Introduction
Health and wellbeing in the early years are fundamental to children’s development and future life outcomes. The early years, defined as birth to five, represent a critical period of rapid physical, emotional, social and cognitive growth, during which experiences can have long-lasting effects (Department for Education, 2023). Research consistently shows that positive health and wellbeing in early childhood are associated with improved learning, behaviour and long-term physical and mental health (World Health Organization, 2018).
Health and wellbeing are closely interconnected. Health encompasses physical, mental and social dimensions, while wellbeing relates to children’s emotional security, happiness and capacity to form positive relationships (WHO, 2018). Attachment theory, originally developed by Bowlby and still widely referenced in contemporary research, provides a key framework for understanding early emotional development and wellbeing (Garrett, 2022). Secure attachment relationships support emotional regulation, social competence and resilience in young children. Within early years settings, practitioners play a crucial role in promoting health and wellbeing by creating safe environments, encouraging healthy lifestyles and fostering secure relationships. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework emphasises health, wellbeing and personal, social and emotional development as essential foundations for children’s learning and development (DfE, 2023).
This poster explores key aspects of health, wellbeing and lifestyle factors in the early years, linking theory, policy and practice to highlight the role of early years practitioners in supporting children’s holistic development. 
Health
Health is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) as “a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity,” highlighting that good health is holistic rather than simply the absence of illness (WHO, no date). The NHS similarly emphasises that child health includes growth, development, emotional wellbeing and illness prevention (NHS, 2023). The UNCRC recognises every child’s right to the best possible health, including access to nutritious food, clean water, and health education (UNCRC, 1989).
Good nutrition supports healthy growth, cognitive development and immune function. Early experiences with food shape lifelong habits and influence health outcomes, including the risk of obesity (UNICEF, no date; The Food Foundation, 2021). Public health guidance recommends balanced diets with appropriate portions of fruits, vegetables, whole grains and lean proteins while limiting high sugar, salt and fat foods (Department for Education, no date). Adequate nutrition in early life also underpins children’s engagement in learning and overall development (Roberts et al., 2022).
Monitoring growth and development is central to early years health programmes. In Wales, the Healthy Child Wales Programme provides universal contacts, including weighing and developmental reviews, to identify concerns early (Welsh Government, no date). Health visitors support families from birth to school entry, offering guidance on nutrition, milestones and early health needs (Morton, 2024).
Adequate sleep is fundamental to memory, emotional regulation and overall wellbeing (Félix and Candeias, 2025). Article 31 of the UNCRC recognises children’s right to rest, leisure and play (United Nations, 1989), and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs positions rest as a basic physiological requirement essential for higher-level needs such as safety, belonging and learning (Maslow, 1943).
Physical activity supports motor skills, social interaction, cognitive development and school readiness (Bai et al., 2021). Both structured and free active play help establish lifelong healthy habits, reducing sedentary behaviour. National guidance encourages daily physical activity across various intensities (NHS, 2025).
Preventative healthcare, such as the NHS childhood immunisation programme, protects children from serious diseases. Vaccines are offered at key stages from 8 weeks through school entry, contributing to herd immunity and protecting vulnerable children (Gov.uk, no date; NHS, no date). Despite misinformation linking vaccines to autism, robust research consistently shows no association (Taylor, Swerdfeger and Eslick, 2014; MHRA, 2025).
Good hygiene in early years settings reduces illness transmission. Infection control measures, including handwashing, cleaning surfaces and toys, are essential (UKHSA, 2025). In Wales, the Designed to Smile programme encourages daily supervised toothbrushing to prevent decay (Welsh Government, no date). Children should be excluded from nursery for at least 48 hours after vomiting or diarrhoea to prevent the spread of infections, particularly during early childcare exposure (UKHSA, 2025; Søegaard et al., 2022).

Poor health can significantly hinder learning in the early years, as unmet physiological needs affect concentration, attendance and cognitive engagement. This aligns with Maslow’s theory of human motivation, which proposes that basic needs must be met before children can engage in higher-level learning (Maslow, 1943). The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) similarly emphasises that children’s physical health and emotional wellbeing are foundational to learning and development (DfE, 2023). In addition, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlights how children’s development is shaped by interactions between family, health and wider community environments, reinforcing the importance of a holistic approach to wellbeing in early childhood education (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Wellbeing
Wellbeing in early childhood refers to children’s subjective sense of happiness, emotional security and belonging, shaped through positive relationships, play, autonomy and meaningful engagement within their early learning environments (Hernández-Torrano et al., 2025).

Emotional wellbeing in early childhood involves children recognising, expressing and managing their emotions, which supports learning, behaviour and relationships. Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) interventions in schools help children develop emotional awareness, coping strategies and resilience. Children report valuing the supportive relationship with their ELSA and the practical strategies they are taught to manage emotions, which strengthens their overall wellbeing (Wong et al., 2020).

Secure attachment relationships are central to wellbeing in the early years. Sensitive, responsive caregiving supports emotional security and self-regulation, with research showing that securely attached preschoolers demonstrate better emotional regulation and social competence (Fernandes et al., 2021). These secure relationships enable children to explore their environment confidently and form positive relationships within early years settings.

The EYFS framework and supporting guidance state that children’s personal, social and emotional development (including emotional wellbeing) is built on strong, warm and supportive relationships with adults who help children feel safe, secure and able to engage in learning. Building positive relationships with caregivers and practitioners helps children learn how to understand and manage their feelings and develop confidence and resilience (DofE, 2025).

The UK Government’s framework for improving the mental health of babies, children and young people emphasises the importance of promoting and protecting mental wellbeing from the earliest years, recognising that mental health in early childhood influences both current wellbeing and future life outcomes. The framework identifies modifiable factors and opportunities across the early life course for promoting mental health and preventing poor outcomes, highlighting the role of supportive environments, early identification and joint action across health, education and community services (Department of Health and Social Care, 2024).

The first 1,000 days of life, from conception to age two, are widely recognised as a critical period for brain development, during which early experiences shape children’s neurological, emotional and social outcomes (NHS Confederation, 2025). Exposure to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), such as neglect or household instability, during this period has been linked to an increased risk of mental health difficulties and poorer wellbeing later in childhood (Syed et al., 2025). However, early intervention and nurturing, supportive care can help buffer the impact of adversity and promote healthier developmental outcomes.

Social wellbeing involves children learning to interact, share, communicate and cooperate, and peer interaction supports emotional understanding and social competence. Some children, including those with SEND, may face barriers to social participation, but inclusive practice, structured support and adult modelling can help promote positive social experiences and wellbeing (SEND Network, 2025; Education Endowment Foundation, 2025). El Zaatari and Maalouf (2022) demonstrate that Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory explains how children’s emotional wellbeing and sense of belonging are shaped through interactions across family, educational and wider social contexts. 
 Sociograms are a useful observational tool in early years settings for recording children’s social interactions and relationships. By identifying patterns of inclusion, exclusion and peer connection, practitioners can recognise children who may be socially isolated and plan targeted support to promote positive social wellbeing and a sense of belonging (Social interaction and sociocultural theory, no date).

Lifestyles
Children’s lifestyles in the early years play a crucial role in shaping their health and wellbeing, as early habits related to nutrition, physical activity, sleep and daily routines can influence both immediate development and long-term health outcomes (Musgrave, 2017). 

Establishing healthy eating habits and routines in the early years supports children’s wellbeing and learning, with the Eatwell Guide offering clear guidance on balanced nutrition that is reinforced through early years curriculum practices (Public Health England, 2018; DfE, 2023). 
Childhood obesity is strongly influenced by family lifestyle factors, including eating habits and daily routines established in the early years. Research highlights the role of parental behaviours and consistent family routines, such as regular mealtimes, in shaping children’s obesity risk (Hesketh and Campbell, 2010; Marsh et al., 2019). In line with the EYFS, early years practitioners support healthy lifestyles by promoting positive eating practices and working in partnership with families to encourage consistent routines (DfE, 2023).
Play and outdoor learning are central to promoting physical activity in the early years, providing children with opportunities to develop motor skills, coordination and physical confidence while supporting emotional wellbeing. Active play has been shown to enhance children’s self-regulation, social interaction and enjoyment of movement, contributing to healthier lifestyle patterns (Gaskill and Perry, 2017). The EYFS emphasises the importance of daily physical activity and play, recognising their role in supporting children’s physical development, wellbeing and long-term health (DfE, 2023; World Health Organization, 2019).

Another barrier to a healthy lifestyle is screen time. Excessive screen time can reduce children’s physical activity and is linked with difficulties in concentration and language development, therefore UK health guidance advises limiting screen exposure and prioritising active, interactive play (Veldman et al., 2023; NHS, 2024). 

Children’s lifestyles in the early years are strongly influenced by cultural values, beliefs and traditions, including approaches to discipline, religion, family roles and daily routines. Research highlights that parenting practices and expectations vary across cultures, shaping children’s behaviour, emotional expression and participation in everyday activities such as eating, play and learning (Bornstein, 2015). These culturally shaped experiences influence children’s social and emotional development and their understanding of acceptable behaviour. In early years settings, recognising and respecting cultural differences is essential to support children’s wellbeing and to work effectively in partnership with families.

Socioeconomic disadvantage can affect children’s wellbeing by limiting access to resources and increasing family stress, which may impact emotional, social and cognitive development (Duncan, 2015). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlights how wider social and economic contexts influence children’s development through their everyday environments. In line with this, the EYFS promotes inclusive practice by supporting all children, particularly those facing disadvantage, through nurturing relationships, targeted support and partnership working with families (DfE, 2023).

Role of Practitioner
Early years practitioners play a central role in promoting children’s health, wellbeing and healthy lifestyles through daily practice and relationships. Practitioners are responsible for implementing healthy eating policies that ensure meals and snacks are balanced and nutritious, as required by the EYFS safeguarding and welfare requirements (Department for Education, 2025). By modelling positive eating behaviours and working in partnership with families, practitioners help establish consistent routines that support children’s physical health and wellbeing.

Creating a safe, inclusive and enabling environment is fundamental to promoting wellbeing. Drawing on the principles of Maria Montessori, practitioners support children’s independence, confidence and self-esteem by providing calm, accessible and well-organised environments that encourage self-directed activity and respect for the child. Research on Montessori education highlights that such prepared environments enable children to feel secure, capable and valued, aligning closely with inclusive early years practice (Marshall, 2017).

Effective promotion of wellbeing requires multi-agency working, particularly in safeguarding and supporting vulnerable children. Early years practitioners have a duty to work collaboratively with health professionals, social services and other agencies to identify concerns early and ensure appropriate support is in place (Department for Education, 2023). Strong partnerships with parents and carers are also essential, as collaborative working promotes consistency between home and setting and supports children’s holistic development (Department for Education, 2021).

Play is a vital component of children’s health and wellbeing, supporting physical development, emotional expression and social interaction. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) recognises play and leisure as a fundamental right for all children (Article 31). Early years practitioners promote this right by providing regular opportunities for active, imaginative and child-led play, enabling children to develop confidence, resilience and wellbeing through meaningful play experiences (United Nations, 1989).

Conclusion
Health, wellbeing and lifestyle factors in the early years are closely interconnected and play a crucial role in shaping children’s development and long-term outcomes. This poster has highlighted how early experiences, relationships, environments and routines influence children’s physical, emotional and social wellbeing, drawing on theory, policy and research. Early years practitioners are central to this process, using inclusive practice, partnership working and play-based approaches to promote healthy lifestyles and support every child to thrive.




