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Well-being ‘is about  
“how we are doing” as 
individuals, communities 
and as a nation and how 
sustainable this is  
for the future.’
What Works Centre for Wellbeing (2022)

Measuring children’s well-being is essential to 
understanding how children feel about their lives 
as a whole and about specific aspects of their lives.  
It can help to identify issues and subgroups in need  
of further support, and actions that might be  
taken to improve these children’s lives. 

Now in its eleventh year, The Children’s Society’s  
Good Childhood Report is the longest  
standing report on the well-being of children in the UK. 
This report summarises the key findings from  
The Good Childhood Report 2022 and outlines  
our recommendations for change.

Previous editions of this report have shown a decline in 
children’s well-being in recent years, and our mission at 
The Children’s Society is to reverse this trend by 2030.

Introduction

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/about-wellbeing/what-is-wellbeing/
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This report draws on some of the most robust and 
timely data sources available on children’s subjective 
well-being. Findings are presented from The Children’s 
Society’s own research programme, together with the 
Understanding Society survey.

The Children’s Society’s household survey

The Children’s Society has conducted its own 
household surveys with parents, carers, and children 
since 2010. The most recent survey was undertaken 
between May and June 2022, and gathered responses 
from a sample of over 2,000 children (aged 10 to 17) 
and their parent or carer from across the UK. The 
survey collects regular data on different measures of 
children’s well-being including our Good Childhood 
Index, which consists of a multi-item measure of overall 
life satisfaction, and 10 single-item domain measures 
which ask children about their happiness with different 
aspects of their life which are known to be important.

The survey was moved to a new provider in 2020, 
which may affect comparability with findings from 
previous survey years.

UK Longitudinal Household Survey  
(known as ‘Understanding Society’)

Understanding Society1 is a longitudinal study covering 
a large, representative sample of 40,000 households 
in the UK (England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern 
Ireland). Households are interviewed annually, 
with questions completed by adults and a cross-
sectional sample of children aged 10 to 15. The youth 
questionnaire contains routine questions on subjective 
well-being and modules which vary between years on 
other aspects of children’s lives. In 2019-20, the youth 
survey was completed by 2,100 children (aged 10  
to 15).2

1 See Understanding Society (2022).
2 There are a very small number of participants in the latest wave who are aged 16, but most of the sample are aged between 10 to 15.

Key data sources used in the report
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Well-being and mental health 

While related, it is important  
to bear in mind that mental  
ill-health and well-being are  
not simply the opposite of  
each other. Research has shown 
that a young person can have low  
well-being without symptoms of 
mental ill-health and vice versa.5

The Good Childhood Report 2022 presents findings from two 
key sources on the current state of children’s well-being:

 �  children’s responses to the Good Childhood Index in  
The Children’s Society’s own annual household survey3  

 �  the most recent trends data for six measures of self-reported  
well-being in the annual Understanding Society survey.4

The Good Childhood Index (from The Children’s Society’s 
2022 household survey)

In 2022, children (aged 10 to 17) were on average most happy 
with their family, their health, and their home (see Figure 1). 
A larger proportion were unhappy with school (14.2%) 
than with the nine other aspects of life they were  
asked about.

The current state of children’s well-being

3 The Children’s Society (2010). 
4 Understanding Society (2022).
5 See, for example, Antaramian et al (2010).



Average scores (out of 10) % scoring below the midpoint

Figure 2: Latest figures for The Good Childhood Index

Time use

Home

Family

Friends

Health

Future

Choice

Things

Appearance

School 7.2 14.2%

7.3 12.0%

7.5 11.1%

7.4 9.8%

7.1 9.5%

8.1 8.9%

7.9 8.3%

8.2 8.3%

8.1 7.0%

7.6 6.5%

Figure 1: Latest figures for The Good Childhood Index                

Source: The Children’s Society’s household survey, wave 21, May to June 2022, 10- to 17-year-olds, United Kingdom. Weighted data. Excludes missing 
responses (including ‘prefer not to say’).
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Overall, 11% of children  
had low well-being on  
our multi-item measure  

of life satisfaction.6  

6  This is based on Huebner’s Student Life Satisfaction Scale (Huebner, 1991). See Appendix A of The Good Childhood Report 2022 for further information. Those scoring below the midpoint on the 0 to 20 scale are deemed to have low well-being.



Figure 2: Trends in children’s happiness with 
life as a whole, UK, 2009-10 to 2019-20
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Understanding Society asks  
10 to 15-year-olds7 in the UK  
how they feel about:

The latest available data are for 2019-20 and 
reflect children’s well-being leading into and during 
the first year of the pandemic.8 

Children’s mean happiness scores for life as a 
whole, friends, appearance, and school were 
significantly lower in 2019-20 than when the 
survey began (2009-10).9 There was no significant 
difference in average scores for happiness with 
family or schoolwork compared with 2009-10 (in 
spite of a decline in schoolwork in recent years).

In 10 out of 11 surveys, more children were 
unhappy with their appearance than with  
the other areas of life they were asked about.

Males were significantly happier with their 
appearance across surveys, and females 
with their schoolwork in 8 of the 11 surveys 
conducted to date (but not in 2019-20).

Time trends (from Understanding Society)

Schoolwork Appearance

Family Friends

7  A small number of 9 and 16 year olds were also included in some waves who are also captured in the analysis presented in this summary and the full Good Childhood Report (unless otherwise stated).
8  Source: University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research. (2022). Understanding Society: Waves 1-11, 2009-2020 and Harmonised BHPS: Waves 1-18, 1991-2009. [data collection]. 15th Edition. 

UK Data Service. SN: 6614, DOI: 10.5255/UKDA-SN-6614-16.
9 This was in spite of a slight upturn (not statistically significant) in the mean scores for friends, appearance, and school in 2019-20.

The school  
you go to

Life as a 
whole

Source: Understanding Society survey, children aged 10 to 15, 
weighted data.
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The Children’s Society’s 2022 annual household survey 
includes questions for children and their parents or 
carers about several current issues, including the 
Coronavirus pandemic. The circumstances were 
different from previous years, with many of the 
restrictions having been lifted when the survey was 
undertaken.

Impact of the pandemic

As in our previous two annual surveys, parents and 
carers were asked about the impact (positive or 
negative) the pandemic had had on specific aspects 
of family life in the last 12 months. Again, in 2022, 
they most commonly reported a negative impact 
on the education of their children (53% reported 
a ‘slightly’ or ‘very’ negative impact), although the 
proportion was lower than in 2020 and 2021.

Parents, carers, and children were also asked to 
indicate on a 0 to 10 scale how well they had coped 
overall with changes to daily life because of the 
pandemic. The majority scored above the midpoint, 
suggesting they had coped to some extent, but a small 
proportion in both groups had low scores, suggesting 
they had not coped well.

11% of children had low scores/had not 
coped well with changes because of the 
pandemic. 

13% of parents and carers had low scores/
had not coped well with changes because of 
the pandemic.

This shows a continued need for support and ongoing 
monitoring of the impact of the pandemic on children 
and families.

Current issues
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The environment was top 
of children’s concerns in 
2022, with 4 in 10 children 
saying they were ‘very’ or 
‘quite’ worried about it.

Since the last survey, some humanitarian issues 
have developed, such as the war in Ukraine and the 
crisis in Afghanistan. In 2021, ‘refugee and migrant 
crisis’ was the issue that the fewest children were 
‘very’ or ‘quite’ worried about; this year, it was 
higher amongst children’s concerns, ranking fifth.

How children feel about wider  
social issues
As in 2021,10 children were asked how much they 
worried about eight social issues (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Extent of worry about broader issues

Source: The Children’s Society’s household survey, wave 21, May to June 2022, 10- to 17-year-olds, United Kingdom.  
Weighted data.

Note: Percentages for each item may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Unemployment 6% 18% 30% 29% 17%

Homelessness 10% 18% 34% 27% 11%

Online safety 9% 19% 39% 26% 6%

Refugee and migrant crisis 10% 22% 33% 25% 11%

Inequality 11% 21% 33% 25% 10%

Crime 10% 22% 37% 22% 9%

New illnesses/pandemics 13% 24% 36% 22% 6%

Environment 16% 25% 34% 19% 7%

Figure 8: Extent of worry about broader issues

Very worried

Not at all worried

Quite worried A little worried

Not sure/prefer not to say

10 See The Children’s Society (2021a).



8

The Children’s Society
The Good Childhood Report Summary 2022

The Good Childhood Report 2022 explores in more 
detail how children feel about school. Trends from 
Understanding Society reflect a significant reduction 
in recent years in children’s happiness with school 
(compared to 2009-10). In 2022, a larger proportion 
of children who completed The Children’s Society’s 
household survey were unhappy with school (than were 
unhappy with the nine other aspects of life they were 
asked about). Further analysis was undertaken to find 
out what might be influencing how children feel  
about school.

Further analysis of questions about school from 
Understanding Society

Trends data from Understanding Society for wave 
4 onwards11 indicate that older cohorts12 of 
children appear to be getting more unhappy 
with schoolwork at a quicker rate than younger 
cohorts of children (see Figure 4).

In 2019-20, happiness with school and schoolwork 
declined significantly with age, and was significantly 
lower among children in lower income households. 

Analysis of children’s (aged 10 to 15) responses to other 
questions on school included in the Understanding 
Society survey do not give very clear indications of why 
children’s happiness with school (and more recently 
with schoolwork) seems to be falling.

11 Regression analyses showed the trend was not linear and the drop had been more substantial after wave 4. Only wave 4 onwards is therefore presented in the chart.
12 Or the different groups of children aged between 14 and 16 who completed the eight youth surveys (compared with the different groups aged 9 to 11 who completed the surveys).

Children’s happiness with school



I need  to deal with everything

9

The Children’s Society
The Good Childhood Report Summary 2022

Figure 4: Trends in children’s happiness with schoolwork by age group, UK, 2012-13 to 2019-20

Figure 13: Trends in children's happiness with schoolwork by age group, 
UK, 2012-13 to 2019-20
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Source: University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research. (2022). Understanding Society: Waves 1-11, 2009-2020 and 
Harmonised BHPS: Waves 1-18, 1991-2009. [data collection]. 15th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 6614, DOI: 10.5255/UKDA-SN-6614-16

Note: Trends are based on predicted margins from a linear regression which included four independent variables (wave, age group, 
gender, and ethnic group). Trends in happiness with schoolwork were examined for three age groups (9 to 11, 12 to 13, and 14 to 16).  
The target age range for the survey is 10 to 15 but there were small numbers who were aged 9 or 16 when surveys were conducted.
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Boys were happier with 
school than girls on 
average, and a smaller 
proportion had low scores. 

Further analysis of questions about school from 
The Children’s Society’s household survey

Further analysis of children’s (aged 10 to 17) responses 
to the question on happiness with school in our 2022 
household survey gives us a sense of some of the 
potential demographic groups that might benefit 
from further attention.13 Children who score below the 
midpoint on the 0 to 10 scale (i.e. scoring 0 to 4) for this 
question are considered to have low scores.

On average, children in key stages 2 and 514 were 
happier with school. Fewer children in these groups 
had low scores than in key stages 3 and 4.

Children who said their family was not well off 
were less happy with school on average. This 
seems particularly relevant in the context of current 
increases to the cost of living, which are predicted to 
rise further.

There were no differences by ethnic group15 or in mean 
scores for children with and without special educational 
needs (SEN).16 However, there was a difference in the 
proportion of children with SEN and their peers who 
had low scores (19.3%, compared to 12.8% who do not 
have SEN).

13 This analysis focused only on those children who were in full-time education. Only differences that would be statistically significant at the 0.01 level in a random sample are reported.
14 Children completing our survey can be from key stage 2 (years 5 and 6), key stage 3 (years 7, 8, and 9), key stage 4 (years 10 and 11) and key stage 5 (years 12 and 13).
15 Due to sample sizes, our analysis compared those from the white group with those from all other groups combined. 
16 SEN is used rather than SEND (special educational needs and/or disabilities) as the survey question only asked about special educational needs (and not about disabilities).



In 2022, children in full-time education who 
completed our household survey were asked 
how happy they were:

 � about how safe they feel at school

 � about how they are doing with their schoolwork

 � with their relationships with their teachers

 �  with their relationships with other young 
people at school

 � with how much they are listened to at school

 �  with the facilities at their school (like the 
classrooms, toilets, sports facilities etc.)

 � with the things they are learning in lessons.17
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The Children’s Society developed most of these 
questions over 10 years ago to better understand 
what aspects of school life are most important 
for children. We have been using them since then in 
our local well-being research in schools.

Children (aged 10 to 17) were, 
on average, most happy with 
how safe they feel in school 
and least happy with how 
much they are listened to at 
school (see Figure 5).

More children also had low scores (i.e. below 5 on 
the 0 to 10 scale) for how happy they were with how 
much they were listened to (13.1%) than for the other 
items, which indicates more were unhappy with this 
aspect of school.

17 These questions are called our School Index (see The Good Childhood Report 2012). The seventh question is new this year.
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Figure 5: Mean scores and proportions scoring low for different measures of school experience

Source: The Children’s Society’s household survey, wave 21, May-June 2022, 10- to 17-year-olds, United Kingdom. Weighted data. Excludes missing 
responses (including ‘prefer not to say’).

Safety

Relationships with other
young people

Relationships with teachers

Facilities

Things learned in lessons

Schoolwork

Listened to

Average scores (out of 10) % scoring below the midpoint

Figure 17: Mean scores and proportions scoring low for di	erent measures 
of school experience

13.1%7.1

7.4 10.8%

7.4 10.3%

7.5 8.8%

7.5 8.6%

7.7 8.4%

7.9 7.1%

The seven extra questions (listed on page 
11) all had strong positive correlations with 
children’s happiness with school in general. 
They explained around 66% of the variation 
in happiness with school (after controlling 
for age and gender).18

18 As the seven items did not explain 100% of variation in happiness with school, there will be other factors (not identified here) which are influential.

Children’s happiness 
with how much they felt 
listened to at school was 

most strongly related 
to their happiness with 

school in general, followed 
by the things they were 

learning in lessons.
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Children in full-time education were asked about 
their experiences of eight other aspects of 
school in our household survey (see Figure 6).

Overall, the majority of children either ‘strongly 
agreed’ or ‘agreed’ with positive statements 
about these features of school.

More girls and more children in key stages  
3 and 4 felt this way.

Almost 1 in 5 children 
(18%) indicated that  

they did not think they 
had a say in decisions 
that are important to 

them at school. Source: The Children’s Society’s household survey, wave 21, May-June 2022, 10- to 17-year-olds, United Kingdom. Weighted data. Excludes missing responses 
(including ‘Don’t know’).

Figure 6: Proportion of children agreeing with positive statements about school experience



Figure 7: Proportion of parents and carers who had struggled with school 
costs over the last year

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

School bag 20% 75% 5%

After school clubs 20% 58% 21%

Books and equipment 21% 71% 9%

School meals 22% 67% 11%

PE or sports kit 27% 66% 7%

Computer equipment 29% 56% 15%

School shoes 31% 65% 4%

School uniform 34% 60% 6%

School trips 36% 53% 11%

Figure 21: Proportion of parents/carers who struggled with school costs over the last year

Yes No Not applicable

Proportion of parents or carers

Source: The Children’s Society’s household survey, wave 21, May-June 2022, United Kingdom. Weighted data. 
Excludes missing responses (including ‘prefer not to say’). 

Note: Percentages for each item may not sum to 100% due to rounding.
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Overall, 85% of parents and carers completing our 2022 
household survey said that they were concerned about 
the impact of the cost of living increases on their family or 
household in the next year. Those with children in full-time 
education were also asked if they had struggled with nine 
school-related costs over the last year (see Figure 7).

Over a third of parents and carers told us they had 
struggled with the costs of school trips and school 
uniforms: more than a quarter had struggled with the cost 
of school shoes, computer equipment, and PE kits, and 
around 1 in 5 with the other items listed.

Just under half (49%) of parents  
and carers reported that they had  
not struggled with the costs of any of 
these nine school items in the last year.

The cost of school uniform can be a real burden for families, 
negatively impacting on their finances. This is why we 
successfully campaigned for the School Uniform Act 2021.

School costs and 
socio-economic situation
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In the absence of a comprehensive, national measure 
of well-being, the movement to measure and improve 
children’s well-being in schools has become well-
established. 

The three case studies presented in The Good 
Childhood Report 2022 illustrate how measurement 
of well-being can be used to take action to improve 
children’s lives:

 In St Helens, survey and consultation work undertaken 
by The Children’s Society resulted in the identification 
of five priority areas:

1. leadership for children and young people

2. services that support children and young people 

3. children’s sense of safety

4. a place planned, designed and built for children

5.  a sustainable long-term strategy to promote  
children’s mental health and well-being. 

Recommendations and learning have been embedded 
in the Borough strategy.19

 In Greater Manchester, #BeeWell has enabled children 
and young people to be involved in local decisions, 
feeding back their thoughts on well-being to elected 
representatives. The #BeeWell survey was completed 
by almost 40,000 children.20 #BeeWell measures have 
been adopted by the Greater Manchester Combined 
Authority (GMCA). This means young people’s well-
being will be at the heart of the city-regions strategy 
going forward.

 In Newcastle and Gateshead, The Children’s Society 
runs the RISE service, providing onsite support in 
schools for children’s well-being and mental health. 
There are plans to accompany this existing support 
with well-being measurement to enable an evidence-
informed approach to service delivery.

Benefits of measuring well-being  
in schools

19 St Helens (2021).
20 #BeeWell (2022).

https://www.sthelens.gov.uk/media/1687/St-Helens-Borough-Strategy-2021-2030/pdf/Our_Borough_Strategy_2021-2030.pdf?m=637847645547830000
https://gmbeewell.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/BeeWell-overview-briefing.pdf
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Discussion: What have we learned (1)? 
This year’s report has again been published in a period 
of unprecedented uncertainty for children, young 
people, and families in the UK as society continues to 
navigate new Covid variants, a cost of living crisis, and 
the impact of global events. 

The Understanding Society survey shows that:

 �  Children’s (aged 10 to 15) average happiness with life 
as a whole, friends, appearance, and school were all 
significantly lower in 2019-20 than in 2009-10.  

 �  In 10 out of the 11 surveys conducted to date, more 
children were unhappy with their appearance than 
with the five other areas of life (life as a whole, family, 
friends, school, and schoolwork) they were  
asked about.

 �  Males have on average been significantly happier 
with their appearance than females across surveys.

 �  Trends data indicate that there may be an age effect 
for happiness with schoolwork - older cohorts of 
children appear to be getting more unhappy with 
schoolwork at a quicker rate than younger cohorts  
of children.

 �  In 2019-20, happiness with school and schoolwork 
declined significantly with age and was significantly 
lower among children in lower income households.

In 2019-20, 
children were 
on average less 
happy with their 
life as a whole 
than in 2009-10.
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Findings from The Children’s Society’s 2022 
annual household survey suggest that: 

 �  There continues to be a small proportion of children 
(aged 10 to 17) and parents and carers who feel they 
did not cope well with changes to daily life due to  
the pandemic. 

 �  Over half of parents and carers reported that the 
pandemic had had a ‘slightly negative’ or ‘very 
negative’ impact on the education of children in  
their household in the last 12 months.

 �  85% of parents and carers completing the survey 
were concerned about the impact of the cost of living 
crisis on their family over the next 12 months. 

 �  More children in 2022 were unhappy with school 
than any other aspect of life they were asked about 
(14.2% had low scores). Among those in full-time 
education, higher proportions of girls, those in key 
stages 3 and 4 (i.e. secondary education), and 
children in families they thought were not well off 
were unhappy. 

 �  Of the seven items asking about children’s happiness 
with different aspects of school, their happiness with 
how much they were listened to at school was most 
strongly related to their happiness with school in 
general, followed by the things they were learning  
in lessons.

Discussion: What have we learned (2)? 

In 2022, 
more children were 
unhappy with 
school than any 
other aspect of life.
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More than ever before, the findings of this report 
highlight the importance of addressing the wider social 
circumstances21 that influence our well-being – the 
conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work, 
and age.

It is urgent that the Government sets a renewed focus 
on place-based prevention and early intervention to 
promote positive well-being for children. Stopping the 
Spiral (2022)22 – a report The Children’s Society jointly 
commissioned with Action for Children, Barnardo’s, 
National Children’s Bureau, and NSPCC – shows 
a 50% decline in local authority spending on early 
intervention children’s services since 2010-11, with 80% 
of resources now going to late intervention services. 

In the upcoming 10-year mental health and well-being 
plan, there must be a cross-government public health 
strategy for promoting good well-being at individual, 
family, and community levels, with children and young 
people considered across all settings. 

Often, the most vulnerable children’s experiences are 
not captured by surveys and smaller sample sizes. 
To fully understand and respond to the key issues  
for children, their subjective well-being must:

Chapter 3 of the full Good Childhood Report 2022 
shows how measurement can put children at the heart 
of local decision making to improve their well-being.

Our findings highlight a link between children’s 
happiness with school and their perceptions of their 
family’s wealth. The cost of living crisis must focus 
decision makers’ attention on family incomes and 
access to the basics such as heating, food, and 
adequate housing. It is not possible to tackle children’s 
well-being without tackling child poverty.

21 Public Health England (2017).
22 Pro Bono Economics (2022). 

What does this mean?

 � be measured at least annually

 �  with data collected on a larger national scale

 �  with data that can be analysed at a local level.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-profile-for-england/chapter-6-social-determinants-of-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-profile-for-england/chapter-6-social-determinants-of-health
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/stopping-the-spiral
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/stopping-the-spiral
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Since our last Good Childhood Report there has been 
considerable policy development for children’s well-
being and mental health. The Children’s Society warmly 
welcomes this progress.

 �  The Department of Health & Social Care launched a 
call for evidence23 to create a 10-year mental health 
and well-being plan for England which could result in 
vital cross-government action and accountability for 
children’s well-being from birth to 25 years old, with 
appropriate investment.   

 �  The Department for Education launched the SEND 
review consultation24 to improve outcomes for 
children with SEND and those in alternative provision. 
These reforms must be designed to improve the 
mental health and well-being of young people  
with SEND. 

 �  The Government published its Levelling Up White 
Paper,25 including a mission to improve well-being. 

 �  The Government published much needed reforms  
to the Mental Health Act.26

 �  The Government held a consultation and published 
revised behaviour in schools guidance27 
and suspension and permanent exclusions 
guidance.28

 �  The independent review of children’s social 
care29 makes important recommendations to 
improve the well-being of children and young people 
navigating the social care system who are some of 
the most vulnerable in society.

 �  We are also awaiting (at the time of writing) a Health 
Disparities White Paper. 

 �  Integrated Care Systems became statutory bodies 
in July 2022. They will play a key role in creating 
partnerships and pathways between the NHS, local 
authorities, housing and social care providers, and 
wider partners.

23 See Department of Health and Social Care (2022).
24  Department for Education (2022a).
25  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022).
26  Department of Health and Social Care and The Ministry of Justice (2022).
27  Department for Education (2022b).
28  Department for Education (2022c). 
29  MacAlister (2022).

Policy landscape

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/mental-health-and-wellbeing-plan-discussion-paper-and-call-for-evidence/mental-health-and-wellbeing-plan-discussion-paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-review-right-support-right-place-right-time
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-review-right-support-right-place-right-time
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/draft-mental-health-bill-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/behaviour-in-schools--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-exclusion
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-exclusion
https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/
https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/
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Local and national decision makers must be ambitious in their 
aspirations for children and young people’s well-being.  
We cannot continue to watch children’s happiness decline. 

It is vital that the Government implements and brings together  
the interconnecting reforms that are in the pipeline to improve 
children and young people’s well-being, with appropriate  
cross-departmental investment.  

Other key publications have been ambitious in their 
recommendations for children’s well-being:

 �  The Times Education Commission’s final report30 echoes our  
call for a comprehensive national measurement of children’s 
well-being. 

 �  The Children’s Commissioner’s The Big Ask: The Big Answer31 
calls on the NHS to create an action plan to deliver on its goal  
of 100% of children accessing support when they need it by 
2028. The NHS Confederation32 currently predicts that this 
target will be largely missed. 

30 The Times Education Commission (2022).
31  Children’s Commissioner for England (2021).
32 NHS Confederation (2022a).

Ambition for the future 

‘There is going to be a brighter
future at the endof it hopeful y.’

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/society/education/education-commission
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/the-big-answer/
https://www.nhsconfed.org/articles/time-rethink-nhs-long-term-plan
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Decision makers must act now to halt the decline in children’s well-being. The 
Government must accelerate its attention on prevention and early intervention and take 
accountability for children’s enduring unhappiness with school and appearance. More 
detail on our headline recommendations is set out in the following pages. Co-design with 
children and young people must be at the centre of all proposed reforms.

Recommendations

1.  It is imperative that children’s subjective well-being is measured at least annually on a larger 
scale, as it is already for adults.  

2.  Children’s well-being support hubs should be available in every community in England and Wales. 

3.  Vital youth provision must be restored to bring young people and families together as part  
of healthy communities.

4.  The Government must take action on children’s unhappiness with their appearance.  
This has been neglected for too long, failing generations of young people. 

5.  Radical reform of the education system is needed. This includes rebalancing the curriculum  
to value personal, social, and health education alongside Maths and English. 

6.  Family well-being needs to be a priority. The NHS and Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs) 
should work with the voluntary and community sector to support parents and carers through  
a whole family approach. 

7.  The Government must protect children from the unrelenting cost of living crisis and deepening 
poverty by increasing child benefit and widening eligibility to free school meals. 
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A strategy for children’s well-being should 
take a holistic view of children’s lives, 
understanding their social, community, work, 
education, and home settings. However, 
decision makers do not yet have this holistic 
view due to a lack of comprehensive and 
consistent measurement of children’s 
subjective well-being. It is particularly 
challenging to understand the well-being of 
children who may experience discrimination 
due to their individual characteristics, such 
as gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
or disability, with the measurements 
currently in place. 

Before local and national decision makers, 
the NHS, schools, the voluntary sector, and 
others can genuinely intervene and promote 
positive well-being, they need to understand 
how children are feeling now – as well as 
tracking any emerging concerns for  
the future.

1.  Understanding children’s 
well-being through measurement

 �  Children’s subjective well-being data should be collected 
at least annually and on a much larger and consistent 
national scale across England and Wales. The data must 
be able to be broken down at a local and regional level to 
allow baselines to be established, identify key areas to 
address and monitor progress over time. It should also 
be linked to the National Pupil Database in England and 
the Pupil Level Annual School Census in Wales. 

 �  To achieve the government’s levelling up aspirations, 
there must be more ambition for children and young 
people than improving English and Maths results. 
Children’s well-being needs to be a core measure of 
success for levelling up.
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Not all children and young people want or 
feel able to seek support from their school, 
family, or friends. It is vital that community-
based early intervention capacity is 
significantly expanded through drop-in  
(self-referral) early emotional well-being 
support hubs for young people up to  
25 in England and Wales. We’re proud 
members of the #FundTheHubs 
campaign.33 

33 https://act.childrenssociety.org.uk/page/107387/petition/1?ea_tracking_id=campaign_page
34 See The Children’s Society (2021b).

2.  Investing in early community support 
 �  The Children’s Society wants to see culturally sensitive, youth-designed early 
support hubs in every community to allow young people to drop in when they 
first feel they are struggling.  

 �  Early support hubs already exist in some areas and The Children’s Society34 
and #FundtheHubs partners want to build on these successful examples. Local 
areas can tailor different service offers and models to their community’s needs. 

 �  Sustainable funding is needed to make this happen. Every young person in 
every community deserves to get the help they need. 

 �  Early support hubs can also be delivered alongside or in partnership with other 
key services like youth services, health, schools and colleges, and family hubs.

https://act.childrenssociety.org.uk/page/107387/petition/1?ea_tracking_id=campaign_page
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/case-for-open-access-hubs
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35 YMCA (2020).

3.  Creating healthy communities 

According to YMCA (2020),35 youth provision in England and Wales has suffered a 
70% decline in local authority funding in real terms since 2010-11. Families have less 
money to access paid-for activities and hobbies and in rural areas disadvantaged 
children are even less likely to be able to access dispersed leisure facilities. 

 �  The Children’s Society supports YMCA’s call for ring-fenced funding for youth 
services, replenished to 2010-11 real-term levels.  

 �  Integrated care systems and local public health teams should co-design local 
plans with communities for promoting conversations about mental health and 
well-being, working with community leaders and groups. Examples could include 
creating culturally sensitive resources or holding workshops or training courses. 

 �  The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities should support 
local areas to connect with businesses to improve children’s well-being, drawing 
on the Greater Manchester #BeeWell model.

The government, local authorities, and 
public health teams must improve the 
opportunities for children and young people 
to develop positive relationships, feel a 
sense of belonging in their community, 
socialise with their peers, and engage in free 
hobbies, sports, and leisure activities with 
family and friends.

https://www.ymca.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/YMCA-Out-of-Service-report.pdf


25

The Children’s Society
The Good Childhood Report Summary 2022

The Children’s Society has been 
reporting on children’s unhappiness with 
their appearance since 2010. Societal 
conversations around body image including 
concerns around body dissatisfaction, 
unrealistic beauty standards, and exposure 
to idealised bodies in the media have been 
ongoing for decades. The NHS has seen 
a 72% increase in children and teenagers 
being referred for urgent support for eating 
disorders over the last two years.36 

36 NHS Confederation (2022b).

4.  Tackling unhappiness with appearance 

Young people, especially girls, are being failed by a lack of 
accountability and meaningful action. Leadership is urgently 
needed to improve children’s happiness with their appearance 
and change the toxic cultures in our society.

 �  A cross-government strategy to improve children’s happiness 
with their appearance should be led by the Department 
for Education, Department of Health & Social Care, and 
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport. 

 �  The Government should urgently commission research to 
gain a greater understanding of what is impacting children’s 
happiness with their appearance. 

 �  Government funding should be made available for pilot projects 
that aim to improve children’s happiness with their appearance.

https://www.nhsconfed.org/news/explosion-children-and-young-people-seeking-help-eating-disorders-cost-pandemic-mental-health
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In 2022, more children (aged 10 to 17) 
completing The Children’s Society’s annual 
household survey in the UK were unhappy 
with school than with the other nine aspects 
of life37 they were asked about.

37 The other nine aspects of life are family, home, choice, friends, money and things you own, health. appearance, the future, and time use.
38 https://www.well-school.org/login
39 The Time Education Commission (2022). 

5.   Reforming education  
for children’s well-being  

 �  Well-being must be a funded strategic priority for 
schools. All schools should create and publish a 
well-being policy for pupils and staff, in the same 
way that they have a behaviour policy. School 
governors should also take an active role in 
ensuring that pupil and staff well-being  
is understood and supported. 

 �  The Department for Education and Ofsted must 
encourage greater collaboration and good practice 
sharing for schools on implementing a whole-
school approach to well-being, utilising networks 
such as Well Schools.38

 �  Teachers should be supported to spot the signs 
that a child is struggling and proactively offer  
help, intervening early to meet the needs of  
today’s children. 

 �  The Children’s Society urges the Government 
and NHS to continue accelerating MHSTs. The 
Department for Education must make support 
available to schools without MHSTs in the interim.

 �  A fundamental shift to prioritise well-being 
alongside core academic subjects is needed  
in schools. We support The Times Education 
Commission’s recommendation to replace GCSE 
exams.39 A new system should empower children 
to study and enjoy a broader curriculum, equally 
valuing practical, creative, social, and academic 
skills. The high stakes exams at age 16 are no 
longer relevant for today’s young people leaving 
education at 18. It is vital that we reduce the 
pressure of schoolwork on secondary school-aged 
young people.

https://www.well-school.org/login
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/society/education/education-commission
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/society/education/education-commission
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Positive family relationships are key to 
children’s subjective well-being. A greater 
focus is needed on family well-being 
as a whole.40 More research is needed to 
understand children’s well-being in relation 
to their parents and carers. 

40 Tonkin (2020).
41 Campaign for Learning (2022).

6.   Family well-being   

 �  The Government’s 10-year mental health and 
well-being plan provides an opportunity to fund 
and develop pilot family well-being projects to 
create a family well-being strategy, alongside 
a comprehensive Family Hubs well-being offer 
for young people from birth to age 25.

 �  The Children’s Society welcomes the 
commitment to rollout Family Hubs and 
encourage the Government to look beyond the 
current focus on early years to include older 
children and adolescents. 

 �  The NHS and MHSTs should work with the 
voluntary and community sector to roll out 
mental health and well-being awareness 
raising workshops and training for parents 
and carers. These would show how they can 
best support their children, as well as offering 
targeted coping skills.

 �  The Children’s Society supports Campaign 
for Learning’s work to develop a national 
network of policy experts in the area of family 
learning.41

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/families-wellbeing-as-part-of-community-wellbeing/
https://www.campaign-for-learning.org.uk/CFL/News-Policy/News_Folder/Campaign-releases-Parents-Children-and-Adult-Learning-Family-Learning-Policy-in-the-2020s.aspx
https://www.campaign-for-learning.org.uk/CFL/News-Policy/News_Folder/Campaign-releases-Parents-Children-and-Adult-Learning-Family-Learning-Policy-in-the-2020s.aspx
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The Children’s Society calls on the 
Government to recognise the importance 
of investing in the wider social determinants 
of good mental health and well-being for all 
children and families, including refugee and 
migrants and those with no recourse  
to public funds (NRPF).

42 HM Treasury (2022).

7.  Protecting children from the cost  
of living crisis    

The cost of living crisis is putting unprecedented 
strain on family finances. While support 
measures announced at the time of writing42 will 
have a positive impact, targeted investment is 
needed in a system that works for children and 
struggling families in the long-term. Measures 
that can alleviate pressure on families include:

 �  extending free school meals to all children 
whose parents or guardians get Universal 
Credit, ensuring another 1.5 million children 
have a decent meal every school day 

 � increasing child benefit

 �  committing to sustained and increased 
funding for local crisis support to protect 
families from the impact of financial shocks 

 �  removing the barriers to support for low 
income migrant families with NRPF.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/millions-of-most-vulnerable-households-will-receive-1200-of-help-with-cost-of-living
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/millions-of-most-vulnerable-households-will-receive-1200-of-help-with-cost-of-living
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Every young person should have the support they  
need in order to enjoy a safe, happy childhood.

That’s why we run services and campaigns that make children’s  
lives better and change the systems that are placing them in danger.

The Children’s Society is bringing hope back to children’s lives.


