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relation to minimum needs; it is based on social
consensus about what these needs are; and it
measures the overall additional cost to families
of the existence of a child, not just the cost of
items consumed by individual children. 

Measuring the cost of a child
Measurement of the cost of having children has
ranged from highly complex and abstract eco-
nomic analysis to more simplistic lists of items
that families are likely to spend on their children.
They reflect three kinds of question that one can
ask, each legitimate in its own way.

• How much do families spend on their chil-
dren? This question has led to research on
the cost of various children’s items. In the
1990s, the Small Fortunes study considered
what families spend, on average, on items
for children that need to be bought regularly.1

It did this by asking parents to make inven-
tories of children’s possessions and to keep
spending diaries. More recently, a more ad
hoc calculation, published and updated by
Liverpool Victoria, has drawn on sources
ranging from spending surveys to Mothercare
prices, to add up children’s costs. Such
studies give an insight into contemporary
spending norms, showing what people
spend on their children in practice. But they
do not measure how much it costs to bring
up a child at a satisfactory standard of living.
Spending is heavily influenced by what fami-
lies have available, not just what their children
need – both for families who cannot afford to
meet all their children’s needs and for those
who can afford to buy their children more
than the minimum, including nice presents,
expensive holidays or private education. 

• How much extra must be spent to reach the
same living standard with a child as without?
This question has led to economic analysis
on equivalisation. Such analysis tends to be
rather abstract, however, and at best gives
the proportionate cost of a child compared
with an adult, but does not set a benchmark
of how high either of these costs actually are.

• How much does a child add to a family’s
minimum costs: the amount that they need
to spend in order to reach an acceptable liv-
ing standard? This approach, the basis of
our new calculations, requires a method for
assessing minimum requirements. During the
1990s, the Family Budget Unit at the
University of York developed well-respected
family budget lists, including physical require-
ments and actual spending and ownership
patterns.2 At the same time, CRSP started to
develop ‘consensual’ measures based on
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Introduction
A crucial issue for understanding the nature and
extent of child poverty is how much it costs to
bring up a child, free of material hardship and
social disadvantage. This issue is more critical
now than ever, for both economic and political
reasons. Economically, the recession has seen
a return to levels of material deprivation that we
thought we had put behind us – with some fam-
ilies short even of basics such as food.
Politically, the assertion by ministers and others
that we need to focus on the ‘root causes’ of
poverty, rather than on measuring poverty
through current income levels, begs the ques-
tion of how much a family needs to live on to
prevent children from being damaged by mate-
rial hardship. In setting benefit levels, no gov-
ernment can ignore this issue.

Yet measuring the cost of a child is not straight-
forward. What costs should be included? Who
should decide what children actually need,
rather than what families would like them to
have? And how can one allocate collective fam-
ily costs (such as the cost of the family home or
car) to individual children? Ambiguities raised
by such issues have produced a variety of
approaches for estimating the cost of children
over the years, none of them wholly satisfactory.

At CPAG’s request and in collaboration with the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation, the Centre for
Research in Social Policy (CRSP) at Loughbor-
ough University has now produced a robust,
ongoing method for calculating the cost of a
child. This draws on the Minimum Income
Standard for the United Kingdom research, pro-
duced regularly by CRSP for the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation. The calculation is based
on three basic principles: it considers costs in
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exclusion can be associated with damage to
children’s physical health, to their self-
esteem and to their long-term development. 

• In today’s harsh economic times, there is
some acceptance that certain needs can be
met more thriftily, but most requirements
remain unchanged. In addition, a decline in
public transport options has contributed to a
consensus that it is untenable for households
with children to manage without a car. This
introduces a substantial additional expense. 

• Children do not simply bring additional costs
to families; they also change the ways in
which families live. For example, adults do
not expect to socialise in the same way
before and after they become parents and
this can partially offset some of the additional
cost of children. However, this change in pat-
terns of need has to be distinguished from
parental sacrifice, where adults on limited
incomes severely neglect their own needs in
order to meet those of their children. Parents
generally prioritise their children’s needs, and
this means that any unaffordable costs of
bringing up a child can be paid partly through
the hardship faced by their parents. 

• In larger families, there are some economies
of scale that make each additional child
somewhat cheaper, but this relationship is
not straightforward. There are some things
that larger, but not smaller, families need for
a minimum standard of living, such as a tum-
ble dryer and a larger car. 

The cost of a child in 2012
Our calculations show the minimum cost of a
child at each year of age up to her/his18th birth-
day, according to her/his birth order in the fam-
ily and whether s/he lives with a lone parent or
a couple. On average, the first child in a couple
costs £89 a week and the second child £81 a
week, not including housing and childcare
costs. These costs rise with age, but childcare
adds a large cost that falls with the child’s age.
This means that families who do not require
childcare (eg, non-working families) are likely to
find things tougher when their children are older,
but for those who work the reverse can be true.
Childcare tax credits help redress this balance
for working families on low incomes, but the
recent reduction in the generosity of this help
means that the net cost to such families is now
greatest for the youngest children.

How generously do benefits and tax credits pro-
vide for families overall, compared to the costs
that they face? There is no doubt that the sys-
tem is more generous today than it was 15
years ago: basic support for children in the

public attitudes to necessities – including
lists of items required by children drawn up by
parents.3 Since 2008, these strands of work
have been brought together in a Minimum
Income Standard for the United Kingdom,4

funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

The minimum income standard (MIS) is based
on detailed research among groups of members
of the public, informed where necessary by
expert knowledge. The groups decide what
needs to be included in a household’s budget in
order for it to reach a minimum acceptable liv-
ings standard that includes both the physical
essentials of life and the ability to have the
choices and opportunities needed to participate
in society. By making these calculations across
household types and using regularly updated
research, this provides a stable basis for esti-
mating the cost of a child.

The method employed for doing so takes
advantage of the detailed data from MIS to cal-
culate how much children add to minimum
household costs, rather than just considering
the cost of children’s items. This can be done
by comparing whole household costs with and
without the presence of a child at a particular
age. For example, the net cost of a second child
at the age of four (with a sibling three years
older) is given by considering the cost of this
family with the child (couple plus seven-year-
old plus four-year-old) and subtracting the cost
of the same family without that child (couple
plus seven-year-old).

This method takes into account not just the
‘children’s items’ that have been identified in
previous research, but also complex changes in
the ways that families with and without children
live. They thus give a more complete calculation
of how much a minimum family budget increas-
es as a consequence of children.

Factors behind children’s costs
Although the quantitative results come from
MIS, our research drew on a wide range of stud-
ies to help describe the factors that contribute
to minimum children’s costs.

• There is broad consensus that children’s
needs today comprise not just an adequate
diet and the physical necessities of life, but
also the ability to participate in society – eg,
by going to birthday parties, taking part in
after-school activities and having a modest
annual holiday with their families.

• Not being able to afford these things can
have serious consequences. Research
shows how material hardship and social



Figure 1: Adequacy of out-of-work benefits for couple families
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and, in some cases, families need to get to
around average earnings in order to reach an
acceptable living standard (Indicator 7). 

Another way of presenting the adequacy of out-
of-work benefits is shown in Figure 1. The first
bar shows that adults without children get less
than half of what they need. As each child is
added, the family receives about 80–90 per cent
of the additional cost of the child. This increases
the proportion of family costs covered, but also
increases the absolute level of the shortfall, since
the additional cost of the child is not fully covered.

For parents who make sacrifices in their own lives
to provide for their children, things therefore get
ever tougher with each extra child. To put this in
perspective, we can consider from Figure 1 what
a couple starting with just £111 a week to spend
on themselves would have to do in order to meet
children’s needs in their entirety. When the first
child arrives, the shortfall rises by £7, suggest-
ing that ‘adult’ spending would need to reduce
to £104. With four children, the shortfall is £55
higher than without children, suggesting that the
couple would have only £56 to spend on them-
selves (just £4 per person per day) in order to
meet fully the additional cost of having children.

Conclusion
The cost of children is a more important issue
today than ever. While considerable public
resources have been allocated to helping fami-
lies on low incomes in recent years, the scale of
this help as a strategy to alleviate poverty is
now being called into question. As a new wel-
fare system is introduced, it is essential to be
clear about what families need to meet mini-
mum needs, as well as the hardship that may
ensue if they fail to do so. This is particularly the
case because the measured cost of a child has
been rising in recent years, partly because of
specific inflationary pressures on certain costs
and partly because of changes in what items
families require. Annual reporting on the cost of
a child and on government help in meeting this
cost will show the extent to which families are
able to keep up in these tough conditions. ■

Donald Hirsch is Director of the Centre for Research in
Social Policy, Loughborough University. 

The Cost of a Child in the Twenty-first Century is published
by CPAG and available at www.cpag.org.uk/content/new-
cpag-report-cost-child.
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poorest families has risen by 50 per cent after
inflation, in a period when wages have risen
only half as much. However, this increasing
generosity has now peaked, with cuts in the real
level of child benefit, cuts in tax credits and a
less generous upratings system sowing the
seeds of a relative decline. 

To monitor future trends, our research team will
supply CPAG with an annual scorecard, using
the indicators shown below. The starting point
is that benefits do not quite pay for the addi-
tional cost of a child (Indicator 4), and the result
is that whole families without work have much
less than they need (Indicator 5). This arises
because the benefits system provides adults with
less than half of what they need, so benefits for
whole families end up well below requirements.
Parents who work are able to get closer to mak-
ing ends meet with the help of tax credits, but
still fall short if they are on low wages (Indicator
6). As they earn more, tax credits decline rapidly

Scorecard: Cost of a child in 2012

A. How much extra a child adds to family costs, Minimum additional cost of a child
and how much benefits contribute to this (averaged for first and second child)

Couple Lone parent

1. Basic cost* over 18 years 0£79,742 0£88,330

2. Cost over 18 years, including childcare £142,680 £155,015

3. Percentage of basic cost covered by child benefit 20% 18%

4. Percentage of basic cost covered by child benefit 87% 78%
plus maximum child tax credit

B. The extent to which families have enough Net income* as a percentage of
to cover the minimum cost of living minimum family costs

(family with two children aged 3 and 7)
Couple Lone parent

5. Not working 60% 63%

6. Working full time on the national minimum wage 82% 89%

7. Working full time on the median wage 109% 93%

* Net of rent, childcare and council tax

Benefits

Shortfall

£111.45

–£171.17

£193.84

–£177.82

£258.83

–£193.71

£323.82

–£213.32

£388.81No children:
benefits provide
39% of needs

One child:
benefits provide
52% of needs

Two children:
benefits provide
57% of needs

Three children:
benefits provide
60% of needs

Four children:
benefits provide
63% of needs

–£226.60

Combined bars show minimum spending requirements, net of rent, childcare and council tax


