                               Exploring Health, Well-Being, and Lifestyles in Early Childhood Development
Introduction
This poster focuses on the interconnected concepts of health, well-being, and lifestyle, especially their significance in early childhood development. Each aspect plays a critical role in shaping a child's physical, emotional, and cognitive development. These factors do not operate in isolation; they are deeply interdependent. Practitioners in early years settings are pivotal in fostering these elements, as they directly influence a child’s ability to learn, grow, and thrive. Understanding how health, well-being, and lifestyle intersect enables practitioners to design tailored strategies that enhance children's experiences. By addressing these interconnected aspects early, practitioners can mitigate developmental disparities and inequalities. Equipping children with the tools for a healthy and balanced lifestyle not only improves their current quality of life but also lays a foundation for their long-term success and resilience. This discussion delves deeper into research, contemporary policies, and innovative practices that shape early childhood education, illustrating the importance of a proactive and holistic approach to supporting young learners.








                                               Defining Health
Health is a multifaceted concept that transcends the absence of illness or disease. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2023 and 2024) provides a comprehensive definition, asserting that health encompasses not only physical well-being but also mental and social well-being. This holistic understanding emphasizes that health is not a static condition but a dynamic and interconnected state that enables individuals to function optimally in various aspects of life. Davis, Costigan, and Schubert (2017) support this by highlighting the importance of proactive health measures in early childhood, asserting that the foundation of health established during these formative years can significantly influence an individual's lifelong outcomes. They argue that early interventions can enhance immediate health outcomes and foster emotional stability, learning potential, and social competence. In line with WHO's perspective, health extends beyond the individual to include social factors that influence well-being. A child’s social environment, including family dynamics, peer relationships, and community support, plays a critical role in shaping their overall health. Positive social connections are associated with better mental health, resilience, and the ability to cope with stress and adversity (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This understanding reflects an ecological approach to health, where multiple layers of influence—from individual behaviours to societal structures—contribute to overall well-being. Social determinants such as access to healthcare, nutrition, and education further influence health outcomes, underscoring the importance of a holistic view that takes into account not only personal health but also the broader social context.





Interconnections Between Health, Well-Being, and Lifestyle
Health, well-being, and lifestyle are intrinsically connected, forming a triad that profoundly influences early childhood development. Research consistently demonstrates how deficits in one area can cascade into challenges in others. For instance, inadequate nutrition can impair cognitive growth, while insufficient sleep disrupts emotional regulation, reducing a child’s capacity for resilience. Cheung, (2018); Scheibe, et al, (2020); Bammer, et al, (2010); Gross-Manos and Bradshaw, (2022) emphasises that these basic needs are foundational to reaching developmental milestones, and their absence can create significant barriers to learning and adaptation. Wilkinson and Marmot (2003) further identify socioeconomic disparities as exacerbating these challenges, as limited resources often hinder access to healthy foods, healthcare, or safe environments for physical activity. 







[image: ]

                                               Defining Well-Being
Well-being is a broad concept that encompasses physical health, social and emotional security, intellectual growth, and spiritual development. Hughes et al. (2012) argue that children’s well-being is both a state and a process, involving contentment, resilience, and meaningful connections. This reflects the Welsh Government’s (2022, 2020 and 2015) holistic view, which frames well-being as achieving balance across physical, mental, and emotional domains.
A useful way to understand well-being is through Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943) Maslow proposed that people must first meet basic needs—such as food, shelter, and safety—before achieving higher-order goals like learning, building relationships, and personal fulfilment (McLeod, 2024). In early childhood, practitioners focus on meeting these foundational needs, ensuring that children feel secure, nourished, and supported. Without these conditions, children may struggle to engage in higher levels of development, such as creative thinking or forming meaningful connections. Moreover, the hierarchy underscores the critical interdependence of well-being components, highlighting how unmet basic needs can lead to long-term developmental challenges (McLeod, 2024).
Huta (2014) adds that well-being involves two dimensions: hedonic (pleasure and happiness) and eudaimonic (growth and purpose). Children need both types to flourish. For example, playful activities may enhance hedonic well-being, while tasks requiring problem-solving encourage eudaimonic growth. Disabato et al. (2016) support this balanced approach, arguing that blending both dimensions results in stronger overall development. Furthermore, eudaimonic activities, such as fostering creativity or setting achievable challenges, allow children to build a sense of purpose and self-worth, which are critical for their long-term resilience and self-esteem. Well-being during childhood not only enhances life in the present but also builds resilience, giving children the ability to handle future challenges effectively.
Well-being is a multifaceted concept central to overall human development, particularly in early childhood. It is not simply the absence of illness but rather a positive state of physical, emotional, and social health (WHO, 2023 and 2024). Dodge et al. (2012) describe well-being as a dynamic equilibrium between the challenges individuals face and the resources they possess. This perspective underscores the importance of providing children with supportive environments that nurture their holistic development. Supportive environments, particularly those established in educational and childcare settings, can act as protective factors against adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), helping children navigate complex challenges effectively (Kalmakis and Chandler, 2015; Monnat and Chandler, 2015).

In early childhood, social well-being is closely linked to the quality of relationships with caregivers and peers. Positive interactions provide children with a sense of security, fostering emotional stability and social competence. Research by Howells, et al., (2023); Miljević-Riðički, Plantak and Bouillet, (2017); Westphaln, et al., (2022); Oberle, et al., (2014) highlights the role of supportive relationships in promoting resilience and emotional regulation, key aspects of well-being. Additionally, emotional well-being in early years is associated with the ability to recognize and manage feelings, skills that practitioners can foster through structured emotional literacy programs (Schonert-Reichl and Roeser, 2016; Felver, 2016). Establishing these skills early enables children to navigate social complexities effectively and promotes positive peer interactions, which are foundational for long-term social success.
Physical well-being, encompassing nutrition, sleep, and activity, is equally essential. Recent studies emphasize the impact of lifestyle habits on cognitive development and emotional stability (LeBlanc, et al., 2012; Poitras, et al., 2017; Tremblay, 2017).
 A balanced diet, regular physical activity, and adequate sleep contribute to the foundational health that supports other dimensions of well-being. For example, LeBlanc et al. (2017) highlight that children engaging in regular physical activity demonstrate enhanced cognitive function, including improved memory and attention. Similarly, consistent sleep routines have been linked to better emotional regulation and resilience, key components of overall well-being (Jusienė and Breidokienė, 2019; D’Cruz, et al., 2024).

Educational systems also play a pivotal role in nurturing well-being. The Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales (2020 and 2022) promotes a holistic approach, integrating health, relationships, and emotional literacy within its framework. This ensures that children develop not only academically but also socially and emotionally. Moreover, embedding well-being within educational policies allows practitioners to tailor interventions that address the unique needs of children from diverse backgrounds, promoting equity and inclusivity. By prioritizing well-being, educational systems empower children to thrive academically while fostering long-term personal growth.
Well-being, particularly in childhood, is both a protective factor and a springboard for future success. A comprehensive understanding, informed by evidence-based strategies, empowers practitioners to address barriers and create opportunities for flourishing development. Practitioners play a critical role in recognizing and addressing factors that may impede well-being, such as socioeconomic inequalities or ACEs. By creating nurturing environments and fostering positive relationships, they contribute significantly to the holistic development of children, equipping them with the tools needed to succeed throughout their lives.


Mental health is also a crucial component of the WHO’s definition, recognizing that mental well-being is foundational to overall health. Mental health challenges, if left unaddressed, can significantly impact an individual's physical health, social relationships, and overall quality of life. Early intervention, particularly during childhood, is critical in preventing or mitigating long-term mental health issues. Research has shown that addressing mental health in early childhood can reduce the likelihood of emotional and behavioural problems later in life, leading to better academic and social outcomes (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Kim, et al., 2024)
Therefore, a holistic approach to health in childhood involves not only ensuring physical health but also fostering emotional well-being, positive social interactions, and sustainable lifestyle habits. By integrating physical, emotional, and social dimensions of health, practitioners can help children reach their full potential, laying the groundwork for a healthy, fulfilling life.
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A balanced diet, regular physical activity, and adequate sleep contribute to the foundational health that supports other dimensions of well-being. For example, LeBlanc et al. (2017) highlight that children engaging in regular physical activity demonstrate enhanced cognitive function, including improved memory and attention. Similarly, consistent sleep routines have been linked to better emotional regulation and resilience, key components of overall well-being (Jusienė and Breidokienė, 2019; D’Cruz, et al., 2024).
Educational systems also play a pivotal role in nurturing well-being. The Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales (2020 and 2022) promotes a holistic approach, integrating health, relationships, and emotional literacy within its framework. This ensures that children develop not only academically but also socially and emotionally. Moreover, embedding well-being within educational policies allows practitioners to tailor interventions that address the unique needs of children from diverse backgrounds, promoting equity and inclusivity. By prioritizing well-being, educational systems empower children to thrive academically while fostering long-term personal growth.
Well-being, particularly in childhood, is both a protective factor and a springboard for future success. A comprehensive understanding, informed by evidence-based strategies, empowers practitioners to address barriers and create opportunities for flourishing development. Practitioners play a critical role in recognizing and addressing factors that may impede well-being, such as socioeconomic inequalities or ACEs. By creating nurturing environments and fostering positive relationships, they contribute significantly to the holistic development of children, equipping them with the tools needed to succeed throughout their lives.

Well-being is a multifaceted concept central to overall human development, particularly in early childhood. It is not simply the absence of illness but rather a positive state of physical, emotional, and social health (WHO, 2023 and 2024). Dodge et al. (2012) describe well-being as a dynamic equilibrium between the challenges individuals face and the resources they possess. This perspective underscores the importance of providing children with supportive environments that nurture their holistic development. Supportive environments, particularly those established in educational and childcare settings, can act as protective factors against adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), helping children navigate complex challenges effectively (Kalmakis and Chandler, 2015; Monnat and Chandler, 2015).
In early childhood, social well-being is closely linked to the quality of relationships with caregivers and peers. Positive interactions provide children with a sense of security, fostering emotional stability and social competence. Research by Howells, et al., (2023); Miljević-Riðički, Plantak and Bouillet, (2017); Westphaln, et al., (2022); Oberle, et al., (2014) highlights the role of supportive relationships in promoting resilience and emotional regulation, key aspects of well-being. Additionally, emotional well-being in early years is associated with the ability to recognize and manage feelings, skills that practitioners can foster through structured emotional literacy programs (Schonert-Reichl and Roeser, 2016; Felver, 2016). Establishing these skills early enables children to navigate social complexities effectively and promotes positive peer interactions, which are foundational for long-term social success.
Physical well-being, encompassing nutrition, sleep, and activity, is equally essential. Recent studies emphasize the impact of lifestyle habits on cognitive development and emotional stability (LeBlanc, et al., 2012; Poitras, et al., 2017; Tremblay, 2017).
 A balanced diet, regular physical activity, and adequate sleep contribute to the foundational health that supports other dimensions of well-being. For example, LeBlanc et al. (2017) highlight that children engaging in regular physical activity demonstrate enhanced cognitive function, including improved memory and attention. Similarly, consistent sleep routines have been linked to better emotional regulation and resilience, key components of overall well-being (Jusienė and Breidokienė, 2019; D’Cruz, et al., 2024).

Educational systems also play a pivotal role in nurturing well-being. The Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales (2020 and 2022) promotes a holistic approach, integrating health, relationships, and emotional literacy within its framework. This ensures that children develop not only academically but also socially and emotionally. Moreover, embedding well-being within educational policies allows practitioners to tailor interventions that address the unique needs of children from diverse backgrounds, promoting equity and inclusivity. By prioritizing well-being, educational systems empower children to thrive academically while fostering long-term personal growth.
Well-being, particularly in childhood, is both a protective factor and a springboard for future success. A comprehensive understanding, informed by evidence-based strategies, empowers practitioners to address barriers and create opportunities for flourishing development. Practitioners play a critical role in recognizing and addressing factors that may impede well-being, such as socioeconomic inequalities or ACEs. By creating nurturing environments and fostering positive relationships, they contribute significantly to the holistic development of children, equipping them with the tools needed to succeed throughout their lives.


Lifestyle and Its Impact on Development
Lifestyle choices, including dietary habits, physical activity, sleep patterns, and hygiene, play a pivotal role in early childhood development. These habits are influenced by family, culture, and environment, shaping a child's overall health and potential. The Welsh Government (2020 and 2022) emphasizes that encouraging healthy routines from a young age fosters physical and emotional stability, while LeBlanc, et al., (2012), Poitras, et al., (2017) and Tremblay, (2017) link regular physical activity to improved motor skills, cognitive function, and self-regulation. Similarly, Bagordo et al. (2017) and An (2017) emphasize the role of balanced nutrition in supporting brain development and energy levels necessary for learning. Sleep routines are equally critical, as Jusienė and Breidokienė, (2019); D’Cruz, et al., (2024) demonstrates that adequate sleep enhances memory, concentration, and emotional regulation. Unhealthy lifestyles, however, pose significant risks. Wong et al. (2022) identify poor diet, sedentary behaviour, and excessive screen time as contributors to obesity and developmental delays. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlights how a child's development is shaped by interactions within their immediate and broader environments, stressing the need for multi-faceted interventions. Practitioners must therefore collaborate with families and communities to promote healthy choices and ensure children have the best opportunity to thrive.

The Role of Relationships in Promoting Well-Being
Relationships are the foundation of well-being, particularly during early childhood, where secure connections with caregivers significantly shape a child's emotional and social development. Stable, loving relationships create an environment where children feel safe, valued, and confident to explore their world. Woolfenden et al., 2013; Thai and Betts, 2021; Prins et al., 2023; Cowan, 2023; Berlinski et al., 2015 highlight that the quality of these relationships directly impacts a child’s emotional stability and readiness to learn, making them critical to early development. Bowlby’s attachment theory underscores the importance of secure attachments, explaining how consistent, nurturing care provides children with a "secure base" from which to engage in exploration and learning. Holmes (2014) elaborates that children who develop strong bonds are better equipped to navigate challenges, form positive relationships, and build resilience. Conversely, children lacking secure attachments may face difficulties in emotional regulation and social interactions, often carrying these struggles into adulthood (Goldberg, Muir, & Kerr, 2000). Practitioners play a vital role in this context by creating emotionally supportive environments that foster trust and open communication. Through emotional coaching and relationship-building activities, educators can help children develop critical interpersonal skills, particularly for those experiencing instability or adversity at home.















[image: A diagram of people in different colors

Description automatically generated]





The Dahlgren and Whitehead ‘Rainbow’ (Source: Patient Safety Learning, 2024)
                     



[image: image]Conclusion
Health, well-being, and lifestyle are inseparable components of early childhood development that significantly influence a child's growth, learning, and future opportunities. By addressing these aspects holistically, early years practitioners create environments that support children in building resilience, maintaining physical health, and nurturing emotional stability. Strong relationships, early interventions, and inclusive practices are essential for tackling developmental disparities and ensuring all children can thrive. The role of practitioners extends beyond immediate care to fostering long-term habits that promote health and well-being. As policies and research continue to evolve, practitioners must stay informed and collaborate across disciplines to provide the highest quality support for every child. The early years represent a unique window of opportunity, and through evidence-based approaches, we can enhance children’s lives, giving them the foundation for lifelong success and well-being.

Practical Implications for Early Years Practitioners
Early years practitioners hold a unique position to positively influence children's health, well-being, and lifestyle. Nutrition education, for instance, involves more than teaching about healthy food—it includes modelling positive habits and engaging children in hands-on experiences like meal preparation. The Welsh Government (2015) suggests integrating such education with physical activities to establish holistic routines that children and families can adopt. Outdoor activities offer unparalleled benefits, from fostering physical health to encouraging emotional regulation and creativity  (Ouvry and Furtado, 2020; Knight, 2013; Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010; UNICEF, 2023).
Addressing barriers like adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) is also critical, Boullier and Blair, (2018) and O’Neill, Boullier and Blair, (2021) highlight the profound impact of trauma on brain development and emotional health. Practitioners trained in trauma-informed care (Kalmakis and Chandler, 2015; Monnat and Chandler, 2015) are better equipped to recognize and mitigate these effects. Collaboration with other professionals, such as social workers and healthcare providers, ensures a comprehensive approach to meeting children's needs. The Welsh Government’s new curriculum (2020 and 2022) reinforces these principles, emphasizing inclusion, child-centered practices, and the importance of cultural and social contexts. By integrating these approaches, practitioners not only address immediate challenges but also lay the groundwork for children’s long-term success.
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