A good childhood for every child?
Child Poverty in the UK
Introduction
The Children's Society believes that child poverty is an intolerable injustice that blights childhoods
and severely harms children's chances in life. We know that poverty is pernicious, but we do not
think it is inevitable. This paper sets out The Children's Society's analysis of the conditions, causes
and consequences of child poverty and the principles that inform our approach to tackling it.
Key Facts
 Official figures show there are 3.5 million children living in poverty in the UK after housing
costs have been deductedi. This is one of the worst levels of child poverty in the
industrialised world.
 Around 1.9 million children live in workless households in the UKii. Therefore the UK has a
higher proportion of children living in workless households than any other European Union
countryiii. However, more than half 63% of all children in low income households live in
families where at least one of the adults is in paid workiv.
 Children are much more likely to live in low-income households than the population as a whole:
27% compared to 21%v.

Child poverty in the UK has changed significantly, the proportion of children in poverty has risen
considerably in the last 30 years - in 1979 around 14% of children lived in poverty and by 2012 it
was 27%vi.
There are concerns that this trend will continue and the government is not on target to meet the
commitment in the Child Poverty Act to eradicate child poverty by 2020. A recent Institute for
Fiscal Studies (IFS) reportvii estimated that 800,000 more children will be pushed into poverty by
2020 meaning one in three children in the UK will be living in povertyviii.

What is child poverty?
Child poverty is about children living in households suffering from a lack of material resources.
Professor Peter Townsendix defined this as lacking “the resources to obtain the types of diets,
participate in the activities, and have the living conditions and amenities that are customary... in
the societies to which they belong”. Such resources may include money, but they may also include
other forms of material resources – such as access to healthcare, a decent home and a highquality free education.
At The Children’s Society, we know from our work with children and families that experience
disadvantage that poverty means tough choices between having to heat your home and feeding
the children. For young people themselves, it means not having a birthday celebration as parents
can’t afford it, chronic stress and missing out on learning opportunities.

Current Measures
The Child Poverty Actx sets a duty on the Government to work towards the eradication of child
poverty in the UK by 2020. The Act measures child poverty according to four measures:
1. Relative low income: relating to children living in households that have an income below
the “relative” poverty line (60% of median household income).
2. Combined low income and material deprivationxi:
3. Absolute low incomexii
4. Persistent povertyxiii
The Government’s progress towards eradicating child poverty in the UK is assessed according to
progress on these four measures.
The relative low income target is frequently used as the core measure for assessing levels of child
poverty in the UK as this measure assesses the extent to which the lowest income families are
keeping pace with growth in the economy in general. This recognises the importance not only of
absolute low income, but also of low income relative to others in society. This is crucial because if
children fall behind on this measure, then they will be unable to afford to take part in the kind of
“normal” activities which enable social inclusion with their peers.xiv
Broadening child poverty measures
The Government’s consultation on measuring Child Poverty produced last year highlights that
although the Government remains committed to maintaining key income targets currently
contained in the Child Poverty Act, they also take a wider approach to addressing child poverty
which captures a broader understanding of what it means to be disadvantaged.
For example, the consultation paper discusses the possibility of integrating measures such as
worklessness, parental health, parental skills and family stability. In The Children’s Society’s
responsexv to this consultation, we emphasize the need to distinguish between child poverty “in
itself”, and the “drivers” of child poverty.
The importance of integrating child centred perspectives into child poverty measurement
Recent research has highlighted the importance of integrating a child centred approach to
understanding and measuring child poverty. For example, recent research by The Children’s
Society and the University of York has highlighted how child centred approaches can be integrated
into understanding material deprivation, by asking children themselves what items they thought
were important in order to have a “normal” life.
Recent research by The Children’s Society has also highlighted the impact of economic deprivation
on child wellbeingxvi. The research has shown that children living on a low income are
considerably less likely to have a good level of wellbeing than other childrenxvii.

Figure 2: Well Being By Household income

Children's experiences of poverty
There is currently limited research on children’s own experience of poverty and a lack of
understanding of children, who have experienced poverty, perspective on their lives. A reviewxviii
of the available literature found the key areas of concern identified by children included:







Economic and material deprivation – anxiety their family not having enough money for
their needs and going without the essentials like food and clothing.
Social deprivation – poverty restricting their access to attend social events and their ability
to maintain friendships.
School – inability to pay for resources needed e.g. uniform, study guides and not being able
to afford to go on school trips.
Poor quality housing, homelessness and neighbourhoods – affected children sleeping,
studying and playing at home, as well as, their mental/physical health. Feeling unsafe and
there is nothing to do in their local area.
Family pressures – tensions between parents due to severe financial pressure and children
taking on additional responsibilities in the home.
Stigma and bullying due to visible signs of poverty and difference.

Examples:
“You can’t do as much, and I don’t like my clothes and that, so I don’t really get to do much or do
stuff like my friends are doing…I am worried about what people think of me, like they think I am
sad or something.”
Nicole, 13 years oldxix
“Sometimes like if I haven’t got any money to go on a weekend, I won’t ask my mum ‘cos I don’t
want to ask her… But I’d like to try and get some money somehow like. I dunno, ‘cos like my nan
might give me some money a pound or something.”

Laura, 15 years, lone-parent familyxx

Children at highest risk of poverty
The evidence shows there are certain groups of children that are at a higher risk of suffering from
poverty than others. These groups include:


Children in households affected by disabilities: 4 in 10 disabled children have been found to
be living in poverty once you take into account the extra costs these families face as a
result of disabilityxxi. This is due to the difficulties disabled adults and parents with a
disabled child can face in entering and sustaining employment and the additional costs
involved with raising a disabled child or supporting a disabled adultxxii.



Lone parent families: 43% of children in lone parent households live in poverty compared
to 22% in two parent familiesxxiii. The main factors leading to this are that lone parents do
not have a partner to contribute earnings to the household; they are less likely to work, or
work as much, due to their caring responsibilities. Additionally, some lone parents feel
isolated and lack confidence and can experience poor physical and mental health.



Large families: 36% of children in families with three or more children are at risk of being in
poverty, in comparison to 24% of families with two childrenxxiv. Parents from these families
can experience difficulties in finding affordable childcare for larger numbers of children.



Black and minority ethnic groups (BME): Within Black or Black British households 44% of
children are living in poverty, this rises to 55% in Pakistani and Bangladeshi households
compared with 25% of White childrenxxv.



Workless and working households: Household work status is very strongly associated with
child poverty. 67% of children in workless households currently live in povertyxxvi and it is
the low level of out-of-work benefits that mean that most of these children are poor.
However, 6 in 10 children in low-income households have someone in their family doing
paid workxxvii. In-work poverty is a result of low pay jobs with little chance of progression.



Asylum seeking families: there is a lack of quantitative data on asylum seekers and poverty.
However, asylum seeking families are prohibited from working and only entitled to a lower
level of benefit support than UK citizens and many are left relying on little more than £5 a
day or worsexxviii. The Children’s Society research with families in the West Midlands shows
that there are critical points in the asylum process when asylum seekers can become
destitutexxix.

Poverty and place
Child poverty levels vary greatly between regions of the country – from 21% in the South East of
England to 36% of children in Londonxxx.
However, local child poverty rates also vary greatly sub-regionally. This is shown in our mapxxxi of
data from the end child poverty coalition below:

Various factors are likely to drive variations in local child poverty rates, including local access to
employment, local wages, and levels of housing costs. It has been noted that geographical
variations in poverty rates should not be presented as a simple North South divide.xxxii

Why are children growing up in poverty?
Short term or “immediate” causes of child poverty
Many factors can act as immediate causes or “triggers” of poverty including:
1. The loss of parental employment – as a result of inadequate levels of out of work benefits,
child poverty rates are much higher in out of work households. The loss of employment is
therefore a key trigger of a period of povertyxxxiii.
2. Barriers to employment: For most families in poverty, there is a strong will and desire to work
but many face barriers, such as being unable to access affordable, appropriate child care,
suffering from ill health, having a disability, having additional caring responsibilities, lack of
access to affordable transport or simply living in an area where there are few appropriate jobs
available.

3. The onset of illness or disability: Households affected by disabilities (either a disabled child or
parent) can face substantial additional costs as a result for example paying for specialist aids or
adaptions to their homexxxiv. Moreover, households affected by disability are more likely to not
be working as they may not be able to work due to their disability or may be working fewer
hours as they may have additional care responsibilities in looking after a disabled child.
4. Changes to family structure: At the point of changes to family structure, such as separation or
death of a parent, families can face significant changes to their income levels. This is likely to
be primarily the result of reduced availability for employment in the household. We also know
that larger families are more likely to live in poverty than smaller households
Underlying/ long-term causes of child poverty
1. Inadequate welfare support: Our “Child Poverty calculator”xxxv shows levels of welfare
support fall well below the rates that would be necessary to lift children in out-of-work
households out of poverty. For working families, the supplementation of wages with
benefit receipt can help to ensure that families are lifted out of poverty. However, again,
frequently benefit levels are insufficient to ensure this, and many working families with
children remain living in poverty.
2. Inadequate supply of affordable housing: there are currently around 1.8 million households
on local authority waiting lists for social housing - an increase of 81% since 1997. But
provision is not meeting demand. In 2011-12, 58,000 additional affordable homes were
provided in England, down 2500 from the previous year.
3. Unemployment and low pay: worklessness and lack of access to employment is
unquestionably a key driver of child poverty. Where one or more parents are out of work
as a result of illness or unemployment, households are considerably more likely to be in
poverty. However, it should be noted that the evidence shows that while work can be a
key route out of poverty, it is by no means a guaranteed one. In recent years the
proportion of families in working poverty has grown substantially.
4. Low levels of education and skills: Low levels of educational qualifications and skills are
particularly associated with high levels of worklessness with less than half of people with
no qualifications in workxxxvi. Children growing up poor too often have access to poor
quality schooling and achieve poor results.

The “persistence” of child poverty
For many children, child poverty is not a static state. Household circumstances change over time
and these changes may trigger entries into or out of poverty.
However, some children can face extended periods of time in poverty. Persistent poverty, as
defined in the Child Poverty Act 2010, is living in families on less than 60% of current median
income for at least three out of the previous four years. Research by NatCen found that more than
one in ten (12%) families with children experience persistent poverty (before housing costs)xxxvii.
There is limited recent evidence on the impact of persistent poverty on children. However, there
is evidence that persistent poverty has a larger cumulative negative impact on children’s cognitive
development than episodic povertyxxxviii.

Nonetheless, research has shown that persistent low income poverty (before housing costs)
steadily fell for children between 1998-2001 and between 2004-2007 levels have remained at
their lowest point at any time since 1991-1994xxxix.

What are the consequences of child poverty?
Growing up in poverty can have a significant detrimental impact on children’s quality of life and
well-being and has limiting effects on a child’s opportunities and future life chances. Poverty can
have an impact on every area of a child’s life, from health and well-being, to education and
employment.
Immediate experiences in childhood
Children’s experiences of poverty in childhood can have concerning consequences on their mental
health, engagement with their education and their family life etc. For example:






Children living in low-income households are nearly three times as likely to suffer mental
health problems as their more affluent peersxl.
Poverty can make good family functioning and strong parent-child relationships more
difficultxli.
Research from The Children’s Society has found that economic factors have a significant
link with children’s subjective well-being as lower levels of household income, recent
decreases in income and greater adult economic concerns about the future are all
associated with children having lower average levels of subjective well-beingxlii.
Other studies have also found that children growing up in poverty are more likely to suffer
from low self-esteemxliii and to be socially isolatedxliv.

The long-term consequences of poverty
Health:
The influential Marmot Review on health inequalitiesxlv highlighted how poor health is strongly
linked to low socio-economic status. Further research evidence shows:
 Children born into poor families are more likely to be born premature, have low birth
weights and die in their first year of lifexlvi.
 Poor children have a higher rate of accidents and accidental deathxlvii for example they are
13 times more likely to die from unintentional injuryxlviii.
 Children living in poverty are more likely to be absent from school due to illness, to be
hospitalised, to report a long-standing illnessxlix.
 Children living in low-income households are nearly three times as likely to suffer mental
health problems as their more affluent peersl.
 Poverty has longer term effects as children in the poorest households are more likely to
suffer poor physical and mental health at age 33li and are at increased risk of severe, longterm and life-limiting illnesslii.
Education:
The link between economic disadvantage and educational underachievement is widely recognised
by academics and parliamentarians. Key research evidence includes:





Differences between children’s cognitive development related to parental social status are
evident as early as 22 monthsliii.
The highest early achievers from deprived backgrounds are overtaken by lower achieving
children from advantaged backgrounds by age five. The study also shows this gap has
grown by the time the children are 10 years oldliv.
These differences continue into secondary school years, with Department for Education
(DfE) figures showing only 26.6% of pupils eligible for free school mealslv (FSM) achieved
five or more A*-C grade GCSES, whereas, 54.2% of pupils not eligible for FSM achieved
thislvi.

Employment:
Inequalities in education and health drive a similar divide in the world of employment and later
adult outcomeslvii. For example:
 The educational attainment gap often carries over into poor adult outcomes. For example,
children on FSM in Year 11 were more likely than those not eligible FSM to become NEET
(Not in Employment, Education or Training) in the following three years.lviii
 Young people NEET are more likely to have grown up in social disadvantaged households
including low levels of employment, single parent families and parents with low
educational qualificationslix
 Young people who have grown up in low-income households are overall more likely than
their more affluent peers to be unemployed, working in low or unskilled jobs and to be
poorly paid in adult lifelx lxi.
Family and relationships and children’s subjective well-being:
Living on a low income is often a stressful and difficult experience and can effect on the running of
family life and the quality of intra-familial relationships. This all also affects the subjective wellbeing of children, that is, their assessment of their satisfaction with their own life. The evidence
shows:
 Poverty has an impact on parents’ ability to manage stressful eventslxii and can make good
family functioning and strong parent-child relationships more difficultlxiii.
 Research from The Children’s Society has found that economic factors have a significant
link with children’s subjective well-being as lower levels of household income, recent
decreases in income and greater adult economic concerns about the future are all
associated with children having lower average levels of subjective well-beinglxiv.
The cost of child poverty on society
Child poverty also has detrimental consequences for society as a whole due to poverty creating
social problems that necessitate extra social spending. There is also the cost of adults being unable
to meet their full potential as a result of growing up in poverty – including reduced productive
capacity in the economy, extra benefit payments and reduced tax revenues.
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation estimates that child poverty costs the country at least £25 billion
a year. This includes £12 billion a year on public spending on services tackling the immediate
effects of poverty and the annual cost of below-average employment rates and earning levels
among adults who grew up in poverty of about £13 billion

How can child poverty be tackled?
Lifting children out of poverty, and tackling the drivers of child poverty
As addressed in section 2.1, effective understanding of child poverty needs to consider both child
poverty in itself, and the underlying drivers which lead to child poverty. Similarly action must also
seek to achieve these two goals.
1. Action which directly lifts children out of poverty by giving their families the resources they
need: This may include actions such as improving welfare support, improving pay and
increasing employment, reducing the costs of working, increasing access to affordable
housing.
2. Action which builds children’s resilience to deal with poverty as best as possible, and to
improve the child’s future outcomes: Reducing the intergenerational transmission of
poverty. Interventions focussing, for example, on improving educational attainment and
health outcomes for disadvantaged children may fall into this category of intervention.

Multi-level intervention
Tackling child poverty requires action targeted at both the child themselves, and at their wider
environment, including their family, and the whole community in which the child lives.
The Child:
Some child poverty interventions can be targeted at the child their self. For example, improving
access to health and education services, can reduce the long term impact of poverty on the child –
increasing the likelihood that they are able to escape poverty when they grow older, and to reduce
the risk of intergenerational transmission of poverty to their own children.
The Family:
Since poverty is closely linked to the circumstances of the whole family, it is not possible to discuss
child poverty, without discussing family and household poverty. The vast majority of children live
in family households, where their economic well-being is tied directly to that of their parents or
care-givers. Very few children indeed have access to finances outside of their family household,
that is until they reach an age at which they can work themselves. In correlate, the number of
children who are economically deprived despite living in materially comfortable households are
very few indeed. For those children who live outside of family homes, such as those looked after
by local authorities, the poverty outcomes are extremely poor.
For this reason, many interventions aimed at reducing child poverty need to be targeted at the
whole family rather than the individual child. For example, in almost all cases benefit payments
will be paid to the adults in a household. Similarly, child poverty is enormously affected by
parental employment
The Community:
Some factors beyond the child and their family are associated with child poverty. For example, the
local jobs market, and the adequacy of local services can both affect the likelihood of children
living in poverty.

Action to address child poverty must similarly therefore target not only the individual child, and
their family, but must also focus on support for the whole community.
The diagram below represents the kinds of example interventions which may be aimed at the
kinds of targets discussed in section 7.2, and are aimed at attempting to achieve the kinds of
outcome discussed in section 7.1.
Target

Example Interventions

Outcomes

Children’s accounts and
savings
Child
Improving access to health
services

Addresses the drivers of child
poverty - Builds resilience and
improves future outcomes

Access to quality housing
Family

Debt advice
Welfare rights advice
Lifting out of poverty
Increasing local jobs

Community

Improving the adequacy of
local services
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