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Families with children face a particular set of

poverty risks. As children come into their lives,

parents have a duty to care for them, something

which takes time and which thus reduces the hours

available to undertake paid work. At the same time,

children cost money. They need to be fed, clothed,

sheltered and kept warm. To thrive, they need to

have the things required to participate in society:

toys, books, school trips, access to safe places to

play, presents on their birthday. Moussa Haddad

helps shed some light on the cost of raising a child

in the UK and examines the changing nature of

government support for families.

The cost of children

with the addition of a child – for example,
because parents are expected to spend less on
themselves than childless adults. Children ‘cost’
different amounts according to their birth order
(outside London, a first child may mean a family
needs a car; that need does not arise again for
a second child) and according to their age. 

The cost of a child in 2016
The cost of a child is expressed in two ways:
the ‘basic’ cost (excluding the costs of housing,
childcare and council tax, because these vary
greatly between families and are sometimes
wholly or partly covered by state support) and
the ‘full’ cost (including estimates of housing,
council tax and childcare, assuming no govern-
ment support). 

The costs are calculated for couple families and
for lone-parent families separately, due to the
differing dynamics of household finances. (In
essence, there are two adults’ personal spend-
ing expectations to squeeze in a couple house-
hold, but only one in a lone-parent household.)

From birth to age 18, the additional basic cost
of a child (averaged between the first and sec-
ond child) in 2016 was £72,596 (an average of
£4,033 per year) for a couple family, and
£99,035 (£5,502 per year) for a lone-parent fam-
ily. This rises to £151,561 (£8,420 per year) and
£182,589 (£10,144 per year) respectively for the
full cost of a child. The full cost has increased
by 1.2 per cent since last year (and by 6.2 per
cent since 2012) for couple families, and by 9.1
per cent for single-parent families (17.8 per cent
since 2012). The basic cost has fallen for cou-
ple families, but risen for single-parent families. 

Childcare and housing costs vary enormously
geographically (and also, in the case of child-
care, according to family requirements), meaning
that the full cost of a child may vary accordingly.
This year’s Cost of a Child report illustrates this
through comparing these costs in the East
Midlands and Outer London. These were cho-
sen as being a relatively low-cost and a rela-
tively high-cost area, but not the extremes (the
North East and Inner London are the cheapest
and most expensive rental areas respectively).
The average socially rented three-bedroom
property in Outer London costs 57 per cent
more than in the East Midlands (£144.37 against

EACH YEAR SINCE 2012, CPAG and the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation have calculated the
minimum cost of a child, based on the

‘minimum income standard for the UK’, which
researches what members of the public think
are the essential items that every family should
be able to afford. It is not an extravagant calcu-
lation – costed items range from food, clothing
and heating bills to buying birthday presents
and taking a week’s self-catering holiday in the
UK once a year – but it does recognise that chil-
dren are social beings, as well as bodies to be
kept alive. 

The cost is expressed as the additional cost to
a household’s minimum budget implied by the
addition of a child, rather than a specific list of
items. This reflects the fact that the pattern of
spending changes across the whole household
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£91.97), and the lower quartile private rent (ie, a
rent that is lower than three-quarters of rents for
the same size of property) in Outer London is
153.1 per cent more than the equivalent in the
East Midlands (£323.19 against £127.71). Even
social rents in Outer London are higher than
modest private rents in the East Midlands.
When considering the cost of a third bedroom
alone, the differentials are greater still: 113.2 per
cent higher in Outer London for social housing,
and 221.1 per cent higher for private housing. 

Childcare costs also vary geographically, albeit
less dramatically than housing costs. A full-time
childminder costs, on average, £197.48 per
week in the East Midlands and £293.62 in
London – a difference of 48.7 per cent. A full-
time nursery place in the East Midlands costs
an average of £218.30 per week compared with

£297.48 – a difference of 36.3 per cent.
Government support for childcare costs through
tax credits and universal credit is capped at
£175 a week for one child and £300 for two. 

Taken together, these cost differentials show
what an enormous difference location can make
to the cost of raising a child, which in turn have
major implications for social policy. Most clearly,
there is a strong case for linking government
support for housing and childcare costs with
the actual costs incurred. In particular, this
would require support for housing costs to
reflect real rents – whereas the local housing
allowance now rises with CPI inflation, which is
presently significantly lower than rent inflation –
and to increase the cap on support for childcare
costs in universal credit, which has not risen for
over a decade, and which will normally be

Figure 1: Basic cost of a child, from birth to age 18

What this indicator

shows: The basic

additional cost of 

a child. Since housing,

childcare and council tax

can vary and are

sometimes wholly or partly

covered by state support,

this basic calculation

excludes those costs.

2012: £79,742

2013: £81,772

2014: £83,155
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–13.8%
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Figure 2: Full cost of a child, from birth to age 18

What this indicator

shows: The additional cost

of a child including

estimates of housing,

council tax and childcare

(assuming parents work),

not taking account of

government help such as

housing benefit and

childcare support in tax

credits.

2012: £142,680

2013: £148,105

2014: £149,064

2012: £155,015

2013: £161,260

2014: £167,065

+1.2%

since 2015

+6.2%

since 2012

+9.1%

since 2015

+17.8%

since 2012
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means tested (childcare support through tax
credits and universal credit; child tax credit).

Under successive Conservative-led govern-
ments, this support has been cut back in vari-
ous ways as part of its austerity agenda. Most
working-age benefits – including child tax cred-
it – are in the midst of a four-year freeze, and
child benefit has been frozen since 2010. These
freezes have had less impact so far than first
anticipated, due to historically low inflation, but
still mean that child benefit fell in real terms by
around 15 per cent in the last Parliament.1 The
biggest cuts, however, are yet to come. First,
the full impact of the benefit freeze will only be
felt as inflation picks up, and the impact will
only compound over the years, especially when
combined with the switch from standard uprat-
ing being based on RPI to its being based on
the historically lower CPI measure of inflation.
Second, from 2017, two big cuts will reduce the
adequacy of benefits for new claimants. The
family element in child tax credit will be reduced
by £10.45 a week. And, there will be no child tax
credit at all awarded to third and subsequent
children in a family who are born after 2017.
With the risk of poverty particularly high in larg-
er families, this will have a devastating impact
on those affected.

We can measure the adequacy of this support
in terms of the proportion of the basic cost of a
child that it covers (with the additional costs of
childcare and housing having their own systems
of support). Child benefit covers 22.2 per cent
of the cost of a child for a couple family, and
16.3 per cent for a lone-parent family. This pro-
portion covered has increased slightly for cou-
ple families both since 2012 and since 2015,
and has reduced over both timescales for lone-
parent families. These differences are due to the
differences in the cost profile faced by the dif-
ferent family types, which is discussed below. 

When adding maximum child tax credit to the
equation, support for children potentially covers
97.8 per cent of the basic cost for couple fami-
lies, and 71.7 per cent for single-parent families.
Since adult benefits fall far short of meeting
adult needs, however, for an out-of-work family
as a whole, incomes fall way short of meeting
minimum family costs. As Figure 6 demon-
strates, even working full time at the national
minimum wage falls short of covering that min-
imum level of costs. For a single parent, even
working full time on the median wage leaves
her/his family 11.1 per cent short of covering
minimum family costs, after paying for child-
care, rent and council tax.

exceeded in the case of full-time childcare. In
the longer term, government policy should con-
sider how to reduce these costs, particularly in
the high cost areas. 

The changing nature of support for
families
Social security support for families with children
is essential, due to the cost of children and to
the caring responsibilities that affect parents’
ability to earn money. In the UK, some of that
support is directed to the costs themselves
(higher levels of support for housing for larger
families; assistance with childcare costs) and
some of it is in the form of cash assistance
towards the general cost of children. Some of
that support is universal (15 hours of free child-
care for all three- and four-year-olds; child ben-
efit, although since 2013, this is means tested
for some high earners) and some of that is
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Figure 3: Weekly rent, public and private sector, three bedrooms, 2016
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Figure 4: Average weekly childminding cost, by mode and region, one child,

full time (50 hours)
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ways, families have come to reduce their expec-
tations. For example, they think that families
need, as a minimum, to eat out less frequently
than previously, and accept that children in larg-
er families may have to share bedrooms. 

Reduced expectations can also increase costs,
however. Families specify that longer travel dis-
tances may be necessary, because parents may
have to drive further to access work, partly due
to the nature of the housing market making it
increasingly hard for them to live close to their
workplace. This affects the cost of a child
because, while working-age people without
children still say they can meet their travel
needs without a car, families with children say
that at least one parent needs to use a car. This
therefore produces an additional fixed cost

Lone and couple parents
The situations for lone- and couple-parent fam-
ilies differ significantly. The driving factor behind
this is that there are twice as many adults in
couple families to reduce their own costs as in
lone-parent families. But this does not explain
the different cost trajectories witnessed in
recent years, with the cost of a child in lone-
parent families rising, while the cost for couple-
parent families has fallen. 

The reason for this lies in the pattern of changes
to the cost of a child, which in turn is affected
by a combination of cost changes (for example,
recent falls in the price of commodities such as
food, petrol and domestic fuel have reduced
minimum costs) alongside changes to the
requirements families are seen to have. In many

Figure 5: Percentage of basic cost covered by child benefit

What this indicator

shows: The contribution

made by child benefit to

children's expenses.
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What this indicator

shows: The overall income

of a family whose parent/s

work(s) full time (37.5 hours)

on the national minimum/

‘living’ wage, after paying

for childcare, rent and

council tax, as a percentage

of budget requirements.

2012: 84.5%

2013: 83.1%

2014: 82.1%

2012: 90.4%

2013: 87.5%

2014: 86.6%

2015: 83.6%

2016: 88.4%

2015: 87.2%

2016: 84.4%

+4.8%

since 2015

+4.0%

since 2012

–2.7%
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Figure 6: Disposable family income as a percentage of minimum family costs: working full

time on national minimum/‘living’ wage



feature

10 Poverty 155 

The cost of children

associated with having children. Because this
fixed cost can be divided by two between cou-
ple parents but not by lone parents, this helps
to explain why lone parents’ costs have risen.
And the support they receive with costs is
falling. Lone parents do worse in general from
the switch to universal credit, and this is exac-
erbated by the greater cut in the work allowance
for lone parents than for couples.

The impact of public policy on
expectations
The revising down of some expectations sug-
gests that a government narrative of austerity
has caused families to internalise themes of
economising. There could also be a link here
with economic conditions themselves, and par-
ticularly stagnant wage levels, but also govern-
ment decisions on benefit uprating, which affect
working and non-working families alike. The
fact that parents are more accepting of the idea
of their children sharing bedrooms maps neatly
with both the increased cost of housing in the
private sector in particular, and with the
increased attention on the size of social housing
through the introduction of size criteria in the
social rented sector (the ‘bedroom tax’). 

Looking beyond the basic cost, there is a clear
example of how government policy can help
raise public expectations of what is a minimum
acceptable standard. Since 2010, governments
have taken on the mantle of the previous
Labour government in promoting early years
education, and emphasising its importance.
This in turn has increased parents’ expecta-
tions: families think they should have the choice
of nursery care and not only rely on childmin-
ders, which adds greatly to minimum childcare
costs, and is a key driver in the full cost of a
child rising for both lone- and couple-parent
families. While both examples are of correlation
rather than necessarily causation – more work
would need to be done to confirm the latter –
they do at least strongly hint at the potential for
public policy to change public attitudes.

Conclusion
A combination of not only low general inflation,
but falls in some core costs such as food and
energy, means that, in some ways, families on
low incomes remain in the calm before the
storm, in spite of the freeze in benefit rates that
came into effect this year (to add to the ongoing
freeze in child benefit). 

This good news will not go on mitigating the
impacts of policy forever. Changes in the bene-
fit system that have been legislated for but not
yet enacted will hit all families, but some partic-

ularly hard, especially large families. The cut to
work allowances in universal credit will lower
living standards for low-income working fami-
lies. The lowering of the benefit cap will make
life far tougher for larger families – who will also
be hit by the two-child limit in tax credits – and
for those with high housing costs. Housing sup-
port in general will decrease, whether through
the ‘bedroom tax’ or through the decoupling of
local housing allowance from rents.

The differentially large impact of social security
cuts on lone parents illustrates an important
truth. For, while these cuts were presented as
being offset by increases in the minimum wage,
these have very different impacts. Even taking
the generous assumption that all parents are
working full time on the minimum wage, and
thus gaining maximum advantage of the
increase – something that is very difficult to
achieve because of childcare responsibilities
and issues with the cost and availability of for-
mal childcare – lone parents have only one
income with which to offset the cuts to social
security, rather than two. More broadly, parents
and non-parents will gain equally from an
increased minimum wage, but parents will lose
far more through benefit cuts.

In short, no single wage level can ever account
for the different circumstances in which individ-
uals find themselves at different stages in their
lives. When people become parents, their costs
go up and their incomes often go down.
Support with costs and direct financial support
delivered through the social security system –
paid for by those who have been parents in the
past, will be in the future, or will benefit from the
nurturing of the workers, carers and taxpayers
of tomorrow – will always form an essential part
of government policy towards children. The
consequence of ignoring this will be borne out
in the child poverty figures of the next few
years.  ■

Moussa Haddad is a Senior Policy and Research Officer at
CPAG. The Cost of a Child in 2016, by Donald Hirsch, is
available at www.cpag.org.uk/cost-of-a-child-2016

1 http://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Uprating-childrens-

benefits-policy-note-Dec-14.pdf 




