
How to build a country that works for all 

children and young people
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Child Well-being is Better in More Equal Rich Countries  

Source: Wilkinson & Pickett, The Spirit Level (2009) www.equalitytrust.org.uk



Inequality change 2000-2010 (gini)
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Changes in inequality and child wellbeing (UNICEF Index)

Pickett & Wilkinson, Pediatrics, 2015



Pickett, K., Wilkinson, R., Gauhar, A. & Sahni-Nicholas, P. (2024) The Spirit Level at 15. London: The Equality Trust. DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.15124/yao-de9s-7k93





Rising inequalities in:

• Infant mortality

• Life expectancy at birth

• Healthy life expectancy

• Child obesity

• Child mental health problems

• Maternal mortality

• Children being taken into care

• Educational attainment 

• Vaccination uptake



What caused the adverse trends in 

inequalities?





The Institute for Fiscal Studies has described 

these as “colossal cuts,” raising the question, 

“Is this a fundamental re-imagining of the role 

of the state”? 



36% of UK children live in poverty, the highest on record





A decade of cuts to children’s services
Biggest cuts to prevention in poorest areas

Taylor-Robinson and Bennett 2020 
https://cpag.org.uk/shop/cpag-titles/2020-
vision-ending-child-poverty-good



What are the main risk factors driving 

poor outcomes for UK children?







Low adversity and poverty – 43%

Persistent poverty – 23%

Persistent parental mental illness – 12%

Parental mental illness & poverty – 11%

Persistent parental alcohol use – 8%

Persistent DVA – 3.4%





What proportion of adverse child health outcomes could be prevented 
if exposure to poverty and family adversity during childhood were 
reduced?
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‘Positive Social Mobility’ (PSM) profile, designed to 

capture adolescent developmental success across 

educational, behavioural and mental health domains at 

age 17 years 

• successful GCSE exams

• no reported criminality

• low risk of ill health, obesity, and socioemotional 

behavioural problems 



WHAT TO DO?



2021



Act early

Act on time

Act together

Reduce poverty

Invest proportionate to need

Better data

Children’s rights-based 

approach







Total family benefits for a two-child family, by family type and earnings level, as a % of 

average full-time earnings, 2023



Public spending on early childhood education and care 
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