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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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“The strain of feeling excluded from society on so many levels and knowing your children experience 

that is a torture in itself.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE?

��������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������
������
������������������
����������¤�������������������������������������������������������
�������������
�
��������������������������
��������������������������������
�����������������������

���������������
����
�������������������������������������������������
������£�

1. Tackle the root causes of mental ill health:���
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6. Roll out mental health support in schools: ��
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THE MENTAL HEALTH OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE
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WHY WE NEED TO FIX IT
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INTRODUCTION: THE STATE OF CHILD AND 
PARENTAL MENTAL HEALTH AND POVERTY
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FINANCIAL 
INEQUALITY, POVERTY AND MENTAL HEALTH
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“So ultimately, I’m transferring the stress to my kids. We unconsciously be transferring that stress. And 

we don’t want it. We want our kids to be happy. And we want to give them time but I’m always so busy. 

I feel so guilty. I don’t have time to give her help for her homework, or to do some fun activities. She 

loves stories, but I’m so tired at night. I said yesterday, tomorrow I will tell you stories tomorrow, and 

then tomorrow never comes.”  

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“It’s hard to think positively and plan ahead with financial issues weighing heavily on your mind, [and 

you have] major mum guilt if you feel kids are missing out.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“Children are more aware than we think. They pick up on stress no matter how hard we try to hide it 

from them.” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

“Kids pick up on your stress and what you can a�ord. They see you not being able to get what you need 

or having to choose and then they worry and start to make sacrifices like I don’t want to go to club, I 

don’t mind not going to that birthday party, and so on. They pick up your emotions and then live in fight 

or flight.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“Young people worry about their parents not having any money and what they are going to do to put 

food on the table. I haven’t had conversations about this with my parents because she doesn’t really 

like talking about it.”

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)

“My mum has not been able to top up my travel card or lunch money, so right now I’ve been using my 

birthday money for me and my brother to get to school. Which is not a lot, it was £30 and it’s £2.20 for 

each of us just to get to school. I don’t want to stress my mum out, but I ran out of money on my lunch 

account yesterday.”

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)
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THE IMPACT ON CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE
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“Things really stress me out, it’s not like my mum’s got a pot of gold lying around.”

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)

“I don’t want to tell my mum that I’m not eating because it just piles on more pressure at home.”

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)
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“Not being able to a�ord hobbies that would really help the mental health of my child is really tough!”  

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

“They start to see the di�erence between them and other children who haven’t got the same hardships.” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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THE IMPACT ON PARENTS

���������
���������
�������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������
�������������������������������������¦�����������������������������������������������������������
�����������
�����������¦����������������������������������������������������������������

����������
������������������������¦����������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������¡������������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������¡��������������
���
���������
�����
��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������
������
������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������
��������������������
�������������������������

����������������������������������������������������¡������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������«������������«����������������������
�����������������������������������

“You worry and can live in fight or flight worrying about how to pay for things for children and making 

sure you have a roof over your head, food and electricity/gas.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

“The strain of feeling excluded from society on so many levels and knowing your children experience 

that is a torture in itself.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“During COVID my mum’s cleaning business went under and then my mum and dad split and we ended 

up not being able to pay the rent. For the last two years we’ve been in temporary accommodation. We 

don’t talk about it, but I know it’s hard for my mum.”

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)
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THE IMPACT ON MARGINALISED GROUPS
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THE SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN 
AND FAMILIES LIVING IN POVERTY  

SOCIAL SECURITY
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CONDITIONALITY AND SANCTIONS
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“The benefits system is extremely stressful to navigate, and this causes me great anxiety. The review 

processes means that I have had benefits temporarily sanctioned and consequently my rent has been 

unpaid for three months and [I’m] faced with eviction!” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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WHAT IS THE WORK CAPABILITY ASSESSMENT?
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THE IMPACT OF CONDITIONALITY AND SANCTIONS ON PARENTS

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������
�����������������������������������
��

“You’re made to feel like you’re a liar. They are just so not human. I don’t know how to describe it... even 

now, it’s like you get a text message saying you’ve got to sign in and do this or I’ve got to jump through 

hoops when I don’t understand why I need to jump through the hoop because it’s irrelevant. Then they 

made mistakes moving me over, then I’m getting sanctioned for the mistakes that’s happened.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“I feel like when I go to the job centre, they are basically asking me why I had kids, and judging me for 

it. And they say that in front of my kids. What am I supposed to say to my children?” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

“It took me years to even apply for [Universal Credit] because I was that anxious that I was not going 

to get believed, and just the whole stress of having to sit there with them and go through everything. 

I think my assessment with them was nearly three hours long on the phone and going through all my 

medical conditions and having them asking questions and then asking the same questions over and 

over again, to try and trip you up.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

THE IMPACT OF CONDITIONALITY AND SANCTIONS ON CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE
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“Children miss getting social experiences, like just being out as a person and doing things and learning 

what the world is like, they miss out on that because you can’t a�ord to do things. It’s like you lack 

cultural richness.” 

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)
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REFORMING SOCIAL SECURITY: WHAT CHANGE IS NEEDED? 
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WHAT ARE FAMILY HUBS?
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IMPROVING FAMILY HUBS: WHAT CHANGE IS NEEDED?
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FAMILY HUB
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 IMPROVING INFORMATION SHARING
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THE IMPACT ON CHILDREN, YOUNG PEOPLE AND FAMILIES�
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“People don’t talk about their mental health because it’s not anonymous or confidential. Teachers are 

obliged to call home. But there’s already too much stress at home so you don’t want to bring more.”

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)
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THE MENTAL HEALTH SYSTEM 
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“My daughter was self-harming and so that became an emergency then, they agreed to see us. But 

because they were convinced that she wasn’t going to do anything ridiculously stupid that day, they 

sent us o� packing again. And that’s the way they look at things. Is the child suicidal? Yes or no? If 

they’re not, they can wait.” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“We are already going through so much stress and so much in our mind… we are just walking with 

struggle, but with this type of situation, these types of people when we have encounters like this, where 

people are rude or discriminate, they break us… sometimes you go and seek support and the way that 

they treat you actually makes it worse, which is sad.” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

“We went to CAMHS with my daughter who had leukaemia and she was having a really angry reaction 

to being in that situation. She was struggling. When we went along my daughter, she had ripped 

holes in her tights and I was just looking like death, just terrible that day. We staggered into the place 

and immediately he took us in. I could just see him take a screenshot of what was going on and he 

immediately stereotyped us and was condescending, poor bedside manner, arrogant, spoke down to 

us… You’re waiting endlessly for really scant support.” 

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)
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“I managed to find a local charity to help fund counselling sessions for [my son]. So I’ve had to struggle. 

There’s not any structured way to get counselling or mental health [services] involved for him. It’s just 

been sort of grabbing at this and that and we’ve struggled through, but it’s not been ideal. It’s not an 

ideal system.”

(Parent from Save the Children’s parent panel)

ADDRESSING MENTAL HEALTH: WHAT CHANGE IS NEEDED?
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1. INVESTING GREATER RESOURCE IN THE MENTAL HEALTH SYSTEM
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2. ADDRESSING INEQUALITIES IN ACCESSING SUPPORT
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“Adults don’t always know what it’s like for children in poverty. They like to act like they know what’s 

going on, but they can only do this if young people share their stories.” 

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)

“I feel it is important to have young people included and have [a] say on issues like these [child poverty] 

as some of us will know what it’s like to live in unsafe condition[s] and know what it is like to have a 

poor quality of life growing up” 

(Young person from Save the Children’s youth panel)

3. INCREASING EARLY INTERVENTION SUPPORT
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Early support hubs 
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WHAT ARE EARLY SUPPORT HUBS?
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4. DEVELOPING CLEAR IMPLEMENTATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY FRAMEWORKS 
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WHAT IS SOCIAL PRESCRIBING? 
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Social prescribing
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Greater resource and investment 
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Address inequalities in accessing support
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Increase early intervention support
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CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL ACTION ON CHILD POVERTY
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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THE IMPACT ON CHILDREN, YOUNG PEOPLE AND FAMILIES�
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INCREASING SUPPORT IN EDUCATION: WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE?

1. Embed whole education approaches to mental health and wellbeing
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2. Full roll out of Mental Health Support Teams in schools
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2. Direct support via schools for children in poverty
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CONCLUSION 
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ENGLAND UK WIDE

Scrap the two child limit and benefit cap 

to ensure all children receive their benefit 

entitlements. 

Undertake a comprehensive review of 

the use of conditionality and follow the 

evidence about its e�ectiveness. 

Publish both a mental health strategy 

and child poverty strategy with clear 

interim and final targets, a plan for 

implementation, and accountability 

mechanisms. This should include the 

introduction of a mental health policy test. 

In the first year, the 

Government should:

Introduced a ‘child lock’ by 

double-locking children’s 

social security entitlements 

to increase by the highest of 

earnings or inflation.

Sustained action on a mental 

health and child poverty 

strategy, reviewed against 

targets via accountability 

mechanisms.

Establish a programme to roll out 

early support hubs across all areas 

of the country. 

Expand free school meals provision 

to all children in households in 

receipt of universal credit and 

lock the yearly increase of the free 

school meal allowance in line in with inflation. 

Strengthen existing statutory guidance on school uniform 

by introducing a uniform price cap and a national school 

uniform grant.

Set out an integrated workforce plan for 

children’s mental health. 

Complete the full 

roll out of Mental 

Health Support Teams 

across all schools and 

colleges in England. 

Begin implementation 

of the workforce plan. 

Built up to sustained investment of £1.7bn 

per year in the children’s mental health 

system.

Completed full roll out of family hubs and 

invested in evidence-based parenting 

programmes. 

Completed the full roll out of early support 

hubs in every local area. 

Established a programme to fully embed whole 

education approaches to mental health and wellbeing 

across all education settings. 

Extended social prescribing initiatives to all 

children and young people.

Restored the Public Health Grant to 2015 levels.

In years 2-3, the 

Government should: 

By the end of the parliament, 

the Government should have:

A ROADMAP FOR LOCKING IN PROTECTIONS FOR CHILDREN’S MENTAL HEALTH

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE

Reform conditionality within Universal Credit.

Claimants with health conditions, single parents, 

and parents of young children should be exempt 

from sanctions. 

Trial a grace period for those moving onto Universal 

Credit, where claimants are not sanctioned for the 

first six months. 

Introduce a ‘yellow card’ sanctions system so 

claimants are given a second chance before being 

sanctioned for missed appointments.
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