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CHIld Poverty IN tHe UK

Poverty can have a severe effect on a child’s 
development and a negative impact on health, 
self esteem, education, social activities, family 
relationships and aspirations both in childhood and 
in adult life. Growing up in poverty is one of the 
biggest barriers to children living in the UK in being 
able to realise their rights. 

Living in poverty in the UK can mean the absence 
of a warm coat, a second pair of shoes, fewer 
qualifications, poorer health and a shorter life 
expectancy. Children do not cause poverty 
but can be born or brought into it by adults or 
circumstances around them. 

Ending child poverty by 2020

In 2010, the UK coalition Government restated its 
commitment to eradicate child poverty by 2020. 
The Child Poverty Act was passed in 2010 and, 
for the first time, placed child poverty targets in 
UK law. This law places a duty on the Government 
to review its progress annually.  Significant 
progress in reducing child poverty has been made 
over the last ten-year period, however many 
experts express fear for the future, and economic 
predictions suggest that UK poverty rates will rise.  

For further information, see Ending Child Poverty 
by 2020, Child Poverty Action Group (June 2012)  
at bit.ly/13Zjrjv

defining and measuring child poverty

There are different definitions of poverty and 
much debate about how to measure it. It’s 
generally agreed, however, that measuring child 
poverty in the UK must take account of income 
and child deprivation, so both family income and a 
child’s ability to enjoy the things considered to be 
‘normal’ in society.

Poverty in the UK today rarely means malnutrition 
or the levels of hardship as they were experienced 
before the advent of the welfare state. It is a 
relative concept. ‘Poor’ people are those who are 
considerably worse off than the majority of the 
population and experience a level of deprivation 
out of line with general living standards. This can 
relate to people’s living conditions, diet, social 
activities and opportunities enjoyed by the majority 
of the population in one of the most affluent 
countries in the world. 

relative income poverty

The most commonly-used approach to measure 
poverty is relative income poverty. Each 
household’s income, adjusted for family size, is 
compared to the median income. The median is 
the ‘middle’ income: half of people have more 
than the median and half have less.

In the UK, the poverty line is usually defined as 
60 per cent of the median UK household income. 
Below this amount, a household is described as 
living in income poverty. This can be measured 
before housing costs or after housing costs have 
been taken into account. After housing costs 
better reflects the amount of disposable income 
available. The poverty line is adjusted to reflect 
different types of households.

every child has the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the 
child’s physical, mental, spiritual, 
moral and social development. 
governments must help families 
who cannot afford to provide this.
Article 27

1.   Child Poverty Action Group, Child Poverty Facts and Figures, 
available at cpag.org.uk/child-poverty-facts-and-figures, accessed 
15 January 2013.

there are 2.6 million children in the 
UK living in relative income poverty 
before and 3.6 million children after 
housing costs have been considered.1
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absolute poverty 

This is a term used in different ways to denote a 
poverty level that does not change over time. It 
stays the same even if society is becoming more 
prosperous. An absolute poverty line represents a 
certain basic level of goods and services, and only 
rises with inflation to show how much it would 
cost to buy those things.

Child deprivation index

UNICEF has constructed a child deprivation 
index based on data collected through the EU 
Statistics in Income and Living Conditions Survey. 
The index, relevant to measuring deprivation in 
wealthy nations, considers a child to be ‘deprived’ 
if he or she lacks two or more things from a list 
of 14 basic items. This list includes three meals a 
day, some new (i.e. not all second-hand) clothes 
and a quiet, suitable place to do homework.

For more information please see Report card 10: 
Measuring child poverty at 
unicef.org.uk/reportcard10
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