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Child poverty, health and well-being:  

The Impact of the Welfare Reform and Work Bill 2015-2016 

Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) has worked for 50 years to prevent and relieve poverty among 

children and families in the UK. We have a wide range of expertise and evidence from which we draw 

in this submission. We author and publish The Welfare Benefits and Tax Credits Handbook, the 

authoritative guide to social security in the UK; provide specialist advice and training to first tier 

advisers; coordinate and collate evidence from the National Association of Welfare Rights Advisers; 

collect evidence and case studies of the impacts of welfare reform in Scotland through the Early 

Warning System; and are currently providing frontline welfare rights advice to food bank users in 

Tower Hamlets. 

  

1. Trends and projections in child poverty and well-being 
 

Note on poverty measures 

There is currently a statutory duty on the government to report against four headline poverty 

measures. This allows us to track trends in poverty over time in various ways. 

1. ‘Relative poverty’ measure: the percentage of children in households living below 60% of 

contemporary median income. This measures whether low-income families are moving closer 

to, or further from, the rest of the population over time. 

2. ‘Relative poverty and material deprivation’ measure: the percentage of children in 

households with less than 70% of contemporary median income who also go without basic 

material needs. This measure tells us about consumption and living standards. 

3.  ‘Absolute poverty’ measure: the percentage of children in households below 60% of 2010/11 

median income. This measure is useful for tracking year-on-year changes in real incomes. 

4. ‘Persistent poverty’ measure: the percentage of children who have been in households with 

less than 60% of median income for three out of the last four years.  

Income measures are calculated on both a before housing costs (BHC) and after housing costs (AHC) 

basis. This data is published in the ‘Households Below Average Income’ (HBAI) dataset. 

Child poverty and wellbeing since 2000 

Relative poverty (BHC) fell substantially in the decade after the 1999 pledge to end child poverty, 

from 3.4 million children to 2.3 million in 2010/11 where it has remained. Absolute poverty also fell 

during this period. 

As poverty fell, child well-being improved. Between 2004 and 2010, 33 out of 48 national indicators of 

child wellbeing showed an improvement (and only two got worse). From 2001/2 to 2009/10 several 

health indicators improved, including immunisation, eating fruit and children’s subjective health, and 

smoking, drinking and cannabis use fell.1 

Since 2010/11 relative child poverty has been fairly stable, as median incomes have fallen alongside 

those of poorer families. Absolute poverty – which is a better measure of the fall in actual household 

incomes - has increased by 500,000 (AHC) or 300,000 (BHC). 
                                                           
1 See Nastic, D. (2013) Child wellbeing in the UK. Poverty 145. http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Poverty145-child-wellbeing-
0613.pdf  
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Context: cuts to social security since 2010 

The Welfare Reform and Work Bill follows five years of real-terms cuts to benefit levels. Over the last 

Parliament: 

- Child benefit was frozen from 2011/12 to 2013/14 and uprated by just 1% in the following 

two years. 

- CPI replaced RPI as the basis for uprating benefits in 2010. 

- The Welfare Benefits Uprating Act 2013 provided for most working age benefits (excluding 

those relating to the costs of disability) to be uprated at 1% (below inflation). 

During those five years child benefit lost 15 per cent of its value compared to RPI uprating. Losses 

increase year on year as under-indexation is compounded.  

At the same time the cost of a child has risen by 5% since 2012. Even a couple who both work full-

time on the minimum wage fall almost £76 per week short of the costs of raising two children. For a 

single parent, even working full time at the median wage only allows them to meet 91% of the cost of 

two children.2 

The IFS has noted that ‘real cuts to working-age benefits are a key reason behind rising child poverty’, 

singling out the shift to CPI indexation of benefits and three years of 1 per cent uprating of most 

working-age benefits. A Parliamentary Question in January 2013 revealed that the government itself 

estimated that the three years of 1 per cent uprating alone would put 200,000 more children in 

poverty by 2015/16.3 

Under the Coalition Government, the sum of tax and benefit changes made most of the bottom half 

of the income distribution worse off and most of the top half better off. Nor were savings made from 

social security cuts used to reduce the deficit, rather they paid for tax cuts for the better-off.4  

Future projections 

Independent projections from the IFS, Resolution Foundation and New Policy Institute all suggest that 

poverty will increase sharply between now and 2020. The Resolution Foundation estimates that 

300,000-600,000 will fall into poverty as a direct result of measures in the Summer Budget alone and 

that between 3.7 and 3.9 million children will be in poverty by 2020 (relative, BHC)-  in other words a 

growing number of children will be left behind mainstream living standards.5 

The Resolution Foundation projections were made before the reversal of plans to cut tax credits 

announced in the 2015 Summer Budget. However very similar cuts are being made to Universal 

Credit, and assuming transition to Universal Credit goes ahead we expect to see similar overall cuts– 

and impacts on poverty – by 2020/21 as were projected before the tax credit U-turn. 

The Welfare Reform and Work Bill will freeze most working age benefits for another four years. This 

represents the biggest single cut in the bill and will affect the largest number of people. The reduction 

                                                           
2 Hirsch, D. (2015) The cost of a child in 2015. CPAG. http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CostOfAChild_2015.pdf  
3 House of Commons, Hansard, Written Answers, 15 January 2013, col 715W, 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmhansrd/cm130115/text/130115w0003.htm  
4 http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/spcc/wp22.pdf  
5 Finch, D. (2015) A Poverty of Information: Assessing the government’s new child poverty focus and future trends. Resolution Foundation. 
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/a-poverty-of-information-assessing-the-governments-new-child-poverty-focus-and-
future-trends/  
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in the benefit cap, two-child limit for tax credits, Universal Credit and housing benefit, and cuts to 

Employment Support Allowance will affect smaller numbers but generally more severely. 

 

The majority of gains from an increased minimum wage - which CPAG strongly welcomes - will go to 

families in the middle of the income distribution, by raising the income of second earners with a 

partner who earns considerably more. After accounting for tax and benefits, less than half (under 

45%) of the gross gains from the “National Living Wage” will flow to families in the bottom half of the 

income distribution.6 

 

The total value of additional money in families’ pockets thanks to the National Living Wage is around 

£4 billion, so less than £2 billion for families in the bottom half of the income distribution. This 

contrasts with £13 billion worth of cuts to social security. It is clear that it can in no way compensate 

for these losses. Furthermore, a minimum wage can never take account of people’s family 

circumstances such as children or disability. As the Resolution Foundation has argued, ‘To protect the 

living standards of those at the bottom, a rising wage floor must be a complement to, not a substitute 

for, in-work support’.7 

 

Overall we believe that we are heading for a child poverty crisis. Research by Loughborough 

University estimated that child poverty cost £29 billion in 2013 in financial terms alone.8 

 

2. Impact of specific elements of the Bill 

Changes to the Child Poverty Act 

The Welfare Reform and Work Bill will repeal much of the Child Poverty Act, renaming it the Life 

Chances Act, removing the current child poverty targets and measures and the duty on national and 

local government to prepare child poverty strategies. 

The Child Poverty targets helped to drive action. It is a myth that targets based on a poverty line led 

to efforts to raise family incomes from just below to just above the line – the so-called “poverty plus a 

pound” claim. Reductions in poverty would have been seen during the 2000s had the poverty line 

been drawn at a wide range of levels up to the median income.9 

When the previous government consulted in 2013 on a proposal for a new measure of poverty, only 

one respondent out of over 230 believed that income should not be included in a new target.10 

 

The measures of poverty in the Child Poverty Act are based on 400 years of research into the 

measurement of child poverty, in which the UK is a world leader, and have subsequently been widely 

adopted around the world, including by the OECD, the EU and the World Bank. Giving evidence to the 

                                                           
6 D’Arcy, C. and Kelly, G. (2015)  Analysing the National Living Wage. Resolution Foundation. http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/RF-National-Living-Wage-briefing.pdf  
7 ibid. 
8 Hirsch, D. (2013) An estimate of the cost of child policy in 2013. 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Cost%20of%20child%20poverty%20research%20update%20(2013).pdf  
9 Brewer, M. et al. (2010) Child Poverty in the UK since 1998-99: Lessons from the Past Decade. Institute for Fiscal Studies. 
http://www.ifs.org.uk/wps/wp1023.pdf  
10 Roberts, N. and Stewart, K. (2015) Plans to axe child poverty measures contradict the vast majority of expert advice the government 
received. Blog, LSE. http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/plans-to-axe-child-poverty-measures-have-no-support-among-experts/  
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Commons Bill Committee, Professor David Gordon (University of Bristol) expressed grave concern that 

‘if we abandon our measures, there is a danger that we become an international laughing stock’. 

The new measures will fail to measure a central dimension of poverty and tell a misleading story. By 

focusing only on workless households, more than 60% of children in poverty will be missed as they 

live in working households. Poverty today is characterised more by low-paid, insecure work than 

persistent unemployment. 75% of JSA claimants come off the benefit within six months, and almost 

90% within twelve months,11 but less than half enter permanent contracts.12  

The removal of the requirement for local strategies, combined with severe cuts to local authority 

budgets, threatens progress made by many local authorities. 

While a local authority have limited powers over tax and benefit levels, they can take steps such as: 

 Provide high quality early years support and childcare 

 Address the ‘poverty premium’ paid by poor households for many goods and services (e.g. 

corner shops in poor areas have higher prices than supermarkets, free ATMs may not be 

available). 

 Improve housing conditions as well as streets, parks and playgrounds 

 Improve road safety 

 Provide support for vulnerable groups  

 Pay the voluntary living wage and require contractors to do the same 

Reduction in the benefit cap 

To date at least 230,000 children (compared with 92,000 adults) have been affected by the benefit 

cap.  63% of capped households contain a child under 5.13 The lower cap will affect up to 90,000 more 

families according to the DWP’s estimates.14 

The benefit cap can make it impossible for parents to meet the basic needs of their children. Under 

the current cap, a couple with two children will receive benefits worth just 61% of the poverty line. 

Most families (85%) affected by the benefit cap are not otherwise expected to work due to disability, 

ill-health or young children. 56% are lone parent families, a group already at twice the risk of poverty 

as couple families. Lone parents with young children are less likely than other groups to move off the 

cap. The government estimates that 59% of those who will have their benefits reduced by the new 

cap will be single parents.15 

Families in temporary accommodation, including women and children who have fled domestic abuse, 

are severely affected due to their high housing costs. 

In 2015 three of five Supreme Court judges found that the cap failed to comply with the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (although the court did not conclude that this constituted a 

                                                           
11 Work and Pensions Committee (2014) The role of jobcentre plus in the reformed welfare system. 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmworpen/479/47908.htm  
12 DWP (2012) Destinations of Jobseeker’s Allowance, Income Support and Employment and Support Allowance Leavers 2011. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/214578/rrep791.pdf  
13 DWP(2015) Benefit cap: number of households capped to August 2015. https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/benefit-cap-number-
of-households-capped-to-august-2015      
14 DWP (2015) Welfare Reform and Work Bill: Impact Assessment for the benefit cap.  http://www.parliament.uk/documents/impact-
assessments/IA15-006.pdf  
15 ibid.  
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breach of domestic law) and two found that it breached the European Convention on Human Rights. 

Lord Carnwath called on the Government to address the breaches of children’s rights in its review of 

the benefit cap but this has not been done. Instead, reducing the level of the cap will mean more 

children affected, and deeper cuts to family budgets. The bill will allow the Secretary of State to 

change the level of the cap as he sees fit, with no requirement to consider the impacts on children. 

We believe that the reduction in the cap may shift the courts’ view on the proportionality of the 

discriminatory effects of the benefit cap in relation to national economic goals.  

Loss of family element and two-child limit in tax credits, universal credit and housing benefit 

The bill will remove the first child premium or ‘family element’ in tax credits, universal credit (UC) and 

housing benefit, and limit awards of child elements to two children per family. The only exceptions so 

far promised to the two-child limit are for multiple births and children born as a result of rape.  

 

Tax credits and UC currently allow a higher amount for a first child, to reflect the extra costs 

compared with later children. Removing this will mean a loss of over £10 per week for families who 

qualify for the maximum award.  

 

Limiting awards to the first two children would affect a minority of families, but would have a 

dramatic impact on those affected. One-fifth of families (21 per cent, or 872,000 families) receiving 

tax credits have three or more children,16 and most of these (70 per cent) have just three children.  

The risk of poverty is already significantly higher among larger families; a third (34 per cent) of 

children living in poverty are in families with three or more children.17 Withdrawing support from 

third or subsequent children would deepen poverty for those already most at risk.  

 

The government’s language implies that this policy aims to ensure that those who are not working 

face the same financial choices as those in work. This is disingenuous: 63 per cent of tax credit 

recipients claiming for three or more children are in work.  There is no protection for people who 

have children when they can afford to, but later lose income due to bereavement, disability, 

redundancy or separation. 

We believe that this policy, like the benefit cap, unfairly punishes children for the supposed 

transgressions of their parents.  

UC work allowance cuts [Passed by Statutory Instrument, not in the bill] 

The cuts to UC work allowances are very similar in scale (approx. £3bn) and impact to the cut to the 
tax credit threshold which was recently reversed.  

Families with children will have their UC withdrawn at the rate of 65p in the pound when they earn 

over £192 per month (£397 if they receive no help with their housing costs, i.e. non-renters). 

Previously, a household without children could earn £111 per month before withdrawals, a couple 

with children £222 (£536 for non-renters), and a lone parent £263 (£734 for non-renters).   

                                                           
16 HMRC (2014) Child and Working Tax Credits: finalised annual awards 2012 to 2013, Table 2.2. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/child-and-working-tax-credits-statistics-finalised-annual-awards-2012-to-2013 and Hood, A. 
(2015)  Benefit Changes and Distributional Analysis, Institute for Fiscal Studies, July 2015. 
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/budgets/Budgets%202015/Summer/Hood_distributional_analysis.pdf  
17 DWP (2015) Households Below Average Income: an analysis of the income distribution 1993/94 – 2013/14, supporting data Table 4.3db 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-19941995-to-20132014  
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https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-19941995-to-20132014


 

 

The change hits claimants who are in work. A working couple with children in rented housing will lose 

around £830 per year, and non-renters almost £1700. Lone parents will be hit particularly hard, and 

lose around £1,150 per year if renting, or over £3,200 if not.  

 

The government will provide transitional protection for those currently receiving tax credits. This 

means that when they move on to UC they will not see an immediate cash loss. However, their award 

will be frozen until their UC award catches up (due to uprating or increased entitlement), so 

eventually they will see an equivalent loss. Transitional protection will be lost if a family’s 

circumstances change significantly, for example if they have a child, lose employment or separate. 

Transitional protection is costed at just £200 million, against cuts of £3 billion. The 35,000 people who 

are already on UC and in work will see a cash loss from next April. 

 
The Resolution Foundation has concluded that ‘In combination, the introduction of the NLW and 
changes to UC are set to increase the likelihood that low paid parents get stuck at low levels of 
earnings with little incentive to progress’. 18  
 
UC will increase the subsidy available for childcare from 70% to 85% of a permitted ceiling. Although 
this is welcome, the ceilings have not been updated since 2005, while childcare costs have risen from 
59-69 per cent. 19 

Even with an 85% subsidy parents still have to pay the additional 15% and any costs above the ceiling. 
Alongside tapering of their UC award (and for some, income tax and NI withdrawals) this further 
reduces the financial benefits of work. In places such as London where childcare is particularly 
expensive and ceilings are exceeded at considerably less than full-time hours, it can make the 
marginal net returns from work negative, as Table 1 shows.  

Table 1. The effect of one hour’s additional work on disposable income, after childcare20 

  Combined 
withdrawal rate 
(tax, national 
insurance, UC 
taper) 

Retained 
earnings before 
childcare (per 
hour) 

Cost of one 
hour of 
childcare 

Childcare 
cost paid 
borne by 
household 

Retained 
earnings after 
childcare (per 
hour) 

From 20 to 21 
hours a week 
(£7.20 per 
hour) 

East 
Midlands 

65% £2.52 £3.77 £0.57 £1.95 

London 65% £2.52 £5.77 £0.87 £1.65 

From 32 to 33 
hours a week 
(£7.20 per 
hour) 

East 
Midlands 

76% £1.73 £3.77 £0.57 £1.16 

London 76% £1.73 £5.77 £5.77* -£4.04 

* This household has to bear the full cost of an additional hour of childcare, because at London rates the limit for support has 

been exceeded. 

                                                           
18 Finch, D. (2015) A Budget for workers? The impact of the Summer Budget on work incentives in Universal Credit. Resolution Foundation. 
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Work-incentives-briefing.pdf  
19 Department for Education (2015) Review of childcare costs: the analytical report. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/479659/151124_Analytical_review_FINAL_VERSION.pdf    
20 Hirsch, D. (2015) Children in London: the extra cost. Child Poverty Action Group. 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG_Children%20in%20London%20the%20extra%20costs_Sept%2015.pdf  
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Impacts on particular vulnerable groups 

Single parents will be the worst hit by the combined reforms of tax, benefits and wages proposed in 

the July 2015 budget. According to Gingerbread:21 

- They will lose seven times more than couple parents as a share of income, and nearly three 

times as much in cash terms. 

- By 2020/21, single parents will lose 7.6% of their income or £1,300 per year on average, even 

after tax and wage gains.  

- Low-income working single parents are hit hardest of all.  

- Single parents were also the worst affected household group by welfare reforms under the 

last government and families already have twice the risk of poverty as couple families. 

Disabled children are also to be hit hard. They are not exempt from the two-child limit to tax credits 

and Universal Credit.  Disability payments for children under UC are half those in tax credits (£28 vs 

£57 per week). The government estimates that around 100,000 disabled children will be affected. 

   

Research by The Children’s Society and Citizens’ Advice found that the halving of support under UC 

would have severe impacts on families:22 

- Two-thirds of families surveyed said they would have to cut back on food expenditure. 

- More than half said they would probably go into debt. 

- More than one in ten said they would struggle to afford housing. 

- Families feared not being able to pay for activities and equipment for their disabled children. 

Children in poor families are already more likely to have a disability or long-term health condition. 

Families with a child receiving Disability Living Allowance (DLA) are exempt from the benefit cap. 

However the formal diagnoses needed to claim DLA cannot always be made for very young children. 

 

3. Relationship between family incomes, child poverty and health 

 

Child physical and mental health 

A summary of evidence on the impacts of poverty on child health by the End Child Poverty campaign 

notes that:23 

- In the most deprived areas birthweights are on average 200g less on average than in the 

richest areas. Stillbirths and mortality in the first week are twice as likely in low socio-

economic status (SES) groups than in high SES groups.  

- Children in disadvantaged families are ten times as likely to die suddenly in infancy, 2.5 times 

as likely to suffer chronic illness (e.g. asthma) as a toddler, twice as likely to have cerebral 

palsy and over three times as likely to suffer mental disorders. 

- They are also likely to have more severe forms of asthma and more likely to require hospital 

admissions for diabetes.  

                                                           
21 Gingerbread (2015) Paying the price: The impact of the Summer Budget on single parent families. 
http://www.gingerbread.org.uk/file_download.aspx?id=9519  
22Disability Rights UK, Citizens Advice and The Children’s Society (no date) Holes in the safety net: the impact of Universal Credit on disabled 
people and their families. 
http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/tcs/holes_in_the_safety_net_disability_and_universal_credit_full_report.pdf  
23 Spencer, N. (no date) Health Consequences of Poverty for Children. End Child Poverty. 
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/news/publications/child-poverty-an d-health---supplementary-chapter-2/26/123  

http://www.gingerbread.org.uk/file_download.aspx?id=9519
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- Disadvantaged children are more likely to suffer acute infectious illnesses like pneumonia 

- Children in poverty have higher rates of self-harm, and young men who experienced child 

poverty are twice as likely to commit suicide. If mental health inequality was erased (i.e. if 

mental health across the population was brought up to the level of those in the highest socio-

economic groups), mental disorders in children would be reduced by 40%.  

- The authors conclude that “the reasons are complex but certainly related to the extra stress 

on families in poverty”. 

Children eligible for free school meals also have poorer dental health. 

Long term health impacts and life expectancy 

Negative health impacts continue to adulthood, affecting life chances. End Child Poverty also notes 

that: 

- Adults who experienced poverty as children are 50% more likely to have illnesses which limit their 

daily life (e.g. arthritis), high blood pressure, respiratory illness, certain disabilities and mental ill-

health e.g. depression.24 

- Adults with low birthweight are more than 4x as likely to have Type 2 diabetes and 25% more 

likely to die from heart disease. 

Healthy life expectancy in the most deprived areas of the UK is more than 19 fewer years shorter than 

in the least deprived areas.25  

Housing 

Poor housing is a critical factor in the poor health of children in low-income families, in particular 

inability to heat homes adequately. The risk for poor families is intensified by the ‘overlap between 

low income and the energy inefficiency of the homes people live in’, identified by the Hills Fuel 

Poverty Review.26 Low-income families are also likely to face higher unit costs for fuel, for example 

energy tariffs are generally 5-10% higher for those using pre-pay meters.27 

The Hills Review observes that living at low temperatures as a result of fuel poverty is ‘likely to be a 

significant contributor’ to the 27,000 excess winter deaths which occur each year in England and 

Wales, but also to a ‘much larger number of incidents of ill-health’ and a ‘wider range of problems of 

social isolation and poor outcomes for young people’. 

One reason for the link between low incomes and poor housing is the dramatic reduction in Local 

Housing Allowances (LHAs), which set cap the amount of housing costs eligible for support through 

housing benefit or the housing element of UC, since 2010. In 2010 the government reduced the LHA 

rate from the 50th percentile to the 30th percentile of local market rents. And from 2014/15, uprating 

of LHAs has been capped at 1% regardless of local rent increases. Between 2011 and 2014 rents 

                                                           
24 See also Melhuish (2012) The impact of poverty on child development and adult outcomes: the importance of early years education. In 
Judge, L. Ending child poverty by 2020. Child Poverty Action Group.  http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Ending-child-poverty-
by-2020-progress-made-lessons-learned-0612_0.pdf  
25 ONS (2015) Inequality in Healthy Life Expectancy at Birth by National Deciles of Area Deprivation: England, 2011 to 2013. 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/disability-and-health-measurement/inequality-in-healthy-life-expectancy-at-birth-by-national-deciles-of-
area-deprivation--england/2011-13/index.html  
26 Hills, J. (2012) Getting the measure of fuel poverty: Final Report of the Fuel Poverty Review. Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion. 
http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/cr/CASEreport72.pdf  
27 Citizens Advice Scotland. (2015) Still Addressing the Poverty Premium. 
http://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/final_formatted_copy.pdf  
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increased on average 6.8% while LHAs increased by just 3.22%.28 The government now plans to freeze 

LHAs for four years. 

Consumption of health-related items 

When the income of poor families with children increased sharply thanks to the welfare reform 

package brought in from 1998, these families increased their spending on items that improve 

children’s health – e.g. children’s footwear and clothes, fruit and vegetables – and reduced spending 

on alcohol and tobacco.29 In the USA, birthweights rose when tax credits were increased, due in part 

to reduced maternal smoking during pregnancy.30 

 

Stress and anxiety 

A systematic review with a very high evidentiary standard has identified a distinct and significant 

effect of income on child developmental outcomes, and to some extent on physical health, beyond 

any effects of parental education or attitudes which might correlate with income.31 This research 

suggests that the most important way in which low income affects children’s social, emotional and 

cognitive outcomes is through the high stress and anxiety experienced by parents living in poverty 

which make it hard to parent calmly and responsively. It notes that studies have documented 

improvements in maternal mental health when income goes up, both according to self-reports and 

stress markers in the blood. Direct spending on children’s enrichment (e.g. toys, activities and clubs) is 

the second factor identified linking poverty and child development. 

Maternal depression is a significant risk factor for poor child social and emotional development,32 and 

evidence links poverty, in particular debt, with sleep deprivation and depression in new mothers.33 

Research in Finland has shown that reductions in family income affect child mental health via 

economic pressure, parental mental health, marital interaction and parenting quality.34 

Given these findings, while services like parenting classes can be very helpful to families, it would be 

wise to pay attention to income as an important root cause of the differential in parenting between 

low- and high-income families. 

Poverty and physical safety 

Another important dimension of deprivation is physical risk: 

- Children with parents in routine occupations have a mortality rate from accidents (including fires, 

road accidents, drownings, accidental suffocations and accidental poisonings) and assaults that is 

4.4 times higher than those with parents in professional or managerial roles.35 

                                                           
28 Shelter (2015) Cuts and changes to housing benefit for private renters (LHA). 
https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1142183/7567.01_LHA_Briefing_Report_v4.pdf  
29Gregg, P. et al. (2005) Expenditure patterns post-welfare reform in the UK: Are low-income families starting to catch up?  
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/6259/1/Expenditure_Patterns_Post-Welfare_Reform_in_the_UK__Are_low-
income_families_starting_to_catch_up.pdf  
30 Strully, K., Rehkopf, D. and Xuan, Z. (2010) ‘Effects of prenatal poverty on infant health: state earned income tax credits and birth weight’, 
American Sociological Review, 75, pp. 534–62 http://www.irp.wisc.edu/newsevents/workshops/2011/participants/papers/15-Strully.pdf  
31 Cooper, K. and Stewart, K. (2013) Does money affect children’s outcomes? A systematic review. Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/migrated/files/money-children-outcomes-full.pdf  
32 Marmot, M. (2012) The health effect of poverty. In Judge, L. (2015) Ending child poverty by 2020. Child Poverty Action Group. 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Ending-child-poverty-by-2020-progress-made-lessons-learned-0612_0.pdf  
33 Melhuish (2012) The impact of poverty on child development and adult outcomes: the importance of early years education. In Judge, L. 
Ending child poverty by 2020. Child Poverty Action Group.  http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Ending-child-poverty-by-2020-
progress-made-lessons-learned-0612_0.pdf  
34 T Solantaus, J Leinonen and R L Punamaki, ‘Children's Mental Health in Times of Economic Recession: replication and extension of the 
family economic stress model in Finland’, Developmental Psychology, 40, 2004, pp412–29 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15122967  
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- Death rates from fire among children are 15 times more likely in the lowest socio-economic group 

than the highest. 

- Data from the early 2000s showed that 25 per cent of child pedestrian injuries take place in the 

10 per cent of most deprived wards, and that children living in highly deprived areas are five 

times more likely to be killed in a road crash than those in wealthier areas.36 We were unable to 

locate more recent figures but commentary agrees that these risks remain elevated for poor 

children.  

There is evidence that these higher risks are mainly due to greater exposure to hazards among poor 

children, not riskier behaviour.37  For children in poverty: 

- Housing is more likely to be poorly maintained and unsafe. 

- Children are less likely to have gardens or safe places to play outside. 

- Houses are more likely to open directly on to the street. 

- Parents may not be able to afford to buy or replace high-quality safety equipment, e.g. smoke 

alarms, car seats, bike helmets. 

- Children are more likely to travel on foot (as parents are less likely to have a car) and are less 

likely to be accompanied. Parents may have less access to child safety and health information and 

services. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
35 Siegler, V., Al-Hamad, A. and Blane, D. (2010) Social inequalities in fatal accidents and assaults: England and Wales, 2001-03.  Office for 
National Statistics. http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/hsq/health-statistics-quarterly/no--48--winter-2010/social-inequalities.pdf  
36 Barnardo’s, Transport 2000 Trust and Association of London Government (no date). Reduce Speed Now. Stop, look and listen: children talk 
about traffic. http://www.barnardos.org.uk/traffic.pdf   
37 Fauth, R. and Ellis, A. (2010). Reducing unintentional injuries in childhood. A research review. National Children’s Bureau. 
http://www.ncb.org.uk/media/432942/childhood_unintentional_injuries_review.pdf ; Dowswell. T. and Towner, E. (2001) Social deprivation 
and the prevention of unintentional injury in childhood: a systematic review. Health Education Research 17. 
http://her.oxfordjournals.org/content/17/2/221.long, and DfT (2011) Road User Safety and Disadvantage. Road Safety Research Report No. 
123.http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110614220526/http://www2.dft.gov.uk/pgr/roadsafety/research/rsrr/theme1/roadusers
afetyreport/pdf/mainreport.pdf   
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