
The changing face
of early childhood

Early childhood poverty –
an essential lens 
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Presentation Notes
We have seen striking changes in young children’s lives over the last 2 decades – family contexts and growth of inequalities. Today we look at one aspect of inequalities – poverty in early childhood.  

This is an essential lens through which to understand early childhood today: 
Sheer scale - at 36% - the rate of poverty among families where the youngest child is under five is high, considerably higher than that for all children and rising 
Experiencing poverty right at the start of life and in early childhood can be highly damaging
Causes and patterns of poverty have more complex and interlinked over the last 2 decades – effective responses need to reflect this if they are to be effective 




Poverty in early childhood can be highly detrimental

• Gaps begin early and can be long-lasting.

• Family poverty associated with poorer academic attainment and social and 
emotional adjustment in early childhood.

• Highly detrimental if persistent and experienced in the first three years. 

• Combination of different risk factors which is most damaging. 

• Causal relationship between income and children’s outcomes based on 61 
robust studies (Stewart and Reader 2017). 

• Poverty influences children’s outcomes directly and indirectly. 
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The harm that poverty can inflict begins at conception and is shaped by the health and well-being of parents and their socio-economic status. A large body of analysis shows how these early disadvantages can go on to affect the cognitive skills, social, emotional & physical development through childhood and adulthood. (Sarah Cattan will talk about her recent work on this). 

Perhaps not surprisingly poverty can be particularly detrimental if it is persistent, experienced in the first three years of life, and if it comes with other disadvantages. 

Importantly – analysis of over 60 robust studies (RCTs and similar) by Kitty Stewart and Kerris Cooper found a causal relationship between income and a number of child outcomes. 

So poverty influences young children’s lives directly through parents/carers not having enough money to meet their children’s material & social needs as well as indirectly by generating stress and other pressures. 




Poverty – the 
indirect impact on 
family relationships, 
parenting and 
children 

Family stress model. 
Adapted from Acquah et al. 
2017. 
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This slide shows the way in economic stress (poverty, debt) filters into the relationships and interactions within the family, including parenting, which in turn influences children’s development and well-being.  Particularly worrying in the context of Covid – with the rise in economic and psychological stress. 

This is not to say that economic disadvantage inevitably leads to poor long-term outcomes – other factors – family circumstances, capabilities, histories, ethnic background, education, wider family and social networks all play a role. 

Recent qualitative research (Ruth Patrick/CPAG) on the effects of the pandemic shows the resilience, strength and skills employed by families in poverty to give their children the best possible life possible in the circumstances.






How do we measure child poverty? 

DWP Households below average income (HBAI)

• Relative poverty:

• Proportion of children living below 60% 
contemporary median income after housing 
costs 

Lone parent with one child : £248 per week 

Couple with one child: £342 per week

Look at other measures: absolute poverty, 
deprivation, destitution

Unit of analysis 

Proportion of children living in a 
family with youngest child 
under five in relative poverty 
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This slide explains how poverty is measured. We draw predominantly on the DWP’s Households BAI – relative, below 60%, after housing costs. What this amounts to in cash terms is in the slide.  

We have also done our own analysis of the HBAI data – which looks at the proportion of children living a family where the youngest child is under 5 – - it’s a whole family lens.

While the slides in this presentation use relative poverty,  the report looks at other measures – absolute, deprivation and JRF destitution. 

The slides that follow look at the patterns of early childhood poverty, prior to the outbreak of Covid-19.    



Higher rates of 
poverty for families 
with a young child

In 2019/20, the proportion 
of children in poverty in 
families with youngest 
child under five stood at 
36% - compared to 30% in 
2013/14.
(Stewart & Reader 2021)
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This chart drawn from Stewart and Reader shows that rates of poverty for families with a young child ( the line in green and black) are higher than for older children (purple line)  over the whole period, this reflects that they tend to be in larger families with higher needs and lower levels of employment

Since 2013/14 rates of poverty for families with a young child rising sharply until 2017/18 (particularly for the under ones) – then falls/slows 
But in the last year the rate has risen again – latest figures in the box on the left hand side – rise from 30-36% for all children under 5. 

These changes are largely driven by a range of benefit/tax credit changes implemented over the last decade – including the ‘two-child limit’ - policy which aimed to encourage people to have fewer children




Risk of relative poverty for 
households with youngest 
child aged 0–4 by number of 
children in the family. 
Source: HBAI (DWP 2021). 

Higher rates of 
poverty for larger 
families with a young 
child (3+ children)
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Here we can see how the risk of poverty for families with a young child differs by the size of the family – and the sharp rise for those in larger families (black line) by 19 percentage points since 2013/14 compared to a steady fall for those in smaller families (green line) .



Having a parent(s) in work 
doesn’t always protect 
children from poverty 

Risk of relative poverty for households 
with youngest child aged 0–4 by family 
and economic status 2019/20. 
Source: HBAI (DWP 2021). 
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So we have looked at the age and size of the family. The chart looks at work patterns and shows a continuum of risk of poverty from no work to full-time employment – it is not a binary picture. There are still high rates of relative poverty where only one adult is  paid work or where one or more are in part-time work – 73% of children in couple families where one or more adults work part-time are in poverty and 56% for those in lone parent families.  




Risk of relative poverty for 
households with youngest child 
aged 0–4 by economic status. 
Source: HBAI (DWP 2021). 

Increased risk of 
poverty for those in 
work
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The risk of in work poverty for part-time working families with a young child has grown substantially since 2013/14. 
  
This rise in the risk of in-work poverty reflects both reductions in in work benefits/tax credits for this group, rising housing and childcare costs and the changing nature of the labour market – including the growth of atypical/precarious work. 

Economic insecurity is a growing feature of working life and we need a better understanding of how it impacts parenting, access to affordable childcare and children’s outcomes. 




Risk of relative poverty for 
households with youngest child 
aged 0–4 by ethnicity 2017/18–
2019/20 (three-year average). 
Source: HBAI (DWP 2021). 

Children from some 
ethnic minority 
backgrounds face much 
higher risks of poverty 
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Some children face particularly high risks of poverty. This chart shows the gap between children growing up in White British families which stood at 30% and higher risks among most other ethnic minority groups, often exceeding 50% and a shockingly 71% - in the case of Bangladeshi families – at the top of the chart.  We also see heterogeneity between ethnic minority groups – where children from Chinese and Indian backgrounds poverty rates stand at 30% and 29% respectively. 

The higher rates of poverty are result of a combination of factors – structural inequalities and discrimination, larger household size for some groups with greater exposure to some of the benefit changes in recent years.  

We know little about the interplay between ethnicity, socio-economic status, education and locality and their impact on young children. 





Growing proportion 
of families with a 
young child in 
poverty in private 
rental sector 

Proportion of children in 
households with youngest 
child aged 0–4 in poverty 
by tenure type. 
Source: HBAI (DWP 2021).
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Turning to housing – here we can see how tenure has been changing over the last 20 years for families with a young child in poverty.  There has been see a decline in the proportion of those families in poverty who are paying a mortgage (second block from the left), a bigger decline in the proportion in social rented housing and the marked rise in those living in the private rented sector from 16% to 36% over the last 20 years. 
  
That’s worrying because the private rented sector is associated with higher housing costs, poorer quality of housing, overcrowding and greater insecurity – increases the likelihood of potentially moving nursery/school and away from supportive family networks. 



Change in the percentage 
of children in relative 
poverty, in households with 
youngest child aged 0–4 
(three-year average). 
Source: HBAI (DWP 2021). 

Regional variations 
– North East with 
highest rate, 
followed by London 
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Most all areas have seen a decline in early childhood poverty over the whole period. But there are significant differences in early childhood poverty across the UK between nations and within England. 

The NE of England has the highest rates of poverty – at 46% - followed by London at 41% and South West with the lowest at 29%. 

The NE is also home to the LAs that have seen the biggest increases in child poverty since 2014/15. We also see concentrations of deprivation in some coastal areas.  

But there is limited understanding of how different risks of poverty combine in small local areas and what might be the most effective ways of addressing them. 





Patterns of poverty in early childhood 

• Risks of early childhood poverty by group and place

• Limited intersectional analysis 

• Some of the most vulnerable children invisible 

• Some evidence of intensification 

• COVID-19
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These charts have highlighted certain dimensions of early childhood poverty – but there is limited analysis of the intersection between different risks of poverty. 

We know that some groups of children experience multiple disadvantage which is more detrimental to their life chances.  In some cases the most vulnerable groups –for e.g. children at risk of abuse & neglect, recent migrant families are missing from the data, little analysed or we have inadequate information for e.g. costs of disability.  This siloed approach – limits our understanding and ability to develop effective responses. 

Analysis by the Social Metrics Commission  shows that rate of deep poverty (below half the poverty line) is higher for children and has grown. Rates of persistent poverty are also higher among children than the whole population. 

Covid-19 – amplifying poverty and inequality – it is has also thrown up new essentials – in particular access to the internet and digital devices. While it is too early to know what the long term effects are – growing body of work which is capturing the economic, social and psychological shockwaves on family circumstances.  



Major shifts in public policy on child poverty shaped by political 
differences and socio-economic circumstances 

• Changing economic circumstances, labour market and employment, family 
patterns

• Shifting public policy priorities 

• Major changes in the pattern of public spending 
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The drivers of poverty over the last two decades have become more complex with increasing insecurity in the kind of work available and greater changes in family type with economic and social factors interacting. Alongside this there have also been marked changes in public policy. 

In the report we distil the key policy changes over the last 20 years under different administrations in the annex, drawing on the LSE/CASE work.  

Labour – strong emphasis on both eradication of child poverty and early years initiatives, Sure Start and the expansion of childcare - buoyed by a buoyant economy until financial crash.  [It combined (what Naomi E and I) – policies to both reduce pressures on families and as well as increasing parents’ and children’s capabilities.]  

Coalition and Conservative governments marked a major shift away from benefits/tax credits as tool to address child poverty, emphasisng services such as HVs, childcare for disadvantaged 2 year olds,  policies to family conflict and improve children’s language and communication.  Benefit reform through Ucredit. But in the context of very substantial reductions public spending on financial support and preventative services for children. 




Major shift in social 
security and tax credit 
spending away from 
children 

Cumulative change in social 
security and tax credit 
spending since 2009/10. 
Source: Vizard and Hills 2021. 
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This analysis by Polly Vizard and John Hills – shows the cumulative change in social security/tax credit spending over the last decade – the green bars represent children. Very dramatic shift in ‘welfare’ spending between the generations from children to pensioners – with a fall of over £10 bn for children by 2019/20. 

These very substantial reductions in public spending on support for children and preventative local services has left families particularly exposed to the economic and health shocks of Covid-19. 

Importantly, however – the benefit changes implemented in the wake of Covid-19 uplift to UC and other changes – have protected many families from the worst effects of Covid and demonstrate that welfare payments can have immediate effects in protecting living standards, but they can also be preventative providing families with a buffer against future advsersity. 





Addressing poverty in early childhood

• Multi-dimensional

• Financial bedrock for families with young children on low incomes

• Greater priority for parental mental health and parenting

• Harnessing national and local approaches

• Better understanding of relative effectiveness and costs 

• Forging a consensus
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We set out some key principles listed here to address both the direct and indirect causes of early childhood poverty and its impact. These are drawn from some examples of effective approaches cited in the report. 

While economic disadvantage is a major risk for children’s well-being – there are a range of protective factors including family and neighbourhood support, good parental mental health, warm parent child interaction and access to high quality early education,  which can be built upon. 

Family life has become more complex – economically, socially, culturally and more unequal. Policy responses if they are to be durable, need to reflect the combined effects of these different factors on children’s lives.

We need a better understanding of the relative effectiveness and cost of different policies over the medium and longer term as well as developing greater consensus across political divides and at a societal level about about the measures and investment required to address early childhood poverty. 
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