadey, 2024) can help identify families at risk earlier and facilitate timely referrals to the appropriate services.
The NSPCC explains that identifying and responding to the needs of children and families at an early stage can strengthen protective factors, reduce risks, and improve children’s overall wellbeing.  Research cited by the NSPCC suggests that early intervention can protect children from harm, reduce the need for referrals to child protective services, improve children's long-term outcomes, enhance family life, and support children with developing the skills and resilience needed for adulthood (NSPCC, 2026). This demonstrates that poverty can adversely affect children's development, timely and appropriate support can help to minimise its long-term impact.
Digital poverty for children has also become increasingly important following the COVID-19 pandemic. Limited access to digital technology and reliable internet has widened educational inequalities, yet relatively little longitudinal research has examined the long-term developmental consequences of digital exclusion or evaluated interventions designed to improve digital access for disadvantaged children (UNICEF, 2021).
Another research gap is the limited inclusion of the children's own voices. Much of the available literature relies on the information provided by the parents, teachers or professionals rather than the children's lived experiences of poverty. Greter use of participatory research methods would provide a greater understanding of how poverty affects children's everyday lives and what support they believe would be most beneficial (UNICEF, 2021).
There is also insufficient evidence about the impact of poverty on children with multiple disadvantages including disability, ethnicity, adverse childhood experiences and neighbourhood deprivation. Reviews suggest that a child’s home, school, and neighbourhood environments colectively influence developmental outcomes. However further research is needed to identify how these factors combine to shape childrens development across diverse populations (Hatch and Coley, 2025).
Alongside the reseaarch gaps there remain gaps in availability to support services. With many families, living in poverty experiencing difficulties in accessing good quality early years provision, affordable childcare and developmental assessments for their children.




Conclusion
This scoping review has explored the evidence surrounding the effects of poverty on children aged between 5 and 11 years old in the United Kingdom. The findings demonstrate that poverty has a significant and wide-ranging impact over multiple areas of child development including physical health, cognitive development, educational attainment, emotional wellbeing, and social relationships. Rather than acting as a single risk factor poverty create a combination of interconnected disadvantages such as food insecurity, poor housing, financial instability, reduced access to educational opportunities, and increased parental stress. All of which contribute to poorer developmental outcomes.
The review identified consistent evidence that children experiencing poverty are more likely to achieve lower educational outcomes, experience poorer physical and mental health, and face increased behavioural and emotional difficulties compared with their more affluent peers. The literature also highlighted the importance of family wellbeing with parental stress, mental health, and the quality of the home environment acting as key mechanisms through which financial hardship impacts child development. Poverty was found to increase children's vulnerability to wider safeguarding concerns including neglect and adverse childhood experiences.
Current United Kingdom legislation including The Children Act 1989, The Children Act 2004, The Equality Act 2010, and Working Together to Safeguard Children provides an important framework for protecting children's welfare and promoting multi agency working. However, the evidence suggests that legislation alone is insufficient to address the underlying socioeconomic inequalities that continue to affect millions of children in the United Kingdom. While services such as schools, family hubs, school nurses and social service support play a valuable role in supporting vulnerable children, inequalities in funding, accessability, and service provision limit the overall effectiveness of the support provided by these services.
This review also identified several important gaps within the current evidence base. Further research is needed to examine the long-term effects of digital poverty, the experiences of children from diverse backgrounds, including those with disabilities and from minority ethnic communities, and the effectiveness of interventions designed to reduce the developmental impacts of poverty. Greater inclusion of the children's own perspectives would provide a more comprehensive understanding of their lived experiences, and this would help to inform future polices and practice.
Overall, this scoping review demonstrates that child poverty for children aged between 5 and 11 years old remains one of the most significant determinants of children's health, wellbeing and future life opportunities in the United Kingdom. Addressing its impact requires coordinated action across health, education, social care and government policy, with a continued focus on early intervention, reducing socioeconomic inequalities, and ensuring equitable access to support services. Reducing child poverty is not only essential for improving individual developmental outcomes but is also a critical investment in the long-term health and wellbeing in society.
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