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Why does austerity impact on children?
WHO factsheet Sept 2016:  A number of characteristics of a parent or 
caregiver may increase the risk of child maltreatment. These include:

• experiencing financial difficulties

• having been maltreated themselves as a child

• lacking awareness of child development or having unrealistic expectations

Child maltreatment is a global problem with serious life-long consequence

Consequences of child maltreatment include impaired lifelong physical and 
mental health, and the social and occupational outcomes can ultimately slow 
a country's economic and social development.



Evolutionary 
perspective

Organisms that are better fitted to their environment (which means better adapted to their 
environment) have a greater chance of surviving and producing offspring. There is substantial 
evidence that environmental sensitivity in infants and children helps them to develop in the ways 
that will be most adaptive, given the circumstances into which they have been born. In particular, 
we focus on how the physical and social environment of parents affects their parenting styles, and 
how an infant’s environment (which consists mainly of the parent) affects development and 
attachment patterns. Although it is ideal to be loved by one’s immediate family and reared in 
circumstances where there are no material shortages, evolution does not prepare us only for the 
optimum.



Effects of child maltreatment

Children cared for by a frightened or frightening parent/caregiver, learn 
that the world is dangerous and no one can be trusted. They also 
believe that there is something wrong with them which makes them 
deserve such treatment.

This leads to:

• Increased self-harm and self-sabotaging behavior

• Increased aggression,

making it a lot more difficult to treat them, as they trust nobody. This 
may be adaptive in a hostile environment, but is not conducive to 
helping them change.



Studies

We know that from the Minnesota longitudinal study that:

• by early adulthood most maltreated children met criteria for one or more 
psychiatric diagnosis

• assuring the quality of early caregiving is critically important in preventing 
mental health problems

The ACE (adverse childhood experiences) study concludes that:

• Child maltreatment was the most costly public health issue in the US, 
exceeding those of cancer or heart disease.

• Eradicating child abuse in the US would reduce the overall rates of 
depression by more than half and suicide by three-quarters. 





Economics

• In the UK, the estimated average lifetime cost of non-fatal child 
maltreatment by a primary care-giver is £89,390 (with a 95% certainty 
that the costs fall between £44,896 and £145, 508)

• The largest contributors to this cost are social care costs, short-term 
health-related costs, and the costs resulting from a lower probability 
of employment

• James Heckmann, winner of the 2000 Nobel Prize in Economics, has 
shown that quality early childhood programs that involve parents and 
promote basic skills in disadvantaged children, leads to a SEVEN-FOLD 
saving later on in savings in welfare costs, health care costs and more.



Perspective from inpatient 
low secure unit
The young people I treat are all involuntary 
under the Mental Health Act, due to 
serious risk.

They all have suffered trauma and have a 
view of the world as hostile, not trusting 
anyone – this makes it difficult for them to 
accept help.

I often wonder if their suffering could have 
been prevented with early intervention.

It is a long and difficult route to recovery 
for them and a very expensive option for 
society. 



Not rocket science

• We know that children are at their most 
malleable in the first few years of their 
lives. We need to get it right then.

• A stitch in time, saves nine.

• Stopping services for young children and 
families is penny wise and pound foolish.

• Early intervention is crucial, kind and 
cost-effective. 
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Thank you for listening


