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The North East Child Poverty 
Commission (NECPC) is a regional, 
cross-sector network which believes 
child poverty in the North East of 
England is not inevitable and ending 
it is worth working for, together. 
We are hosted by - but independent 
of - Newcastle University.

As a network, NECPC is ambitious for every 
baby, child and young person in the North 
East, with a shared vision of all growing up 
in our region not just healthy and secure, 
but having the best start in life: able to fully 
participate and thrive in education and 
extra-curricular activity; to pursue the things 
they love, with exciting futures ahead of them; 
and able to benefit from everything our 
beautiful region has to offer.

 

However, we know that growing up in poverty 
makes it much more difficult to enjoy that 
inclusive childhood; restricting choices, 
opportunities and the ability to participate 
fully in society. 

Far too many children and young people 
across the North East are consequently 
being prevented from fulfilling their potential, 
an injustice which is holding the whole of 
our region back.
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It has been my privilege to act as Patron to the North East Child Poverty Commission 
for the past few years. It is an honour to write a foreword, as I retire as Bishop of Durham, 
to this excellent, but deeply concerning report. 

The rise in child poverty, particularly in working households, and where there is a person 
with a disability, is very disturbing. 

The call for a response from national Government is right. Equally, though it is right to 
act locally as much as is possible, this needs to be done across the region by all the 
local authorities working together. The mayoral system offers a fresh opportunity for this. 

Child poverty is a scourge. Social, spiritual and economic poverty all restrict the 
opportunities for the children of our region. We all want the very best for every child. 
We all long for there to be truly equal opportunity for every child to flourish. 
Sadly, poverty in childhood restricts this. 

I hope this report, and its sound proposals will be heeded locally and nationally.

Rt Revd Paul Butler
Bishop of Durham and Patron, North East Child Poverty Commission
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This report contains some shocking truths. But let’s never forget that they are only new 
to those of us who read them as a part of a wider picture. For the families and young 
people involved in this research, they don’t need a report to tell them their life chances 
are affected by persistent low income and hardship. It’s a set of daily fears and anxieties 
in their lives.

Our collective responsibility now is to go beyond being shocked, and ensure we all take 
action towards making the situation outlined by this research better. Of course, national 
Government has to change its policies and I will continue to work on this!  But, what 
about us, here in the North East? 

Take just two issues from this report. Firstly – the impact of low income on children and 
young people’s health and development. The Integrated Care Board for our region 
recognises the importance of their future and has a goal of ‘giving children and young 
people the best start in life’. Just how strategic are the NHS and other organisations in 
the region prepared to be to really improve the proportion of children who are healthy 
and ready to learn at school, and what resources will they put into those goals?

Second, the challenge of endemic low pay across the North East, including for families 
with children. Many of our biggest employers in the region are public sector 
organisations or receive the majority of their funding from the public purse. They buy 
billions of pounds of goods and services from the private sector, so how are they 
leveraging the North East public pound to ensure that the public’s own money is paying 
real living wages?

Being overwhelmed by the facts and evidence set out in this report is just not good 
enough. This research lays on all of us a responsibility to work together, and particularly 
with those on the lowest incomes, to help improve their lives. This in turn will improve 
the prospects of the whole region and everyone in it.

Rt Hon Baroness Hilary Armstrong of Hill Top
Chair, North East Child Poverty Commission project advisory group
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More than one third (35%) of babies, 
children and young people are 
growing up in poverty across the 
North East. Indeed, our region has 
experienced the country’s steepest 
increases in child poverty over much 
of the last decade. 

This is not only limiting the opportunities, life 
chances and outcomes of tens of thousands 
of children and families across the North East, 
and their ability to benefit from everything this 
fantastic part of the world has to offer - it is 
holding the whole of our region back. 

Whilst the UK Government continues to hold 
the most important levers available to tackle 
child in poverty in England – and we 
desperately need a national child poverty 
strategy – we have a new opportunity in our 
region to begin to turn the tide on this 
defining challenge for the North East through 
the vehicle of expanded and existing 
devolution. We must seize it together.

In this report, we make the case for using the 
vehicle of devolution to take a ‘public health 
approach’ to tackling the structural drivers 
and impacts of child poverty in, and on, our 
region – convened, co-ordinated and driven 
forward by our mayoral combined authorities, 
but a collective effort in which organisations 
across all sectors, and particularly our anchor 
institutions, must pull together and play their 
part. Until we do so, we will never achieve the 
economic and social outcomes we all want for 
the North East. 

Babies, children and 
young people growing 
up in poverty across 
our region deserve 
better – and they 
don’t have time to wait.

The evidence base >

Our research seeks to provide the evidence 
base for this co-ordinated, regional action, 
having held extensive conversations right 
across the region with a broad range of 
people and cross-sector organisations - 
many of whom are working tirelessly to 
support families in poverty, or dealing with 
the impacts of hardship every day - as well as 
listening to parents, carers and young people 
themselves.

This report explores and provides new North 
East (and, wherever possible, local and 
combined authority-level) data and insights 
into: 

The extent of child poverty across our 
region and how this has grown over most 
of the last decade;

The depth of poverty for North East 
children, and how this has changed in 
recent years;

The scale of inequality that exists across 
geographies within the North East;

The key drivers of higher child poverty 
rates and hardship in our region – 
including low pay, insecure work, 
out-of-work poverty, the demographics 
of our region, and what are described as 
‘work-constrained families’; and 

The significant impacts of poverty (both 
immediate and longer-term) for North East 
children and families. 

A targeted approach > 

Using new analysis, and based on our 
extensive conversations for this research, we 
highlight the babies, children, young people 
and families in our region who are more likely 
to be in poverty or experience disadvantage, 
to ensure that our collective efforts and 
limited resources are focussed to achieve the 
most possible impact - recognising that many 
will fall into more than one, if not several, 
of these groups:

Families with children under-5

Single parent families

Families where someone has a disability

Minority ethnic families

Families with 3 or more children

Out-of-work families

Care-experienced young people, 
and children and young people in 
kinship families

Families with younger parents

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



Maximising family incomes now, through:

• Proactive, combined authority-wide take-up campaigns
• Expanding the reach of income maximisation – and making it the norm
• Making better use of data 
• Reducing costs and barriers to services for families
• Using our collective purchasing power to ‘disrupt’ the status quo

Making work a route out of poverty, through:

• Making the North East and Tees Valley combined authority areas Living Wage Places
• Strengthening and expanding the reach of ‘good work’ commitments
• Ensuring all communities can benefit from economic opportunities, inward investment and good work
• Expanding existing anti-poverty work with employers
• Funding tailored employment support programmes for parents and carers 
• Mapping and filling childcare gaps

The best start in life for the next generation, by:

• Expanding free school and college meals to all families receiving Universal Credit or legacy benefits
• Addressing the shortfall in the 2-year-old early education offer
• Expanding the Baby Box scheme across the region
• Widening the reach of the Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme
• Creating a North East and Tees Valley ‘Youth Guarantee’
• Establishing Mayor’s Funds to support this work

Securing A region-wide anti-poverty commitment, that involves:

• Adoption of the Socioeconomic Duty by organisations across the region 
• Taking all decisions through an anti-poverty lens 
• Making poverty prevention and reduction ‘everybody’s business’ 
• A collective agreement to do things differently here 
• Elected mayors vocally advocating for North East children and families

No time to wait: An ambitious blueprint for tackling child poverty in the North East
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And we set out a blueprint for what an ambitious, solutions-focussed programme of co-ordinated, cross-sector, regional action to tackle child poverty could look like 
- based on four strategic priorities for the North East that are grounded in our evidence base and the conversations we have held for this work:
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The North East of England has 
enormous strengths, incredible 
potential, with many exciting 
economic opportunities ahead – 
and can be the most fantastic place 
to grow up and raise a family.

However, more than one third (35%) of all 
babies, children and young people in our 
region are living in poverty – with the North 
East having experienced the country’s 
steepest increases in child poverty over much 
of the last decade.1 

As we evidence throughout 
this report, this is not only 
limiting the life chances and 
outcomes of tens of 
thousands of children and 
families across the North 
East – and their ability to 
benefit from everything this 
part of the world has to 
offer – it is holding the 
whole of our region back.

Whilst the UK Government continues to hold 
the most important levers available to tackle 
child in poverty in England, and we 
desperately need a joined-up national child 
poverty strategy - which this research should 
help to inform - we have a real opportunity 
in the North East to begin to turn the tide 
on this defining challenge, through the 
vehicle of expanded and existing 
devolution. 

From May 2024 all parts of the region will, for 
the first time, be covered by a mayoral 
combined authority. The new devolution deal 
agreed for the northern part of the North East 
commits the soon-to-be-created mayoral 
combined authority to tackle child poverty, as 
well as to undertake a programme of public 
service reform.2 

We also have a well-established mayoral 
combined authority covering Tees Valley, 
many parts of which have some of the highest 
child poverty rates in the country.3 

Our health and care system has a relatively 
new Integrated Care Board (ICB) – with 
strategic commitments to reduce 
longstanding inequalities and poor health 
outcomes in our region, including for children 
and young people.4  

And we have a long history of organisations 
working closely together across the whole of 
the North East, including through networks 
representing the business community, 
schools, colleges, frontline advice providers, 
voluntary and community organisations, 
health professionals, housing organisations, 
trade unions and the youth sector – all of 
whom have willingly contributed their time 
and invaluable insights to inform this piece 
of work.

Following previous research published by 
the North East Child Poverty Commission 
(NECPC), exploring why our region has 
experienced a steeper increase in child 
poverty rates than the rest of the country - 
and particularly amongst our youngest 
children,5 this project began with 
the question: what should a child poverty 
strategy for the North East look like?

This report seeks to provide an answer, 
underpinned by extensive quantitative data 
analysis – undertaken with the support of 
several organisations – detailing the extent of 
child poverty across our region and how this 
has grown over most of the last decade; the 
depth of poverty for North East children, and 
how this has changed in recent years; and the 
scale of inequality that exists across 
geographies within the North East. 

We further explore the key drivers of higher 
child poverty rates and hardship in our region 
– including low pay, insecure work, 
out-of-work poverty, the demographics of 
our region, and what are described as 
‘work-constrained families’; the significant 
impacts of poverty (both immediate and 
longer-term) for North East children and 
families – as well as identifying which 
children, young people and families in 
our region are more likely to be impacted 
by poverty and disadvantage.

This new analysis is brought to life and 
reinforced by wide-ranging qualitative 
research we have undertaken throughout 
the region over the best part of a year - 
including through semi-structured interviews 
with all local authorities, combined authorities 
and several other organisations across the 
region; a series of in-person and online 
roundtables hosted for us by a broad range 
of cross-sector organisations across the North 
East; listening sessions we held with parents 
and carers with the invaluable support of 
several community-based organisations; 
in-person and survey engagement with young 
people facilitated by Youth Focus: North East; 
as well as NECPC’s regular conversations with 
stakeholders throughout the region and the 
insights provided by the cross-sector advisory 
group we established for this project. Unless 
cited otherwise, all anonymised quotes 
included throughout this report have come 
from the vast number of conversations we 
have held for this research.



Maximising family incomes now

Making work a route out of poverty

The best start in life for the next generation

Securing A region-wide anti-poverty commitment
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And - based on of all of this work - 

we make the case for using 
devolution to take a ‘public 
health approach’ to tackling 
the structural drivers and 
impacts of child poverty in, 
and on, our region – convened, 
co-ordinated and driven 
forward by our mayoral 
combined authorities, but a 
collective effort in which 
organisations across all 
sectors, and particularly our 
anchor institutions, must pull 
together and play their part.

Pooling efforts and resources in this way is 
ever more important after over a decade of 
cuts to the social and economic fabric of our 
region, the impacts of which are still being 
felt, and implemented, today.

We set out a blueprint for what an 
ambitious, solutions-focussed programme 
of co-ordinated, cross-sector, regional 
action to tackle child poverty could look 
like – based on four strategic priorities for 
the North East that are grounded in our 
evidence base and the conversations we have 
held for this work.
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Within these priorities, we suggest a series of complementary, actionable recommendations - several of 
which build upon the enormous amount of activity to tackle poverty that is already taking place, at different levels 
and in different parts of the North East. These recommendations include:

It is undoubtedly ambitious, but we should be ambitious for every baby, child and young person growing up across 
the North East. Until we adopt this whole systems approach to tackling the structural drivers of child poverty and its 
wide-ranging impacts in, and on, our region, we will never achieve the economic and social outcomes we all want to see.

A note on our region’s political geography

Throughout this report, we refer to ‘the North East’ - 

by which we always mean the North East region, 

incorporating the twelve local authority areas of 

Northumberland, Newcastle, North Tyneside, 

Gateshead, South Tyneside, Sunderland, County 

Durham, Hartlepool, Stockton-on-Tees, 

Middlesbrough, Darlington, and Redcar and Cleveland.

We also reference the North of Tyne Combined 

Authority - a mayoral combined authority, which 

has operated with an elected mayor across the 

Northumberland, Newcastle and North Tyneside areas 

since 2019. This body will cease to exist in May 2024.

We further refer throughout to the Tees Valley 

Combined Authority (TVCA) - which has operated 

with an elected mayor across the Hartlepool, 

Stockton-on-Tees, Middlesbrough, Darlington, 

and Redcar and Cleveland areas since 2017 - and to 

the soon-to-be-created North East Mayoral 

Combined Authority (NEMCA).  NEMCA will be 

formally established in May 2024, with a newly-elected 

mayor, to incorporate the Northumberland, Newcastle, 

North Tyneside, Gateshead, South Tyneside, 

Sunderland, and County Durham areas - meaning that, 

for the first time, all parts of our region will be covered 

by a mayoral combined authority.

 

The North East and North Cumbria Integrated Care 

Board (ICB) - additionally referenced in this report - 

has covered the whole of the North East region, 

alongside the North Cumbria area (the latter of which 

is outside the scope of our work) since it was created 

in 2022.

Proactive, combined authority-wide 
take-up campaigns and significantly 
ramping up the reach of income 
maximisation work, to ensure every 
family is receiving the support they 
are entitled to - based on our new 
finding that the annual value of 
unclaimed benefits and social 
tariffs across the North East is a 
staggering £1.33 billion. 

Making the North East and Tees 
Valley combined authority areas 
Living Wage Places – based on our 
analysis of the scale and impact of 
in-work poverty in the region, and 
research finding that if just a 
quarter of people paid below the 
real Living Wage in the North 
East were uplifted to this rate, 
it would put an additional £75 
million back into the region’s 
economy.

Expanding free school meals as an 
immediate priority to all children 
and young people in families 
receiving Universal Credit or legacy 
benefits - based on our new 
analysis finding this would 
benefit around 75,000 primary, 
secondary and college students 
at most need of receiving this 
additional support across the 
North East.

With relentlessly-focused leadership, vision and determination - we believe our proposed 
programme of work is achievable, drawing upon our combined commitment, capacity and resources 
as a region.

Babies, children and young people growing up in poverty across our region deserve better 
- and they don’t have time to wait.



‘Individuals, families and groups 
in the population can be said to be 

in poverty when they lack resources 
to obtain the type of diet, 

participate in the activities and have 
the living conditions and amenities 
which are customary, or at least 
widely encouraged and approved, 

in the society in which they belong.’

Peter Townsend 
sociologist and founding member of Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), 1979 6
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CHILD POVERTY:
WHAT DO WE MEAN?
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Unless stated otherwise, the term 
‘child poverty’ is used throughout 
this report to denote what is known 
as relative child poverty; that is 
the percentage and/or number of 
children living in households with 
below 60% of contemporary UK 
median household income, 
equivalised – or adjusted – 
for the size of the household.

Whilst not a perfect measure of low income, 
deprivation or hardship – no one single metric 
is – Stewart et al and CPAG (2023) explain that 
relative poverty is ‘the standard way to 
measure child poverty in the UK and across 
the European Union’, and that it is a 
‘transparent and consistent indicator that 
allows us to make meaningful comparisons 
over time (especially over the medium and 
longer term), and to identify groups most 
at risk.’7    

Importantly, it most closely reflects Peter 
Townsend’s ‘core definition’ of the relative 
nature of poverty and its impacts,8  which 
remains very widely used, understood and - 
almost half a century since being published - 
sadly entirely relevant to the experience of 
millions of babies, children and young people 
growing up in poverty across the UK today, 
including tens of thousands in the North East.

As the North East Child Poverty Commission 
has repeatedly argued, the relative child 
poverty measure is also particularly important 
for any Government committed to reducing 
geographical inequalities, raising living 
standards and improving opportunities across 
all parts of our country, as this measure 
compares household incomes of children 
across the UK today with those of their 
contemporaries, not with those of children 
almost fifteen years ago (as per the ‘absolute’ 
child poverty measure, with its reference point 
of 2010/11).9

And, wherever possible, we use the relative 
child poverty measure, after housing costs. 
This provides a more accurate picture of the 
disposable income families have available to 
spend on other items like food, utility bills, 
clothing and leisure activities, after 
accounting for housing costs like rent10 
(which can be very different in different parts 
of the UK and ‘are often driven by factors 
beyond a family’s control’).11 The after housing 
costs child poverty measure therefore also 
allows for the fact that large parts of the 
North East have typically lower housing costs, 
across all housing tenures, than many other 
parts of the UK.12 

It is important to highlight, however, that the 
huge increases we have seen in the cost of 
other household essentials since the end of 
2021 – most notably for food and energy bills 
– are not reflected in this headline poverty 
measure. Whilst we know that people already 
on the lowest incomes have been hardest hit 
by the ‘cost of living crisis’, as they tend to 
spend a larger share of their budgets on these 
core items,13 official poverty figures will likely 

underestimate the number of households 
that have been experiencing hardship and 
financial insecurity as a result of inflation, 
which is calculated to have most acutely 
affected families with children.14  

The time lag in child poverty data 
published by the Department for Work and 
Pensions, which is always at least one year 
out of date (figures for the year 2022/23, for 
example, are not due to be published until 
March 2024), also requires local and regional 
policy makers to monitor a range of other 
relevant, more ‘real time’ information 
reflecting families’ financial circumstances 
and levels of hardship in their area. These 
include food bank use, free school meal 
eligibility, the number of children in 
households receiving Universal Credit, and 
demand for discretionary schemes delivered 
locally, such as the Household Support Fund 
or crisis support. However, as we explore later 
in this report, even these measures will not 
provide a true picture of levels of hardship 
given the vast amount of need being met in 
ways that are not necessarily being monitored 
or recorded at any level.



•

•

•

•

The evidence base:
Our regional context

CHILD POVERTY IN THE NORTH EAST
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We know that child poverty in our 
region is not inevitable, because 
the North East saw the largest fall 
in the proportion of children living 
below the poverty line of any 
English region between 1999 and 
2013 - a reduction of 13 percentage 
points.15 However,

between 2014/15 and 2021/22, 
the percentage of children 
living in relative poverty, 
after housing costs across 
the North East rose by nine 
percentage points, from 26% 
to 35% - the steepest 
increase experienced by any UK 
nation or region during that 
time, with the North East 
currently having the second 
highest child poverty rate 
of anywhere in the country.

Research by the North East Child Poverty 
Commission (NECPC) has previously explored 
the reasons for this steeper increase in our 
region, which primarily took place in the years 
leading into the Covid-19 pandemic, finding 
a combination of economic trends and 
demographic factors helped to explain this. 

These included:

The North East experiencing a much steeper 
increase in in-work child poverty than that 
observed across the UK, and a real terms 
fall in household earnings for families with 
children (over a period when they rose across 
the country);

The region not seeing the fall in out-of-work 
child poverty observed across the UK;

The North East seeing a larger rise than 
the UK in the proportion of families who are 
much less likely to be in a position to work 
without the right support in place (and may 
therefore be ‘economically inactive’); and

The North East having the highest proportion 
of children (or higher than the UK average) in 
a number of groups of families who are much 
more likely to be in poverty. These included 
families where someone has a disability; 
single parent families; families with parents 
aged under 25; and families in rented homes. 

Our previous research further concluded 
that the combination of these factors has 
meant that North East families - whether in 
or out of work - have been disproportionately 
impacted by the erosion of our national social 
security safety net over the last decade.16   

 



Figure 1: 
Percentage of children in the NEMCA area and UK living in relative poverty
(after housing costs), 2014/15 and 2021/22

Source: Stone 2023, End Child Poverty 2023 and NECPC analysis of this data
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Figure 1 (North East Mayoral Combined 
Authority area) and Figure 2 (Tees Valley 
Combined Authority area) show how child 
poverty rates at both the local and combined 
authority level in the North East have changed 
between 2014/15 (the first year for which this 
local data is published) and 2021/22 (the 
latest year for which this data is available), 
and compare these changes with the national 
average. Both illustrate how child poverty has 
risen at a much steeper rate than the UK 
average in every part of our region over much 
of the last decade.

Across the North East Mayoral Combined 
Authority (NEMCA) area, there were around 
134,000 (33.8%) children living in poverty in 
2021/22, up from 26.2% in 2014/15. From 
figure 1, we can see that all seven local 
authorities across this geography had a child 
poverty rate below the national average of 
28.5% at the start of this period, and all had a 
rate above the national average (29.1%) by the 
end - some markedly so. At a local authority 
level, child poverty is highest in the NEMCA 
area in Newcastle, at an estimated 37.9%, 
and lowest in North Tyneside at 29.4% - which 
begins to illustrate the significant variation in 
child poverty rates across the new combined 
authority’s footprint.17 



Figure 2: 
Percentage of children in the TVCA area and UK living in relative poverty
(after housing costs), 2014/15 and 2021/22

Source: Stone 2023, End Child Poverty 2023 and NECPC analysis of this data
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Across the TVCA area, there were around 
54,000 (35.5%) children living in poverty in 
2021/22, up from 26.7% in 2014/15 - with 
figure 2 showing that all but one of the five 
Tees Valley local authorities had a child 
poverty rate below the national average at 
the start of this period, and - again - all had a 
rate above the national average by 2021/22. 
At a local authority level, child poverty in the 
TVCA area ranges from an estimated 40.6% 
of all children in Middlesbrough to 32.6% 
across Stockton-on-Tees.18  

This not only illustrates the child poverty gap 
that exists between the North East region 
and the UK average (and therefore with 
several other UK nations and regions), it 
alludes to the stark inequalities that exist 
within the North East – that are masked by 
regional, combined authority and even local 
authority-level child poverty figures, and 
which are discussed later in this report.

And the extent to which national policy 
decisions on social security continue to 
disproportionately matter to children across 
our region - for example, around its adequacy, 
reach, conditionality requirements and the 
way in which this support is administered - is 
illustrated by figure 3, with 

our analysis finding that 53% 
of all babies, children and 
young people in the North 
East are living in families in 
receipt of Universal Credit 
or legacy benefits. 

This compares to a national average of 39% 
and is the highest proportion of any UK nation 
or region.i

iThe lowest level at which these estimates can be 
produced is regional, and we have used a multi-year 
average to ensure they are as robust as possible (a 
two-year average for the years 2019/20 and 2021/22 due to 
Households Below Average Income (HBAI) data collection 
issues during the Covid-19 pandemic).



Figure 3: 
Percentage of all children in UK nations and regions living in households
in receipt of Universal Credit or equivalent legacy benefits, 2019/20 to 2021/22

Source: NECPC analysis of Households Below Average Income (HBAI) data available at https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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Thus the latest available data indicates that an average of 35% 
- almost 190,000 - babies, children and young people in the 
North East region were growing up in poverty in the period 
2019/22ii. This means that they were living in households with 
less than 60% of UK median household income after housing 
costs, and compares to 30% of children across the UK over the 
same timeframe.

However, this information alone tells us nothing about the 
depth or intensity of poverty for North East children - that is, 
how far below the poverty line they are living - and the likely 
levels of hardship they and their families are experiencing, 
given ‘those who are furthest from the relative poverty line 
face the hardest struggle to make ends meet’.19 Neither does 
it indicate the scale of intervention or change required to lift 
children out of poverty in our region, nor the number of 
children who are in most need of support.

With assistance from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, we 
have therefore sought to estimate the number and proportion 
of children in the North East living in poverty (in households 
with <60% of UK median household income), in deep poverty 
(<50%) and in very deep poverty (<40%).

ii A two-year average for the years 2019/20 and 2021/22 
for the reasons set out in footnote i.

https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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Figure 4: 
Estimated percentage and number of all children in the North East living in poverty, 
deep poverty and very deep poverty, 2012/13 – 2014/15 and 2019/20 – 2021/22

Source: NECPC analysis, undertaken with support from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, of Households Below Average Income (HBAI) data

Note: These estimates are rounded to the nearest 10,000 which can mean the estimated breakdowns do not sum to the total number.
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Figure 4 shows the total number and percentage of all 
children in the North East living below the poverty line, and 
also provides an estimated breakdown of these total figures: 
for those living in poverty (but not deep poverty); those in 
deep poverty (but not very deep poverty); and those in very 
deep poverty - and illustrates how these figures have 
changed between the period 2012/13-2014/15 and 
2019/20-2021/22.iii

iii Again, the lowest level at which these estimates can be 
produced is regional, and we have used a three-year average 
for the years 2012/13-2014/15 and a two-year average for the 
years 2019/20 and 2021/22.

Babies, children and young people growing up in poverty across our region deserve better 
- and they don’t have time to wait.
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From figure 4, we can see that across the 
region, between 2012/13-2014/15 and 
2019/20-2021/22, the total number of children 
living in poverty rose by c.50,000, from around 
140,000 to around 190,000 (an increase from 
26% of all children to 35%), within which:

The number of children living just below 
the poverty line rose by c.30,000, from 
around 50,000 to around 80,000 (an 
increase from 10% of all children in the 
North East to 15%);
 
The number of children living in deep 
poverty, but not very deep poverty, rose 
least (and by less than one percentage 
point to 9% of all children); and

The number of children living in very 
deep poverty rose by c.20,000 – from 
around 40,000 to 60,000 (an increase 
from 8% of all children in the region
to 11%).

This suggests that, of the marked rise in child 
poverty we have experienced in the North 
East over much of the last decade, the 
majority of those increases are represented 
by children living just below the poverty line - 
that is, in poverty (<60% of median household 
income) but not deep poverty (<50%).  

Whilst we clearly would not advocate for 
a ‘bean-counting approach’ to poverty 
reduction that seeks to lift children living just 
below the poverty line to just above it, this 
does indicate that a small number of 
significant actions could make a material 
difference to the lives of a relatively large 
number of children and young people in the 
North East.

Of grave concern, however, 
is the fact that the number 
of children living in families 
attempting to get by on 
incredibly low incomes has 
risen by well over 20,000 
since 2014/15 - such that one 
in five (over 100,000) of all 
babies, children and young 
people growing up in the 
North East are now living 
below the deep poverty line. 
This includes the more than 
one in ten (c.60,000) of all 
North East children living in 
very deep poverty. 

Shockingly, we know this will come as 
little surprise to the many hundreds of 
organisations throughout the North East 
that are now supporting families with basic 
essentials for their children - including the 
large number of organisations working 
across different sectors we spoke with for 
this research.

And, to put these figures in context, the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation has recently set 
out what living in deep poverty and very deep 
poverty means in financial terms. Across the 
country, between 2019/20 and 2020/21, a 
couple family with two primary-school-aged 
children in deep poverty would have needed 
their income to increase by an average £9,100 
a year to move out poverty completely, whilst 
an equivalent family in very deep poverty 
would need to more than double their income 
(with an additional £12,800 per year) just to 
reach the poverty line.20

It is important to note that, whilst the North 
East has an overall child poverty rate that is 
higher than the national average (and the 
second highest in the country), the region is 
not an outlier in terms of the proportion of all 
children that are living below the deep 
poverty line (20%) and the very deep poverty 
line (11%) - as these two figures are almost 
identical to the UK averages.

However, 

given the central role that 
higher housing costs can play 
in driving rates of very deep 
poverty for families21 - and 
the often significantly lower 
housing costs across all 
tenures large parts of the 
North East have than many 
other parts of the country  
- the scale of deep and very 
deep poverty for children in 
our region must act as an 
urgent call to action for 
policy makers at all levels. 

• 

• 

• 



Figure 5: 
Percentage of children in each local authority ward across the NEMCA area 
living in relative poverty (before housing costs), 2021/22

Source: Map created by IPPR North using DWP (2023), Children in low income families: local area statistics 2014 to 2022:
               https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-2014-to-2022 

Note: Ward boundaries are not necessarily delineated, where areas with similar child poverty rates sit alongside each other.

Inequalities within our region
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There is rightly significant attention 
paid to the stark inequalities for 
children that exist between the 
North East of England and the 
national average on a range of 
measures (and therefore between 
the North East and several other UK 
nations and regions), some of which 
are explored later in this report.  

Equally important for local and regional 
policymakers to address are the substantial 
differences in poverty rates within our region 
for babies, children and young people 
growing up here, the scale of which can be 
masked by regional, combined authority and 
even local authority-level data.

To illustrate this (including the level of 
inequality that exists for children living within 
the same local authority areas), figures 5 and 
6 show the proportion of children living in 
relative poverty at a local authority ward level, 
across the NEMCA and TVCA areas, in 
2021/22, with local authority boundaries 
delineated.  

It is important to emphasise that the 
ward-level figures referred to in this section 
of our report are for before housing costs child 
poverty rates (as sufficiently robust housing 
costs data does not exist at a ward level to 
make after housing costs estimates), and 
the former are almost always lower than the 
latter.  

Thus, whilst a likely underestimate of the 
proportion of children in each ward living 
below the poverty line after housing costs 
have been taken into account, figures 5 and 6 
are nonetheless an important illustration of 
just how significant the variation in child 
poverty rates can be within relatively small 
geographical areas - and where children and 
young people in most need of support are 
more likely to live across the North East (with 
the obvious caveat that not all children in low 
income families live in neighbourhoods with 
higher child poverty rates).

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-2014-to-2022


Figure 6: 
Percentage of children in each local authority ward across the TVCA area 
living in relative poverty (before housing costs), 2021/22

Source: Map created by IPPR North using DWP (2023), Children in low income families: local area statistics 2014 to 2022:
               https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-2014-to-2022 

Note: The areas depicted in this map relate to the ward boundaries as they stood in 2021/22 (the period covered by this data). 
            Ward boundaries are not necessarily delineated, where areas with similar child poverty rates sit alongside each other.
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As is evident from figure 5, the child poverty 
‘gaps’ between those parts of the NEMCA 
area with the highest and lowest child poverty 
rates is huge, including within the same local 
authorities. Indeed, the two wards now with 
the very highest and lowest (before housing) 
child poverty rates across the whole of the 
NEMCA area are both in Newcastle: Elswick at 
57%, and North Jesmond at 2% - a difference 
of 55 percentage points.

The child poverty gaps in other NEMCA local 
authorities currently stand at:

37 percentage points in South Tyneside 
(between Beacon & Bents and Cleadon & 
East Boldon)

35 percentage points in County Durham 
(between Neville’s Cross and Shildon & 
Dene Valley)

34 percentage points in Northumberland 
(between Ponteland South with Heddon, 
and both Croft and Berwick East)

34 percentage points in Sunderland 
(between Fulwell and Hendon)

30 percentage points in North Tyneside 
(between St Mary’s and Chirton)

29 percentage points in Gateshead 
(between Low Fell and Bridges)

And 224 out of 240 wards across the NEMCA 
area saw an increase in child poverty rates 
between 2014/15 and 2021/22, with most of 
the largest increases taking place in areas that 
already had particularly high proportions of 
children living below the poverty line. Of the 
16 wards that saw a decrease in before 
housing costs child poverty (most of which 
were a reduction of less than one percentage 
point), these were all in areas that already had 
some of the region’s very lowest child poverty 
rates at the start of this period.23

Again, figure 6 shows us how large the child 
poverty ‘gaps’ are within the TVCA area, 
including within the same local authorities. 
These currently stand at:

56 percentage points in Middlesbrough 
(between Nunthorpe and Newport)

43 percentage points in Darlington 
(between Mowden and Northgate)

31 percentage points in Redcar and 
Cleveland (between Wheatlands and 
Grangetown)

31 percentage points in 
Stockton-on-Tees (between Yarm 
and Stockton Town Centre)

27 percentage points in Hartlepool 
(between Rural West and Victoria)

   

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-in-low-income-families-local-area-statistics-2014-to-2022


‘There’s significant inequality 
within [our area], 

with families and young people 
seeing things they can’t touch 

or have all the time. 
This is incredibly demoralising 

and disempowering.’ 

North East local authority officer
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Just one ward out of 102 across the whole of 
the TVCA area saw a reduction in its before 
housing costs child poverty rate (and of less 
than one percentage point) between 2014/15 
and 2021/22 – and, again, almost all of the 
areas that saw the steepest increases were 
those wards that already had some of the very 
highest child poverty rates across Tees Valley 
at the beginning of this period.

Across the whole of the TVCA area, the gap 
between the ward with the very highest 
proportion of children living in poverty before 
housing costs (Newport in Middlesbrough, at 
66%) and the lowest (Mowden in Darlington, 
at 4%) is now a staggering 62 percentage 
points.24

Devolution must act as an 
opportunity for us to 
determine as a region that 
this level of inequality 
within the North East is 
simply unacceptable, and 
to collectively commit to do 
something about it – 
ensuring that the benefits 
of devolution and any 
improvements in living 
standards and prosperity it 
brings are felt in particular 
by children and young people 
growing up in communities 
that for too long have been 
under-served and cut out of 
meaningful economic 
opportunities.



‘The best route out of 
poverty is through work, and 
the best way to ensure that 

children do not grow up in 
poverty is to ensure that 

they do not grow up in a 
workless household.’

‘‘I feel like I have an alright job…
but why do I have my head in my hands every 

month worrying about how I’m going to 
manage the costs of everything? Why do 
we keep looking at a bare fridge? We can 

usually just about manage, but yesterday 
we were like ‘what can we cobble 
together?’…because it’s pay day 

tomorrow.’

Prime Minister Rishi Sunak25

North East mum 
(with partner also in work)
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Figure 7: 
Percentage of children living in relative poverty (before housing costs) 
from working families in UK nations and regions, 2021/22iv 

Source: NECPC analysis, undertaken with support from Dr Juliet Stone at Loughborough University,

               of Children in Low Income Families data available at https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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For the best part of a decade, 
reducing parental ‘worklessness’ 
has been the Government’s primary 
strategy to tackle child poverty,  
which Ministers explain ‘is based 
on clear evidence about the 
importance of employment – 
particularly where it is full-time – 
in substantially reducing the risks 
of child poverty and in improving 
long-term outcomes for families 
and children.’27

It is therefore worth exploring how effective 
that approach has been for children in our 
region in recent years, and equally important 
for local, regional and national policymakers 
to understand the challenges around relying 
on work (and particularly full-time work) to 
provide a viable route out of poverty for many 
families in the North East, whether 
immediately or longer-term.

It is certainly the case that children growing 
up in ‘workless’ households - that is, in homes 
where no adult is in paid work - are more 
likely to be living below the poverty line than 
those in working families, including in the 
North East. In our region, 64% of children 
living in a household where no adult is in 
paid employment are in poverty, compared 
with 27% of children with at least one parent 
or carer in work. This compares with 63% and 
25% across the UK respectively.28

However, it is an inescapable fact that - 
along with the UK average - 

the proportion of children 
in the North East growing up 
in poverty from working 
families has risen markedly 
over much of the last 
decade, such that two thirds 
(67%) of all children living 
below the poverty line in 
our region now have at least 
one parent or carer in work.

https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/


Figure 9
Percentage of children living in relative poverty (before housing costs) 
from working families across the TVCA area, 2014/15 and 2021/22

Figure 8 
Percentage of children living in relative poverty (before housing costs) 
from working families across the NEMCA area, 2014/15 and 2021/22
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Source: NECPC analysis, undertaken with support from Dr Juliet Stone at Loughborough University,

               of Children in Low Income Families data available at https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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As illustrated by figure 7, this proportion is lower than the UK average (c.71%), and lower than several other UK nations and regions – which is a reflection 
of our still higher rates of children living in ‘workless’ households, an issue explored in the next section of this report.

Nonetheless, the increase experienced in the North East in the proportion of children in poverty that are in working families has been steeper than that 
for the national average, and that experienced by most other parts of the UK, rising in our region from 56% in 2014/15 to 67% by 2021/22.29 

As explored previously, regional child poverty-related data can mask real variations within the North East and this is reflected again in figures 8 and 9, which 
show the proportion of children living in poverty that are from working families, across the NEMCA and TVCA areas, and how this has changed since 2014/15.

https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/


Figure 10: 
Percentage of children in households where all adults were in work 
that were living in relative poverty (after housing costs)
 in UK nations and regions 2012/13 to 2014/15 and 2019/20 to 2021/22v 
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Source: NECPC analysis, undertaken with support from Dr Juliet Stone at Loughborough University,

               of Households Below Average Income data available at https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/

v The lowest level at which these estimates can be produced is regional, and we have used a three-year average    
   for the years 2012/13-2014/15 and a two-year average for the years 2019/20 and 2021/22.
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Figures 7 to 9 indicate that parental employment alone 
has increasingly not been the answer to poverty for tens 
of thousands of children and families across the North East - 
and of particular concern for our region is the high rate of 
poverty for children in households where all adults are in work.

From Figure 10, we can see that: 

more than one in five (21.5%) of children in 
the North East living in households with 
all adults in work were growing up in 
poverty between 2019/20 and 2021/22. 

This is the highest rate of anywhere in the country, and 
compares to a national average of 16.1% – with the North East 
experiencing by far the steepest increase on this measure 
of any UK nation or region, the proportion 
having doubled since the three years to 2014/15.30

The fact that work is failing to provide a route out of poverty 
for growing numbers of families across the North East - 
even in households where all adults are in employment - 
is unsurprising, given the well-documented prevalence of 
low pay in our region.

The North East continues to have the lowest weekly median 
pay for full-time employees of any UK nation or region (at £614 
per week in 2023, £68 a week less than the UK average),31 and 
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has noted that workers in 
the North East – alongside the West Midlands and Yorkshire 
and Humber – are ‘more likely to be working in ‘routine 
occupations’, which tend to be lower-paid roles’.32

 

https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/


Figure 11: 
Percentage and number of employee jobs paying below the real Living Wage
in the NEMCA area and UK, April 2022
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Source: Living Wage Foundation and NECPC analysis of ONS ASHE data for April 2022

vi Usually published annually by the Living Wage Foundation in November, based on data from the Office for National Statistics’ 
(ONS) Annual Survey for Hours and Earnings (ASHE). There has been a delay in updating this analysis due to the relevant ASHE 
data for April 2023 not being published by ONS until late January 2024. The most recently-published analysis was therefore 
based on April 2022 ASHE data, when hourly Living Wage rates were £9.90 across the UK and £11.05 in London. From October 
2023, hourly Living Wage rates have been £12.00 across the UK, and £13.15 in London.

No time to wait: An ambitious blueprint for tackling child poverty in the North East

25

This is reflected by the most-recently 
published analysis from the Living Wage 
Foundationvi, which found that - whilst the 
proportion of jobs paid below the ‘real’, or 
voluntary, Living Wage in our region has fallen 
over the last decade alongside the rest of the 
country - 14.8% of all employee jobs 
(c.155,000) in the North East were paid below 
this voluntary rate in 2022, the second highest 
proportion of any UK nation or region behind 
Yorkshire and Humber (15.8%).33

The Living Wage Foundation explains that 
the real Living Wage ‘is the only UK wage rate 
based on the cost of living’.34 Separate from 
the Government’s statutory Minimum Wage 
(currently for under-23s) and National Living 
Wage (for over-23s), the real Living Wage 
‘provides a benchmark for employers that 
voluntarily commit to go further than paying 
government-set minimum wages, ensuring 
their staff earn a wage they can live on,’ at 
rates which are independently calculated 
annually by the Resolution Foundation and 
overseen by the Living Wage Commission.35

Working with the Living Wage Foundation, 
we have been able to break down what the 
low pay picture looks like across our region, 
with figures 11 and 12 showing the number 
and proportion of employee jobs in the 
NEMCA and TVCA areas paying below the 
real Living Wage (based on ASHE 2022 data). 

From figures 11 and 12, we can see that, 
within the NEMCA area, low paid work is a 
particular challenge in South Tyneside - with 
21.8% of all employee jobs paid below the real 
Living Wage in 2022. In the TVCA area, Redcar 
and Cleveland had the highest proportion of 
jobs paid below this rate at 24.0%.

It is important to note that these figures relate 
to employee jobs located in each area, rather 
than the jobs held by people who live there. 
This is perhaps best highlighted by 
Newcastle, which - in the NEMCA area - has 
the highest rate of child poverty, but one of 
the lowest proportions of jobs paid below 
the real Living Wage on this data (and indeed 
a lower proportion than the UK average). 

Whilst there is undoubtedly a significant 
number of people who both live and work 
within the same area in our region, this 
emphasises how pressing it is for action 
to tackle the scourge of low pay to be taken 
across local authority boundaries in the 
North East.



Figure 12: 
Percentage and number of employee jobs paying below the real Living Wage 
in the TVCA area and UK, April 2022

Source: Living Wage Foundation and NECPC analysis of ONS ASHE data for April 2022
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And, alongside all other parts of the UK, 
it is also clear that low pay continues to 
disproportionately impact women in our 
region, with 12.5% of employee jobs held 
by men in the North East paid below the 
real Living Wage compared with 16.9% 
held by women. Again, this is 
unsurprising – but no less concerning – 
when, on the latest published analysis of 
the data, 29.4% of part-time employee 
jobs in the North East were paid below 
the real Living Wage, and 75% of all 
people in part-time employment in the 
region are women.36 As the One Million 
Women and Girls campaign (which aims 
to ‘maximise the potential of women and 
girls’ in the NEMCA area) explains, low 
paid, part-time employment is one of the 
key factors behind women being ‘more 
likely to live in poverty, with fewer assets 
and lower incomes over their lifetimes.’37

As well as looking at overall rates of low 
pay in the region, in the child poverty 
context it is clearly also important to 
understand what household earnings 
look like for families with children. 
Previous research published by NECPC 
found that, whilst median household 
earnings rose by 11% (in real terms) for 
families with children across the UK in 
the years leading into the Covid-19 
pandemic (2014/15 to 2019/20), they fell 
by over 4% in the North East over the 

same period. This helped to drive a 
steeper increase in in-work child poverty 
for our region, as the North East did not 
see the growth in earnings experienced 
across the UK to partially mitigate the 
cuts to the value and reach of in-work 
social security that have taken place.38

Concerningly, more recent data suggests 
that the North East has continued to lag 
behind on any earnings growth 
experienced across the country. 
Whilst average (mean) weekly earnings 
for all full-time employees rose in the UK 
by 21% between January-March 2020 
and April-June 2023 - equating to no real 
wage growth, given CPI inflation of 21% 
over the same period - they rose by just 
5% in our region. This was the lowest 
increase of any part of the country by 
some margin, and has meant a 
significant real terms fall in earnings for 
people across the North East.39

And, whilst lower pay is a critical factor 
in explaining lower household earnings 
for families in our region, as NECPC’s 
earlier research has highlighted, low 
hours are also important (which can be 
due to a number of factors including 
childcare, and the availability of sufficient 
work - that is the availability of work 
which enables parents and carers to 
work the hours they want/need).40 



‘I’ve got one family with five 
children, whose parents 
between them have seven 

different zero hours 
contracts, and they are living 

hand to mouth.’

‘I’m having to rely on my parents, who both 
work, and my sister who also works – and 
my husband, who also works – to help me 
with childcare, so that I can go out to 
work. But the problem is, none of them 

get set days or times or hours for their 
work, so then I don’t have set days or 
times or hours that I know I can work.’

North East education leader

North East mum 
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Equally important, and particularly for families 
with children, is the security and predictability 
of work. The Work Foundation explains that 
it defines insecure work - the routes out of 
which can be limited, and particularly for 
certain workers including those from minority 
ethnic groups, disabled people and women41 
- ‘through a single holistic measure’ which 
combines:

Contractual insecurity, where people 
are not guaranteed future hours or future 
work - such as jobs in the gig economy, 
zero contract work or part-time work;

Financial insecurity, where people have 
unpredictable pay or their pay is simply 
too low to get by; and
 
Lack of access to employment rights 
and protections.

Given the harms that people in insecure work 
can experience to their ‘health, living 
standards and future job prospects’,42 it is 
deeply concerning how prevalent this type 
of employment is in parts of our region. 

Almost one in four (24%) of the workforce 
in the TVCA area are described as being in 
‘severely insecure’ work. This is the highest 
rate of any English ‘city region’ and compares 
with an England-wide average of 19.8%. The 
‘severely insecure’ figure rises to 29.8% of the 
workforce in Middlesbrough, and Work 
Foundation analysis indicates that ‘women, 
workers from ethnic minority backgrounds, 
disabled people and younger workers are 
most likely to be in severely insecure work’ 
than other workers in the TVCA area.43

At 19.7%, the NEMCA area has a marginally 
lower rate of ‘severely insecure’ work than 
the English average (19.8%), and this peaks 
at 23.9% in Sunderland. It is, however, wholly 
unacceptable that almost one in five of the 
NEMCA workforce are in this type of 
employment – which the Work Foundation 
finds has a particular impact on women, 
workers from ethnic minority backgrounds, 
and workers aged 16-24 in this part of the 
region.44

•

•

•



Figure 13: 
Percentage of children living in workless households in UK nations
and regions and the NEMCA and TVCA areas, January-December 2022 

Source: ONS (2023), Children living in long-term workless households, by region

and NECPC analysis of data available at ONS (2023), Nomis Labour market profiles: https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/
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A combination of persistently lower 
pay, the quality of work available to 
many parents and carers, and cuts
to the value of in-work social security 
has therefore been a key driver of 
steeper increases in poverty for 
babies, children and young people 
growing up in our region over 
much of the last decade.

That the proportion of North East children living 
in poverty and from working families has risen 
from 56% to 67% in the space of eight years 
(2014/15 to 2021/22)45 underlines why a focus 
on increasing parental employment rates alone 
is insufficient as a child poverty strategy for our 
region.

As touched upon earlier in this report, previous 
NECPC research has also found that a further 
key driver of steeper child poverty increases in 
the North East has been our region not 
experiencing the sustained fall in out-of-work 
child poverty that was observed across the UK 
from 2014/15 to 2019/20 – with the number of 
children in out-of-work poverty in the North 
East staying fairly constant, at around 70,000 
over that period.46 

The most recent available (2021/22) data 
indicates that this pattern has continued, with 
the number of children in out-of-work poverty 
continuing to fall across the country - whilst 
the number in the North East has remained 
fairly static.47 This again explains why children 
in our region have continued to be 
disproportionately impacted by the erosion 
of our national social security safety net.

That out-of-work poverty remains a challenge 
for our region is unsurprising when we look at 
the share of children living in what are known 
as ‘workless’ households across the UK (that 
is, children with parents and carers who are 
classed as ‘unemployed’ and therefore 
actively seeking paid employment; or those 
who are described as being ‘economically 
inactive’ and not actively participating in the 
labour market). Economic inactivity accounts 
for the overwhelming majority of people 
not in paid work, both in the North East 
and across the country, and most commonly 
includes people not participating in the 
labour market because of disability, ill health 
or caring responsibilities.

From figure 13, we can see that the North 
East had the highest proportion of children 
living in ‘workless’ households of any UK 
nation or region on the latest available ONS 
data, at 15.2%, which was almost one and half 
times the national average of 10.5%. The rate 
was higher still across the TVCA area, with 
17.6% of children living in what are described 
as ‘workless’ households. 

https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/


Figure 14: 
Percentage of children living in long-term workless households 
in UK nations and regions, January-December 2022

Source: ONS (2023), Children living in long-term workless households, by region
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And, from figure 14, we can see that the North 
East also had the highest proportion of 
children living in long-term ‘workless’ 
households - that is, children living in a 
household where no working-age adult has 
been in paid work for more than a year - 
whether unemployed and actively seeking 
work, or ‘economically inactive’. At 13.5%, this 
was again around one and half times the 
national average of 8.8%.vii

Whilst we cannot break down the proportion 
of children living in a ‘workless’ household 
either as a result of unemployment or as a 
result of economic inactivity from this data, it is 
unlikely that this notably higher rate of children 
in the North East living in both ‘workless’ and 
‘long-term workless’ households than across 
the UK can be accounted for by 
unemployment.  

Although our region had the highest rate of 
unemployment of anywhere in the country 
for the whole of the decade leading into the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the unemployment rate 
fell by more in the North East than the UK 
average in the years 2014/15 to 2019/20,48 
and then fell fairly steadily from early 2021 
onwards - including throughout 2022, the 
year depicted in figures 13 and 14. Indeed, 
while there has been some uncertainty 
around the robustness of unemployment 
data being published in recent months,49 
the gap between the North East and national 
unemployment rates appeared to have 
closed completely towards the end of 2023.50

 



Figure 15: 
Percentage of children living in a workless household that has been workless 
for more than one year in UK nations and regions, January-December 2022

Source: NECPC analysis of data available at ONS (2023), Children living in long-term workless households, by region 
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What we can see from figure 15, however, 
is that - of the children living in a ‘workless’ 
household across the North East - 89% have 
been living in a household that has been 
‘workless’ for more than one year, the second 
highest proportion of any UK nation or region 
behind Northern Ireland.

This suggests that there are longer-term 
issues acting as barriers to employment, 
or preventing work from being a route out 
of poverty, for many families in our region - 
barriers which, for those that are able to work 
with the right support, can become even 
harder to break down as a result of the 
hardship that very low income brings.

As the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has 
highlighted, ‘the basic rate of support from 
our social security system has hit historic 
lows, which has been a significant driver of 
people going without essentials like food, 
a warm home or showers. An inadequate 
safety net that allows incomes to fall so low 
can add to the challenges people face and 
make it harder for them to get back into 
work.’51

Why ‘workless’ or ‘economically inactive’ 

can mean anything but

Throughout this section we have used the 

words ‘workless’ and ‘economically inactive’ - 

some of the official terms used to describe 

people who are not in paid employment.

It is important to understand what this can 

mean in practice, and how inappropriate or 

inadequate these terms can be in recognising 

the significant amount of unpaid work and 

enormous contributions being made by 

people across our region who fall into these 

official categories.

Linda* is just one of the women from our 

region who took part in, and made an 

invaluable contribution to, this research. In her 

early 60s – and therefore affected by changes 

to the State Pension age – she is a kinship 

carer with legal custody of her two 

grandchildren. She is also the main carer for 

her severely disabled adult son. In the very 

limited spare time she has available, she 

volunteers at a community project which 

makes low cost, fresh food available to local 

people. She described her responsibilities as 

being ‘24/7’. Linda officially falls into the 

category of being ‘workless’ and ‘economically 

inactive’, yet she is clearly anything but.

*not her real name



viii This longer multi-year average is used to ensure this new, regional-level estimate is as robust as possible.

‘Work-constrained families’
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Action for Children has explained 
that ‘we often hear that the best 
way to tackle poverty and hardship 
is through work. But this obscures a 
far more complex reality’ – and this 
is not solely a result of the low paid, 
often insecure work that is available 
for many families, including here in 
the North East.

Analysing the then latest available Family 
Resources Survey and Households Below 
Average Income data, Action for Children 
have previously estimated that half (50%) 
of children living in poverty in the UK - up to 
1.95 million - were living in families that face 
at least one significant barrier to work or 
taking on extra work, described as 
‘work-constrained families’.

These barriers meant that, nationally:

444,000 children were in poverty despite 
their parent(s) working full-time;

An additional 641,000 children were in 
poverty where at least one parent in the 
family was disabled;

A further 232,000 children were in 
poverty where at least one child in the 
family was disabled; 

An extra 500,000 children were in 
poverty where there was at least one 
child in the family aged under 2; and

An additional 137,000 children in single 
parent families were in poverty where 
the parent was working part-time, 
with a child aged 3-10.52 

It is important for local, regional - and indeed 
national - policymakers to understand what 
work constraints exist for families within the 
North East, and how many of the children 
living in poverty in our region are likely to 
be living in families that are ‘very obviously 
constrained from boosting their income 
through work.’53

Working with Action for 
Children, we have been able 
to estimate that – of the 
c.184,000 children growing up 
in poverty across the North 
East between 2017 and 2022 viii, 
an average of 63% - or 116,000 - 
were living in ‘work-constrained’ 
families, who therefore faced 
at least one significant barrier 
to boosting their income 
through work or by taking 
on extra work. 

Action for Children emphasise that, across the 
country, ‘when it comes to supporting families 
in financial distress, work is simply not the 
silver bullet it is often presented as.’54 

As our new analysis suggests, this is even 
more the case for families in the North East 
- a fact policymakers at all levels must 
acknowledge and respond to.

These findings are, however, unsurprising 
given the prevalence of low paid work in 
the North East, combined with what we know 
about the demographics of our region. 
As already set out in this report, more than 
one in five (21.5%) of children in the North East 
living in households with all adults in work 
were growing up in poverty between 2019/20 
and 2021/22 – the highest rate in the country. 

As we will return to in a later section, the North 
East now also has the UK’s highest proportion 
of children living in a family where someone 
has a disability at 42% (compared with a UK 
average of 35%), and the second highest 
proportion of children living in a family with a 
disabled child, at 22% (the UK average is 17%).55  

And census data indicates the North East has 
the largest proportion of people providing: any 
amount of unpaid care (10.1%, compared with 
8.9% across England); providing 20-49 hours 
of unpaid care a week (2.3%, compared with 
1.8% across England); and providing 50+ hours 
of unpaid care a week (3.4%, compared with 
2.7% in England).56 

•

•

•

•

•



‘I think it looks like we have a lot of transport 
links…it’s just that the bus just doesn’t turn up. So, 
when you’re standing at the bus stop with your three 

children and they’re freezing because it’s wet, and your 
bus is supposed to be due in three minutes – and you’re 
on the live tracker on your phone…if you can afford to 

pay for the internet on your phone that is…it just says 
‘bus cancelled’. And the next one’s in forty minutes. 

So then, you think what do I do? Do we at least start 
walking to keep the kids warm? Whatever happens, 

we’re going to be late for school.’

‘We’ve got a train station, but the train 
literally goes past you because it’s full, 
because it only ever has two carriages.’

‘They keep pulling buses off and changing 
all the routes. My daughter goes to 

[name of college] and the other morning, 
she went out for the bus and they 

cancelled three – one after the other – 
so she was three hours late.’

‘My daughter works at [name of place], 
but she’s 17 so she’s paid £5.20 an hour – 

and she couldn’t get in to work so 
she had to pay for an Uber, which was 
more expensive that what she earned 

that night.’

‘The other day I had to go to the 
hospital, and it took me one and half 

hours to get there on the bus.’ 
[a journey of less than five miles]

‘One of my friends has really struggled – 
she has to constantly ring up work and 
say, ‘I can’t get in’. She’d been stood one 
morning at a bus stop for ages, and then 
when a bus turned up it just drove past 
her because it was full. She can’t afford 

taxis, so how is she supposed to get 
into work?’

North East MUM

North East parent

North East mum

North East mum

North East dad

North East parent
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Importantly, as Action for Children explain, 
there are many other potential barriers to 
work for parents and carers than those 
already set out in this section - as their 
analysis is limited to what can be determined 
from Government income and poverty data - 
and, ‘consequently, the actual number of 
children in poor families that face barriers to 
work is likely higher than our overall estimate 
suggests.’57

Based on our conversations for this research 
with people and organisations across the 
North East, these additional barriers are 
very likely to include a lack of access to 
affordable, reliable and joined-up public 
transport services in large parts of our 
region - given the ‘significant disconnection 
between residential areas and key 
employment sites’ identified by Karbon 
Homes in their work on ‘left behind places’, 
which they explain ‘presents a major barrier 
to opportunity’ (not least because the already 
‘slim’ advantages of taking on better paid 
work - due to flaws, or unintended 
consequences, in the tax and benefits system 
- may be ‘completely eroded by transport 
costs’).58 

This is an issue also recognised by 
Transport for the North, which has 
previously calculated that the risk of 
what it describes as ‘Transport-Related 
Social Exclusion’ (TRSE) is higher, by 
some margin, in the North East than in 
any other English region, with 31.5% 
of people in the North East living in 
areas at ‘high risk’ of TRSE, compared 
with 18% of residents across England. 

Across the NEMCA area, 31% (c.622,000) 
of the population are living in areas at 
high risk of Transport-Related Social 
Exclusion, with the biggest challenges 
in South Tyneside (54.6%), County 
Durham (52.8%) and Northumberland 
(42.2%). In the TVCA area, 33% (c.220,000) 
of residents are at high risk, with 
Transport-Related Social Exclusion 
being a particular concern for 
Hartlepool (66.4%) and Redcar and 
Cleveland (63.5%).59 



why this matters:
impacts of poverty
for north east children
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Being born into, growing up in and 
entering adulthood in poverty can 
have a significant impact – both 
immediately and longer-term – on 
babies, children and young people 
right across the country. These 
consequences are very evident in the 
North East, and the effects are felt 
daily by tens of thousands of children 
and families throughout our region.

Action for Children explain that ‘material 
deprivation is another way of thinking about 
and measuring poverty’, with the UK 
Government collecting data on this each year, 
‘by asking families whether they can afford 21 
basic items and activities that are considered to 
be necessities by the general population; 
things like fresh fruit and vegetables, a warm 
winter coat or going on school trips.’ Their 
recent analysis of the latest available data 
(2019-22) indicates that 

the North East has the highest 
proportion of children living in 
material deprivation of any UK 
nation or region, at 27% 

(compared with 18% across the country).60

High levels of material deprivation for families 
with children are very evident in the types of 
items that Household Support Fund has been 
used to provide in the North East – such as 
winter coats and suitable footwear for 
children identified by schools and nurseries; 
bedding; safe sleeping equipment for infants 
and other safety-related items; support 
towards school uniform costs; and fridges, 
cookers and washing machines.61 

The impact of material deprivation was also 
repeatedly raised during the conversations 
held with young people for this project 
through Youth Focus: North East, with those 
taking part in face-to-face sessions discussing 
the amount of money ‘people have to take 
care of themselves’; being cold and not 
having enough money for gas and electricity; 
housing issues, including worrying about 
being evicted or becoming homeless; 
as well as anxieties about personal hygiene. 

‘Decades of research have shown the 

damage poverty does to family life and to 

children’s growth and development. Poverty 

means a lack of healthy food and homes that 

stay cold in winter – problems that have 

worsened sharply over recent months as food 

inflation and fuel costs have soared. If children 

arrive at school cold and hungry, they are less 

able to respond to even the best efforts to 

improve their education. Poverty means 

parents forgoing essentials while debts 

increase, creating anxiety and stress which 

profoundly affects family wellbeing. All these 

factors impede children’s progress at school 

and cause their physical and mental health to 

fall steadily below that of children in better-off 

families.’

Stewart et al and CPAG, 2023

Stewart, K., Millar, J., Marsh A., and Bradshaw, J.
for Child Poverty Action Group (2023) 

Ending child poverty: Why and how: 
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/briefing/
ending-child-poverty-why-and-how

‘We know that poverty has a wide range 

of negative consequences. It restricts the 

options and opportunities available to people 

and limits their access to things that are 

mostly taken for granted. Poverty at any stage 

of life can lead to later adverse consequences. 

Poverty constrains a person’s ability to afford 

to buy what they need and participate in the 

activities that others in society routinely 

undertake. Low incomes also reduce financial 

resilience to unexpected expenses, such as 

car repairs or a faulty washing machine, and 

lead to households falling behind with bills for 

utilities, Council Tax or other essentials. Money 

worries in turn contribute to low-income 

adults and their children being much more 

likely than wealthier adults and children to 

suffer from depression or anxiety. Poverty can 

also affect the prospects of children, who may 

fail to reach the same level of educational 

attainment as those from wealthier families. 

This in turn can make escape from poverty 

even harder when they become adults.’

Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024
 

UK Poverty 2024:  
https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-2024-the-essentia
l-guide-to-understanding-poverty-in-the-uk

https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/briefing/ending-child-poverty-why-and-how
https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-2024-the-essential-guide-to-understanding-poverty-in-the-uk


‘We don’t really put the heating on, 
only very quickly before the kids get 
back in to take the chill off and then I 
have to switch it off again as soon as 
the oven goes on. But the oven helps 

to keep us warm.’

‘It’s really, really tricky to shield your 
child from this. How do you tell your 

child, ‘mam really, really wants to put you 
in a swimming lesson. It’s not that mam 

doesn’t want to. But mam just can’t 
afford to,’ without them worrying

about things?’

‘I’m quite lucky because I grew up in a 
family where everything was hard…

so I don’t mind not being able to have a 
nice Christmas, because I never had one as 

a child. It just wasn’t a viable option 
for my family, so I don’t miss it.’

‘I’m already struggling with my energy 
bills, despite the top-up [Cost of Living 
Payments] – I really don’t know how I’m 

going to cope when that stops.’

‘I haven’t put my meter readings in for 
ages because I’m so scared about what 

they’re going to tell me I owe…I’ve 
already cancelled my direct debit because 

one time they took out nearly £200 and 
left me with absolutely nothing. I can’t 

afford for anyone to just take that 
amount of money out of my bank account.’

‘I am just so grateful that my kids don’t 
mind going to charity shops.’

‘We really suffer at the end of the 
month….you know, that last week of the 
month…with our shopping…the cost of 

living is really, really bad.’

‘I’m under a lot of pressure at the 
moment with rising costs – food, gas, 

electric – all of it adds massive 
pressure. It’s just worry, constant 

worry about what you can actually even 
do to make anything better.’

‘The worry is just constant. The worry 
about bills, the worry about the food 
shop, and then when your kids bring a 

letter home from school – telling you to 
pay this, and pay that…’

‘There’s lots of people worse off than 
me…even though feel like I have to pull in 

every single purse string and I really 
struggle with my mental health…because 
it is getting hard…the Government needs 
to realise that there’s a lot of people 
really struggling. Not just me…everyone 

here…they need to realise this.’

‘The situation is hard. It is hard, and it 
gets harder every week. Every week. I work 

our meals out for each day and once I’ve 
bought that food, that’s it. There’s no room 
for treats. There’s no room for things for 
the kids. I cannot afford a bag of six crisps 

for the kids. I feel like all I’m saying to them 
is ‘no’. It’s hard. And it’s not like I live a fancy 
lifestyle…it’s really basic…just as long as 

my kids have got some food. I’m behind 
on my bills quite a bit.’

North East parent

North East parent

North East mum

North East parent

North East mum

North East mum

North East parent

North East mum

North East parent

North East parent

North East kinship carer
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The impact of persistently low and 
inadequate income for North East families 
means that the large majority of children 
across our region are living in families with 
very little - if any - financial buffer to protect 
them from economic shocks or unexpected 
bills - with new NECPC analysis finding that 

69% of all North East children 
were in families with zero or 
limited (<£1,500) savings in 
2019-22.

Again, this is the highest rate of anywhere 
in the country and compares with 56% 
nationally62 - helping to explain why the 
cost of living crisis experienced across 
the country since towards the end of 2021 
has been quite so devastating for large 
numbers of households in the North East. 



‘When you budget so well, but then a 
school trip comes up, or when the kids’ 
shoes are falling off their feet – you 
can’t just pull out money for a pair of 

boots because the school insists it has 
to be this type, or that type – so it has 

to go on a credit card.’

‘You’re just constantly thinking, I’ll not 
pay that one this week – and I’ll not pay 

the other one next week. It’s just a 
vicious circle.’

‘There’s nothing on our credit cards 
that wasn’t a school trip, that wasn’t 
school shoes, that wasn’t a Christmas 

present…there’s nothing on there where 
we’ve gone on anything like a holiday. We 

haven’t been anywhere since 2018.’

‘I have got debt, but it’s lots of little 
debts…so it’s constantly thinking about ‘I 
need to pay this, and I need to pay that.’

‘We’re getting further and further 
into debt to pay for things like 

school trips…anything outside of the 
normal week-to-week goes on a credit 
card, because I don’t physically have 

any money left.’ 

‘Some people are really, really struggling 
with school uniform costs. I did – my 

family members had to buy half of it, and it 
still put me into debt.’

‘I budget for absolutely every single thing. 
Every month I have written down how much 
everything costs, and how much I have to 

give back to my mam because I’ve had to 
borrow money off her – which I borrow from 
her, give it back, and then borrow it straight 

back off her again. And I am so lucky that I 
have my mam to do that.’

North East mum

North East kinship carer

North East parent

North East parent

North East mum

North East parent

North East parent
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Indeed, taking out debt to cover what should 
be everyday costs - and the constant stress 
this causes - was a recurring theme of our 
conversations with parents and carers, with 
people repeatedly discussing ‘always being 
on the backfoot’, or ‘in a hole’ as a result of 
being in debt every month to cover essential 
items for their children or other households 
bills. This replicates previous findings by 
National Energy Action and Citizens Advice 
Newcastle who have described the scale of 
fuel debt in our region as an ‘energy debt 
timebomb’.63

Higher numbers of families struggling to 
afford life’s basic essentials - or the means 
to travel to access affordable, nutritious food - 
are reflected in Government figures on ‘food 
security’, which the Department for Work and 
Pensions explains is a measure of ‘whether 
households have sufficient food to facilitate 
an active and healthy lifestyle’.64 The latest 
available data (2021/22) indicates that 
one in ten of all North East households are 
‘food insecure’ – the highest rate of any 
UK nation or region – with one in twenty 
households in the region having ‘very low 
food security’.65  



'I would say we’re just about making 
ends meet, but it’s definitely getting 

harder every month. You go to the 
supermarket and you have the same shop 
every week, but you have no idea how much 

it’s going to cost that week.’

‘[The Bread and Butter Thing] is totally 
oversubscribed here. We’ve got 600 

people on our list and we can only pack 80 
bags. And that’s separate to the food 

bank that’s also here.’

‘By the time you’ve paid your bills when 
you are on Universal Credit, there is 
just nothing left. Without the food 
bank and [community project] I don’t 

know what we would do. I would have 
had to give up everything.’

‘I can’t wait for the day when I can go 
food shopping and not have to write the 
price next to everything on my shopping 
list, and not have to go round putting 

stuff back.’

‘This week we are going to be on bare basics. 
I’ve got £80 to feed the four of us until 

the end of the month [almost 3 weeks away]. 
That £80 has to last me until my husband 

gets paid again. And I’ll probably need to dip 
into the food bank where I volunteer.’

Young people’s survey responses on the impact of poverty
(undertaken for this project by Youth Focus: North East) 

North East parent

North East mum and volunteer

North East dad

North East mum

North East mum
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Even more concerningly, given the potential 
immediate and lifelong health implications, 
our analysis of this data finds that 

this rate is particularly high 
for children in our region, 
with 18% – almost one in five – 
children in the North East 
living in households that 
are food insecure, again the 
highest proportion of 
anywhere in the country.66

Whilst an imperfect measure which 
significantly underestimates the scale of the 
problem, food bank data evidences the 
growth in food insecurity for families with 
children across our region - with almost 
60,000 emergency food parcels provided to 
North East children via the Trussell Trust’s 
food bank network alone in 2022/23 - up 
from around 24,000 in 2017/18, just five 
years earlier.67

There is a clear evidence base on the links 
between low income, food insecurity and 
inequalities for children, with a report 
produced for the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group (APPG) Child of the North explaining, 
‘research shows that children experience a 
range of immediate, as well as long-term and 
life-changing harms from a poor diet and 
broader experiences of food insecurity, 
including: lower life-expectancy, weakened 
immunity, poorer mental health and emotional 
wellbeing, poorer physical health (across a 
range of health outcomes, including general 
health ratings, more emergency visits, 
asthma), [and] poorer educational outcomes 
(including lower reading and maths scores, 
more days absent from school).68
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And these health inequalities are indeed stark 
for children growing up in our region, with 
more than one in ten (11.3%) North East 
children starting reception either obese or 
severely obese, the highest rate in England 
(the England-wide rate is 9.2%). By Year 6, 
this rises significantly to more than one 
in four (25.8%) North East children being 
considered obese or severely obese, again 
the highest rate in the country (the England 
average is 22.7%). 

Children in our region are also being let down 
on a range of other childhood health 
measures – having, for example, either the 
highest or second highest rates in England for: 
A&E attendances; emergency hospital 
admissions; hospital admissions for 
asthma; hospital admissions for diabetes; 
and hospital admissions for dental caries 
in 0-5 year olds69 - all of which are associated 
with higher rates of deprivation.

The link between family income and 
educational attainment (and therefore future 
employment prospects) is also clear – this 
starts in the early years, continues throughout 
the primary stage and becomes particularly 
evident at secondary age, with the IFS Deaton 
Review setting out (in 2022) that ‘a 
16-year-old’s family income is more than four 
times as strong a predictor of GCSE 
attainment as their local authority of 
residence’, and that, across England, 

‘there has been virtually no change in the 
‘disadvantage gap’ in GCSE attainment over 
the past 20 years. Whilst GCSE attainment has 
been increasing over time, 16-year-olds who 
are eligible for free school meals are still 
around 27 percentage points less likely to 
earn good GCSEs than less disadvantaged 
peers.’70 

This is a particular challenge for the North 
East, when - as explored earlier in this report - 
every one of our region’s local authority areas 
has experienced marked increases in child 
poverty over much of the last decade, such 
that all twelve now have a child poverty rate 
higher than the national average (and several 
by some margin). And, whilst not a reliable 
proxy for poverty or ‘disadvantage’ due to the 
now wholly inadequate eligibility criteria, the 
North East also has the country’s highest 
proportion of pupils known to be eligible 
for free school meals - with around three 
in ten (30.4%) of all students in the region 
registered for this support - compared with 
an England average of 23.8%.  Despite a 2023 
increase in the proportion of GCSE students 
in the region achieving a higher grade (7+) 
than pre-Covid (2019), the North East has 
the lowest share of students in England 
receiving these higher GCSE grades, 
at 17.6% (compared with 22.4% nationally).72   

Indeed, alongside all other parts of the 
country, the education ‘disadvantage gap’ 
within the North East is at its very widest at 
the end of the secondary stage, with what are 
described as ‘disadvantaged pupils’ some 21.6 
months behind their peers in the region by the 
time they take their GCSEs. This is higher than 
the England average (18.8 months) and the 
second largest gap in the country at this stage 
– but perhaps of most concern is the fact that 
the disadvantage gap between attainment at 
the end of primary and at the end of 
secondary school widens more within the 
North East than within any other part of 
England.73  
 

Until we do more, together,
to tackle the underlying, 
structural drivers of the 
everyday impacts of poverty 
and unacceptable inequalities 
for children and young people 
across the North East, 
we will never achieve the 
economic and social outcomes 
we all want for our region.



KEY THEMES
FROM OUR CONVERSATIONS
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Unsurprisingly, given the number of organisations, parents, carers and young people that have taken part in this project in some way, 
a large array of issues were raised during all of the conversations we held to inform this research - many of which are explored throughout this report. 
Some were raised time and again, including: 

Universal Credit and other means-tested benefits - their inadequacy and the punitive way in which this support can be administered;

Food insecurity and the enormous impact this has on people’s bandwith to deal with other things;

The impact of the cost of living crisis - particularly for those already with no financial buffer;

Mental health and the overwhelming effect persistent low income can have on people’s wellbeing, for both parents/carers and young people; 

In-work poverty and precarious employment; 

How expensive it is to be poor - and the trap that poverty creates;

Physical ill health and disability - and the significant additional costs that families with disabled children face;

Unreliable and unaffordable public transport, which is substantially limiting people’s ability to access opportunities or essential services; 

The often dilapidated state of the local environment, and the impact this has on people’s quality of life;

Housing – most particularly poor quality, unaffordable private rented sector housing, waiting lists for social housing and the ongoing impact of the ‘bedroom tax’;

Childcare, wraparound care and holiday provision; 

School-related costs - namely school meals, uniform and trips; and

Wider concerns around the education system - including the transition from primary to secondary; attendance; home-schooling; and how the current GCSE curriculum can feel irrelevant
to many young people (with the need for schools to design their curriculums with the impact of poverty in mind74).



‘You just keep looking at the situation 
and thinking, ‘this is impossible – 

what do I do? What on earth do I do?’

‘Every time I feel like…I’m going to beat 
this…I’m not going to be a victim of my 
childhood and spend my whole life in 
poverty, I feel like I just keep being 

dragged back down over and over again.’

‘There’s total lack of give in the 
[Universal Credit/DWP] system, which is 
resulting in persistent poverty and 
people living in a permanent state of 

stress and anxiety. Persistent poverty 
is becoming a fundamental part of 

people’s lives.’ 

‘And they wonder why everyone’s got 
mental health problems…why everyone is 
so anxious all the time, and up a height.’

‘My brain is in constant overload. Because 
every morning I wake up and think, what’s 
today going to bring?’ Every day it’s the 

same s**t, just on a different day.’

North East MUM

North East mum

North East local authority officer

North East parent

North East mum
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‘We are having to support families because, 
if they’ve not slept, if they’re not fed, if 
they’re not warm, they’re not going to be 

able to learn.’

‘It’s very easy just to talk about 
emergency food parcels as a measure of 

hardship – but the majority of food banks 
are providing a lot more than that. We’re 
all providing prepayment meter vouchers 

and hardship awards, and shopping 
vouchers. And people are being supported 

for months on end.’

‘Colleges are very rooted in our 
communities, and providing a vast amount of 
support to their students…but it does 
feel that no matter what we do, we are 

just swimming against the tide.’

‘This isn’t a cost of living crisis, this is a 
cost of austerity crisis. We have become a 

fourth emergency service.’

‘We can’t just keep doubling the amount 
of hardship support [vouchers for 

energy, food, beds, school uniforms] we 
are giving out every year, just to be in 

the same position at the end of it.’

North East school leader

North East food bank 

North East college leader

North East youth organisation

North East charity
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There were also four consistent themes 
that emerged throughout all of these 
conversations:

The vast amount of time, 
energy, capacity and resources 
now focussed on dealing with 
the impacts of poverty 

It was clear from all of our discussions for 
this research that there is a vast amount of 
valuable time, energy, capacity and 
resources in our region focussed every day 
on dealing with the impacts of poverty and 
hardship on a growing number of children, 
young people and families. This includes by 
organisations specifically set up to do this 
(such as food banks and baby banks); those 
whose work is being exacerbated by the 
impacts of life on a very low income 
(including social workers, health services, 
voluntary and community groups and local 
authorities); or those whose ability to focus 
on their ‘core’ business is being undermined 
or made more challenging by poverty (such 
as schools, colleges, youth provision and 
sports groups).

Beyond the immeasurable human costs 
of poverty for individual children and 
families, the costs of failing to tackle the 
underlying drivers of this issue are 
increasingly being borne by already 
overstretched organisations in our 
region, as we heard throughout the 
research for this project – whether the 
primary schools now washing and 
drying school uniforms for their pupils 
over the weekend, regularly buying 
children’s shoes from their budgets or 
providing extensive assistance to 
families through Family Support 
Workers; the colleges buying beds for 
their students, providing free toiletries or 
subsidising FSM funding so that young 
people can also access a free breakfast; 
the sports clubs making their shower 
facilities open access to families, so that 
they are able to get washed more than 
once a week; the Family Hubs providing 
free community meals; or the youth 
clubs that now offer free food at every 
activity to ease the burden on parents 
and carers and ensure young people are 
being fed. The mental health - indeed 
‘traumatic’ - impacts of dealing with 
rising levels of hardship on a daily basis 
for many organisations’ staff were 
frequently raised during our 
conversations.    

It also became apparent that the scale of hardship in our region is being masked, because much of this 
work is being undertaken by individual organisations, on their own initiative, using their own increasingly 
limited budgets – all of whom are clearly acutely aware of the resource and capacity they are now 
allocating to addressing the issue – but this is not generally being collectively measured or recorded 
anywhere across systems, or even within the same systems, either in the region or nationally.

1



‘There should be more of people like 
us…[group of parents attending the session] 

because we’re all very similar, and we all 
really like to try and help bring the community 
together or even just help someone else’s 
day feel that tiny little bit better. Because 

we’ve all been through s**t. We’ve all had some 
sort of trauma or issues. We’ve all had things 

happen to us. But if we can help one person,
 I think that’s good enough for me.’

‘I feel like I’m put in a position where I’m 
making a decision about people’s lives…if I 

don’t help them, sooner or later someone 
[in social services] is going to pick up on it, 
so I’m going to have to act because they’ve 

got no bedding, they’ve got no heating, 
they’ve got no lights, they’re living in a 

house that’s freezing….People will message 
you and say ‘my kids have got nothing to eat’, 

or ‘I’ve got no heating’.

‘We’ve all got problems, but we all 
understand each other so we all get 
along. Anyone’s welcome to come (to 

community-based food bank) and there’s 
always someone there to help them. We 

just try because we know how hard 
things are.’

‘I try and volunteer and help as much as I 
can because I’d hate to think of anyone 

being stuck in the position I was in a 
couple of years ago (heavily in debt), and 
not know where to go, or who to go to 

ask for help or advice.’ 

North East mum

North East mum

North East mum

North East mum
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The extent to which parents and carers 
affected by poverty are supporting 
their communities 

It is evident that a further hidden layer of activity to 
tackle the impacts of poverty takes place day in and day 
out across our region, by groups of incredibly resilient 
and resourceful (usually) women who are working hard 
to improve their communities and make life better for 
their friends and neighbours. They are an enormous 
asset to our region, and we need to do much more 
to recognise the volume and value of this largely unpaid 
labour (which is often providing a significant saving to 
national or local government), and support them to 
maximise their skills.

Through the listening sessions we held for this research, 
we heard about parents and carers - themselves in 
often incredibly challenging financial circumstances - 
establishing food banks, organising toy swaps for 
Christmas presents, setting up their own holiday 
provision, cooking for neighbours whose electricity has 
been cut off, sourcing community venues to hold free 
coffee mornings, regularly feeding neighbours’ children, 
raising funds to organise free day trips, delivering food 
parcels, running school uniform banks and even 
establishing their own charities. 

Whilst providing invaluable support to local communities, 
this again is very likely masking the scale of hardship 
being experienced by families across the North East 
for the reasons set out above.

2



‘I feel very restricted and held back 
due to circumstances which are all 

outside of my control. Having a sense of 
control over your life is important and I 
feel the system takes that away from 

single parents massively.’ 

‘It is degrading. I hate going in to the 
job centre. You are tarred with a brush, 

and every time I go in, I have to tell 
them ‘I do work. I am working,’ because 
it’s almost like if you’re not working 
you’re something on the bottom of 

their shoe. And the people who aren’t 
working have reasons why they’re not.’ 

‘I had a text message at 9 o’clock at night on Monday 
telling me I’ve got an appointment at the job centre 
today (Wednesday) at ten to 4 during school run time 

when I have three children to pick up from three 
different places, which they know. It’s an appointment 
with my Work Coach…even though I don’t have to work 
until my youngest child is 3…and I do work! I’ve asked 
for telephone appointments because it would be so 

much easier. And I’ve been down three times now – 
twice in the summer holidays – when, in the time I’ve 
travelled from my house with my kids to the job 

centre, they’ve cancelled my appointment.’

‘It feels like you’ve got to be at rock bottom, 
and really at breaking point, before they’ll step 
in. They’ll give you a sanction and then you get to 
breaking point. And then they’ll say, ‘OK we’ll take 

away your sanction and we’ll give you a warning 
instead.’ And this happens in front of your kids, 

which causes more anxiety and affects your home 
life. It’s really debilitating and degrading.’  

North East mum

North East mum

North East mum

North East parent
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The way in which families on low incomes 
can be treated by ‘the system’, 
and the lack of understanding 
for people’s circumstances 

Despite the immense amount of work taking place 
across our region to support low income children 
and families, including by Government agencies, 
a clear message from our conversations with parents 
and carers was the lack of dignity, respect and 
understanding for their circumstances with which they 
feel they can often be treated by services they access 
or ‘the system’ - this was most particularly the case for 
agencies they have little choice but to engage with. 

However, enormous value was placed by every parent 
and carer we spoke with on the trusted local spaces 
and community-based (usually VCS) services they 
accessed - whom they felt should get much more 
recognition and support, and be funded on a much 
more sustainable basis. 

3



‘I use [name of community centre] quite a 
lot. We go there on a Thursday and I’m a 
volunteer there as well. We’re able to 

have something to eat there. And [name of 
worker] goes to Feeding Families and 
collects boxes of food and I help 

distribute them.’

‘I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for 
[name of community project].’

‘It’s not easy to raise kids now. It 
really does take a village to raise your 
kids, but the whole village isn’t really 
working together at the moment. The 
independent community places like this 
[community café] are, but we really need 
to get Government to take some of the 

barriers away for people.’

‘Being a stay-at-home parent, especially if 
you’re on your own, is isolating. And if you can’t 

access groups like this and community 
support, then you’re on a slippery slope to a 
bad place – which affects your children and 
makes it even harder to get back into work.’

‘I’m part of [name of] community centre, 
which has been a massive thing for me. It 
gives me somewhere to go, and I’m part 

of a volunteer group.’

‘We have some amazing places locally that 
provide incredible support. They are a lifeline 
for families, but they get no recognition, no 
guarantee of funding. They spend all their 

time having to prove what they’re doing, but 
the Government doesn’t have to prove 

anything. The threat of that support being 
taken away is really worrying.’ 

North East mum

North East mum

North East parent

North East mum

North East mum

North East parent
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‘After a while you do become so 
disillusioned and trapped [by poverty] 
that it does affect your self-esteem 
and…even your will to live. The only way 
I can see out of this is once the kids 
are grown up, in reality. It’s difficult 

to stay focussed when you are against 
so many odds.’

North East single mum
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A collective agreement that 
tackling child poverty must be 
a regional priority

And it was an almost universal message 
from all of the conversations we held for 
this research that we must make tackling 
child poverty a strategic regional priority - 
and that we need to move away from crisis 
and charitable responses to hardship and 
deprivation, which (whilst playing a hugely 
important role in supporting families now) 
are in danger of becoming a 
fully-entrenched part of life in our region. 
There was significant agreement that 
children, young people and families in the 
North East deserve better, and that current 
levels of poverty are holding the whole of 
our region back.

It was also recognised that working on this 
issue more strategically, by refocussing 
energy and resources on tackling the 
underlying drivers of child poverty - whilst 
also still having to do ‘the crisis stuff’ 
- is incredibly challenging, with often 
increasingly limited resources available at 
a local level and an unsustainable reliance 
on goodwill. 

Building a sense of hope that 
things can and will get better 
- for organisations, parents 
and carers and young people 
alike - is profoundly important. 

This will therefore require a pooling of 
resources and information-sharing at a 
regional, or combined authority, level and 
co-ordination of efforts - with all pulling 
together towards the same collective vision 
to maximise impact. 

People and organisations of all sizes and 
across sectors are incredibly willing and able 
to shape and be part of this work, including 
many of the parents, carers and young 
people we spoke with who want a 
meaningful seat at this table - and their skills, 
expertise and contributions equally valued. 
If solutions to poverty are to be appropriate 
and work, they need the active input and 
involvement of those they are intended to 
support.

4
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We have so far explored the 
evidence on the extent and depth 
of poverty for children growing up 
in the North East; the key drivers of 
higher child poverty rates in our 
region; the scale of inequality that 
exists within this part of the country; 
and some of the significant impacts 
of poverty (both immediate and 
longer-term) for North East children 
and families – all of which came up 
repeatedly in our conversations with 
young people, parents and carers, 
and the wide variety of organisations 
we spoke with for this research.

In the next section, we will set out a blueprint 
for what an ambitious programme of 
co-ordinated, cross-sector, regional action 
to tackle this defining challenge for the North 
East could look like based on this evidence 
and our extensive conversations for this 
research. In doing so, we recognise that 
resources (including time) remain inadequate 
and limited (not least after over a decade of 
punitive funding cuts, rising cost pressures 
and levels of need) – even with the additional 
funding that devolution, and expanded 
devolution, brings. 

It is therefore important for local and 
regional policymakers to understand 
which babies, children and young people 
in our region are more likely to be in 
poverty - and in many cases much more 
likely to be in poverty - than others, and 
that the inequalities that exist for children 
in our region are not based on geography 
alone.

This is not about putting children and 
families into ‘boxes’, nor indeed advocating 
for a ‘tick-box’ approach to the design and 
delivery of policy. Neither do we suggest 
that children and families that do not fall 
into certain groups or family types are not 
in need of assistance. It is, however, vital 
we ensure that our collective efforts and 
limited resources are focussed on 
achieving the most possible impact, 
by delivering more for the children and 
families likely to be in most need of 
support – an approach which will of 
course benefit the whole of our region, 
both socially and economically. This is 
akin to the concept of ‘proportionate 
universalism’ first set out over a decade 
ago by The Marmot Review, which urged 
that action to tackle [health] inequalities 
be taken ‘with a scale and intensity that 
is proportionate to the level of 
disadvantage.’75

Approaches in the devolved nations

There has been no national child poverty strategy encompassing England since 2017, 

as the UK Government’s Child Poverty Strategy 2014-17 was not renewed or replaced 

after this period. When published, this strategy stated that ‘the Government remains firmly 

committed to the goal of ending child poverty in the UK by 2020’a - a goal that was enshrined 

in legislation by the Child Poverty Act 2010, passed at the time with cross-party support, 

but effectively abolished by the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016.

However, national poverty strategies have continued to exist in other parts of the UK 

- most notably in Scotland (with the Scottish Government now implementing its second 

Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan, for the period 2022-2026)b and Wales (the Welsh 

Government’s updated Child Poverty Strategy for Wales was published in January 2024)c. 

The Northern Ireland Child Poverty Strategy, which expired in 2022, has not been replaced 

in the absence of a Northern Ireland Executived.

All three of these strategies have recognised that children in certain groups of families are 

more likely to experience poverty or disadvantage, whilst both iterations of the Scottish 

Government’s Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plans have gone further and identified what 

are described as ‘six priority family types at greatest risk of poverty’, focussing its efforts to 

ensure that ‘actions make the difference needed’. Several of these ‘family types’ overlap 

with what we set out for the North East.

a HM Government (2014) Child Poverty Strategy 2014-17: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7dd383e5274a5eb14e76c6/Child_poverty_strategy.pdf

b Scottish Government (2022) Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan 2022-2026: 
https://www.gov.scot/news/tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-26/ 

c Welsh Government (2024) Child Poverty Strategy for Wales 2024: 
https://www.gov.wales/child-poverty-strategy-wales-2024-html

d Northern Ireland Executive (2016) Child Poverty Strategy: 
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/child-poverty-strategy 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7dd383e5274a5eb14e76c6/Child_poverty_strategy.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/news/tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-26/
https://www.gov.wales/child-poverty-strategy-wales-2024-html
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/child-poverty-strategy


ix Unless cited otherwise, all of the information set out in this section is based on NECPC analysis of data from the Department for Work and Pensions’ Households Below 
Average Income (HBAI) dataset available via: https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/. We have used a multi-year average to ensure our estimates are as robust as possible (a two-year 
average for the years 2019/20 and 2021/22 due to data collection issues during the Covid-19 pandemic). It is only possible to break down this information to a regional level.
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We have therefore drawn upon our 
evidence base, what we know about 
the demographics of our region, and 
the conversations we have held as 
part of this research - alongside new 
NECPC analysis of the children most 
likely to be in poverty in the North 
East on the latest available data - 
to propose a number of ‘groups’ of 
families or children and young people 
on whom we believe collective, 
regional efforts to reduce, prevent 
and mitigate child poverty should be 
focussed for maximum impact.ix  

They are not listed in any order of 
‘priority’, not least because - as is 
clear from the figures set out in this 
section - many babies, children and 
young people will of course fall into 
more than one, if not several, of these 
groups. It is important to consider 
how these intersect with, or can 
compound, each other. 
Unsurprisingly, there is also close 
alignment with the groups of families 
identified earlier in this report as likely 
to be ‘work-constrained’ - that is, 
families that face at least one 
significant barrier to work or taking 
on extra work.

Families with children aged under-5

Experiencing poverty at the very start of life and in early childhood – a child’s most formative years – can be particularly damaging, resulting in early disadvantages 
‘which can go on to affect children’s cognitive skills and their physical, social and emotional development throughout childhood and adulthood.’76  It is therefore 
deeply concerning that 45% of children living in families with an under-5 across the North East were growing up in poverty in the years 2019-22 - this is the 
highest rate of any UK nation or region (and compares with a UK average of 34%). Indeed, we estimate that - of all the babies, children and young people 
growing up in poverty in our region - 56% were in families with an under 5-year-old. Again, this is far higher than the proportion across the UK, which stands at 
48% of all children in poverty. This cannot be explained by the region having a higher proportion of children living in a household with an under-5, as the North East 
rate (43%) is the same as the UK average.

Single parent families

Across all parts of the country, children in single parent families are more likely to be living in poverty than those in couple parent families, including those in work, 
as they are ‘by definition single-earner households, and therefore have less scope to increase their income by increasing their working hours.’77 Around 46% of 
children living in a single parent household in the North East were in poverty in 2019-2278 - this is slightly higher than the UK average of 44%, and compares 
with 31% of children in couple families in the North East and 25% of children in couple families nationally. Thus the risk of being in poverty in a single parent family 
compared to a couple family is somewhat smaller in the North East than across the UK, however, the overall rate is still very significant – and this is important as our 
region has the second highest proportion of children living in a single parent household of anywhere in the UK at 29% of children (compared with the national 
average of 23%). We estimate that – of all the babies, children and young people growing up in poverty across the North East – 38% are living in single 
parent families. Across the country, around 90% of single parents are women.79

Families where someone has a disability

Across the UK, poverty rates are higher for disabled people (both adults and children) than for non-disabled people, and for those who live in a household with a 
disabled adult or child - and they are especially high in families where there are both disabled adults and children.80 In the North East, 46% of children living in a 
household where someone (adult or child) has a disability were in poverty in 2019-22 (the rate is 36% nationally) – and 40% of children living in a family 
with a disabled child were in poverty over the same period (compared with 35% across the UK). Again, this is particularly important for our region, as the North 
East now has the UK’s highest proportion of children living in a family where someone has a disability at 42% (compared with a UK average of 35%), and the second 
highest proportion of children living in a family with a disabled child, at 22% (the UK average is 17%). We estimate that - of all the babies, children and young 
people growing up in poverty in across the North East – 56% are living in a household where someone has a disability (compared with 42% nationally), 
and 25% are in a family where a child has a disability (the rate is 20% across the UK).

https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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Minority ethnic families, including asylum-seeking families

Across the country, poverty rates are notably higher for children from minority ethnic families than those from families where the head of the household is White - with 48% of children from 
Black and minority ethnic groups living below the poverty line compared with 25% of White children across the country. Whilst Census 2021 data indicates the North East remains the least 
ethnically diverse part of England (with 90.6% of the population identifying as White: English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish or British - compared with 74.4% across England and Wales),81 
almost two thirds (64%) of the children from minority ethnic groups in the region were estimated to be in poverty in 2019-22 - the highest rate of anywhere in the country for 
children in this group - compared with 33% of White children in the North East.82 Indeed, we estimate that - of all the babies, children and young people growing up in poverty across 
our region - around 13% are children from minority ethnic families, and it is evident that the two North East local authority areas that are - by some margin - the most ethnically diverse 
(Middlesbrough and Newcastle) also have the very highest child poverty rates in the North East.83 The need to better support children from asylum-seeking families and the communities in 
which they live was also repeatedly raised during our conversations for this research, particularly given the North East has welcomed one of the highest numbers of asylum seekers per 
10,000 population of anywhere in the UK, with rates being highest in Newcastle, Middlesbrough, Hartlepool, Gateshead, Stockton and South Tyneside.84

Families with 3 or more children

Across the UK, the poverty rate is higher for children in ‘larger families’ - that is, those with three or more children - with 42% of children in a larger family growing up in poverty, which is 
predicted to rise nationally to 51% by 2028/29.85 We estimate that this rate is already notably higher in the North East, with more than half (57%) of children living in a larger family in our 
region growing up in poverty in 2019-22. A significant driver of this is the ‘two-child limit’ policy introduced by the Government in April 2017 for Universal Credit and Child Tax Credits, which 
- on the latest available data - impacts around one in ten children nationally, rising to one in eight children across the North East.86 And - of all the babies, children and young people 
growing up in poverty in our region - half (50%) are in larger families (compared with 47% across the UK). These variations cannot be explained by the North East having a higher 
proportion of all children living in a larger family, as the North East rate (31%) is the same as the UK average.

Families in rented homes

Across the country, there is a link between the type of housing people live in and poverty rates.87 This is also the case for families with children in the North East - with more than half (53%) 
of children living in rented homes in our region growing up in poverty in 2019-22. This breaks down to 50% of all North East children living in social housing (the rate is 53% across the 
country), and 56% of all children in the private rented sector (48% across the UK). It also compares with 17% of children in the North East in owner occupied homes (this rate is 14% nationally). 
Indeed, we estimate that of all the babies, children and young people living in poverty across our region – just over three quarters (76%) are living in rented accommodation: 
42% in socially-rented homes and 34% in the private rented sector. This higher proportion of children living in social housing is accounted for by the fact that 29.2% of all children in our region 
live in this type of home (the highest share of anywhere in the UK), which - combined with 21.4% of North East children living in the private rented sector - means our region has the highest 
proportion of all children living in rented accommodation (50.6%) of anywhere in the UK, outside London.
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Out-of-work families

We know that - whilst the large majority of children living in poverty across the North East are from working families (with at least one parent or carer in work) - the risk of poverty for children in 
out of work households remains much higher than for children in our region from working families, with 64% all children in the North East from a family where no adult was in paid 
employment living in poverty in 2019-22 (compared with 27% for those from a family in work). And, of all the babies, children and young people growing up in poverty in the North East, 
one third (33%) are in out of work households (compared with 29% across the country). As set out earlier in this report, the North East has the country’s highest proportion of children living in 
both ‘workless’ (15.2%) and ‘long-term workless’ (13.5%) households, the drivers of which are also explored throughout this research.

Families with younger parents

Previous research has highlighted the higher risk of poverty for children with a younger parent (aged under 25), with 52% of young children with a younger parent estimated to be in poverty 
across the UK just before the Covid-19 pandemic.92 As we have highlighted in previous research,93 this is unsurprising given analysis finding that people in this age group are two and half 
times more likely to be in ‘severely insecure work’ than those in the middle of their working lives (43% of 16-24 year olds, compared to 17% of 25-65 year olds);94 they receive 20% less in the 
standard allowance of Universal Credit than those aged over 25 (this even applies to care leavers, despite being ‘expected to be financially independent from the age of 18’)95; and they are 
entitled to a lower National Minimum/Living Wage rate if they are aged under 23 (falling to 21 from April 2024). Whilst the North East has had a higher proportion than the national average of 
children with younger parents for the whole of the decade prior to 2021/22, it appears that this gap has closed such that, in both the North East and across the UK, around 3% of children were 
living in a family with a parent under the age of 25 on the latest available data.96

Care-experienced young people, and children and young people in kinship families

A concern consistently raised throughout our conversations for this research was the need to better support care-experienced young people in the North East, and children and young people in 
kinship families, across all aspects of their lives. Whilst nationally there is a lack of official data on poverty levels for care-experienced young people (18-25), the Association for Young People’s 
Health (AYPH) has highlighted the inequalities and barriers they can face, including in relation to their financial circumstances, housing, education and training, employment, health and access to 
services.88 In addition, the national charity Kinship explains that ‘kinship care and experiences of poverty are inextricably linked. Kinship families are more likely to live in deprived areas…kinship 
carers are more likely to have lower incomes than any other group raising children, and kinship households are more likely to include people who are economically inactive and to be deprived 
across all measures: employment, education, health and disability, and housing.’89  

This is of particular relevance to the North East, as the most recent available data shows we have the highest proportion of looked after children of any English region, at 113 per 10,000 
children (compared with 74 per 10,000 across England). Rates are highest in the NEMCA area in Gateshead (134 per 10,000), Newcastle (108), County Durham (107) and South Tyneside (104). In 
the TVCA area, all five local authorities are in the twenty areas with the highest rates of looked after children in England: Hartlepool (160 per 10,000), Middlesbrough (150), Redcar & Cleveland 
(147), Darlington (144) and Stockton (131).90 And Census 2021 data indicates that the North East has the highest proportion of kinship care households of any English region, with 2.3% of all 
households with children aged 0-17 in the North East containing kinship care arrangements (compared with 1.5% across England). Indeed, six of the ten local authorities in England with the 
highest proportions of households containing kinship care arrangements are in our region – Hartlepool (3.2%), Middlesbrough (3.1%), Redcar and Cleveland (3%), Sunderland (2.8%), Stockton (2.6%) 
and South Tyneside (2.4%). Across the NEMCA area, we have been able to estimate that 2.2% of all households with children aged 0-17 have kinship care arrangements, and this rises to 2.8% 
across the TVCA area.91



‘We just have to use 
devolution as an 

opportunity to shift the 
dial on this issue.’

‘It’s the definition of insanity – 
doing the same thing over and over 

again, and expecting different 
results. We have to transform and 
revolutionise our offer to these 
bairns and their families, otherwise 
we’re never going to see a change.’

‘[Much of the work being done at a local 
level] is really great, but it is remedial – 

and sometimes barely remedial, if we’re 
being brutally honest. They are an 

important lifeline, a really important 
backstop. But they’re not going to solve 

the problem – and the real levers for 
solving the problem lay outside of one 

local authority’s capabilities.’

‘It’s not about throwing out all of 
the things we are doing…but…we’re 
still not really getting anywhere. 

Nothing is changing. The numbers keep 
going up. What on earth can we do that 

will at least try to make some 
significant difference?’

North East local authority officer

North East education leader

North East public health officer

North East local authority officer
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Having explored the evidence base 
on child poverty and its main 
structural drivers in the North East - 
and which groups of children and 
families in our region are most likely 
to be impacted by poverty and 
disadvantage - we now set out a 
blueprint for what a programme of 
co-ordinated, cross-sector regional 
action - or ‘public health approach’ - 
to tackle this challenge could look 
like, based on our findings from this 
research.

We have identified four strategic priorities 
this work should encompass, setting out 
within them a series of complementary, 
actionable recommendations - several of 
which build upon the enormous amount of 
activity to tackle poverty that is already taking 
place, at different levels and in different parts 
of the North East, including by many of our 
local authorities. Whilst ambitious - with 
relentlessly-focused leadership, vision and 
determination - we believe this proposed 
programme of activity is achievable, 
drawing upon our combined commitment, 
capacity and resources as a region. 

Crucially, this work needs to be properly 
resourced - it cannot, as too often is the case 
with anti-poverty activity or programmes - 
rely on a very small number of 
highly-dedicated and overstretched 
individuals, given the overlapping nature of 
much of this work, the level of co-ordination 
this will require, and the scale of the 
challenge in front of us.

Many of these recommendations will 
therefore require our combined authorities 
to creatively pool their resources, 
information and expertise with those of 
other key anchor institutions in the region, 
such as local authorities, NHS organisations, 
housing providers, universities, schools and 
colleges, and other major employers - as well 
as with those of funders and social investors 
in the North East. Other recommendations 
apply to several organisations’ roles as 
employers, service providers, procurers 
and commissioners - and how these should 
be collectively marshalled to support this 
work.

It is certainly the case that some of what we 
set out could and should be done at a 
national level - but we should be bold enough 
to pioneer it here not only for the benefit of 
our region, but also so that we can provide the 
evidence base for ‘what works’ to support 
future national implementation.

Much of this work is also undoubtedly 
complex - and only some of the 
recommendations we set out will produce the 
‘quick wins’ we all want to see. Others will take 
time, patience, the building of relationships 
and a laser focus on implementation that - 
whilst regionally co-ordinated and funded - 
should be delivered bespoke to local areas’ 
needs.

We also need to be brave and acknowledge 
that some of these proposals may not work or 
produce the outcomes we hoped for - but we 
have to be prepared to ‘fail’ sometimes in 
order to identify what works, or works best. 
Ongoing evaluation, refining and adaption of 
this work - underpinned by robust, 
cross-sector governance - is therefore 
absolutely key, with the views of low income 
children, young people and families centred 
in how it is designed, delivered and its 
success is measured.  It is clear that 
qualitative research is as important as the 
statistics and figures in understanding 
whether we have made a difference to 
people’s lives.

Our combined authorities and regional 
partners should also work together to decide 
what the ‘targets’ and timelines for measuring 
the outcomes of this work should be - 
recognising the central role that national 
policy plays in the headline child poverty rates 
and other measures of inequality for our 
region. However, we must at least set 
ourselves the ambition that - through our joint 
efforts - we can bring levels of poverty and 
disadvantage for babies, children and young 
people across the North East much closer to 
the national average, having targeted our 
combined resources in a way that seeks 
to maximise their impact.



‘Reducing hardship for families is 
absolutely key, and would have 

both immediate and long-term impact. 
We have to take the pressure off 
households now, so that they and 
their children can see and access 
opportunities – and can dream big 

about their futures.’ 

‘We must do what we can to bring 
some sense of stability to people’s 
lives, before we can enable them to 

plan for the future.’

North East local authority officer

North East local authority officer
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Money matters, and there is strong 
evidence which shows that when 
parents in poverty experience an 
increase in income, they spend it on 
their children and things that will 
achieve better outcomes for them,97 
including before birth.98

There is also growing evidence that very low, 
inadequate income can itself act as a barrier 
to employment, adding to the challenges 
people face and making it harder for them
to get into work  - with one of the 
community-based organisations we spoke 
with for this research emphasising that 
poverty itself is one the single biggest barriers 
to growth our region faces.

It is clear from the 
information set out in this 
report, and from our extensive 
and ongoing conversations with 
young people, parents, carers 
and organisations across the 
region, that we must pull 
every lever available to us - 
together - to maximise family 
incomes as an immediate priority. 

This will not, on its own, lift substantial numbers of children out of poverty in the North East, not least given how inadequate recent research shows our 
national social security safety net has become.100 We know that there will be many families receiving their full entitlements, and still struggling to make 
ends meet. It is, however, imperative that we do what we can to reduce the significant levels of hardship and depth of poverty being experienced across 
our region - which would have immediate and longer-term benefits, both for individual children and families and for local economies. This work should 
be shaped in partnership with appropriately recompensed parents and carers on low income - ‘Experts by Experience’101 - alongside community-based 
organisations, and should incorporate:

Proactive, combined authority-wide take-up campaigns

We must ensure that everyone in the North East is aware of, and supported to receive, what they are entitled to. Policy in Practice has previously 
calculated that, across the UK, the annual value of unclaimed means-tested support, and social tariffs (for utilities like broadband and water), 
is around £19 billion.102 An additional estimate of the value of unclaimed Attendance Allowance brings this national figure up to £24 billion per year.103 
Facilitated by Karbon Homes, we asked Policy in Practice to produce calculations of what the value of unclaimed support looks like across our region.

Policy in Practice finds that: 

the total estimated value of unclaimed income-related benefits and social tariffs in our region 
is a staggering £1.33 billion a year – which breaks down to around £986 million per year across 
the NEMCA area, and an estimated £339 million in Tees Valley.  

Further breakdowns of these amounts across each area are available in a paper we have published with Policy in Practice to sit alongside this report. 
It is important to note that ‘the total amount of unclaimed support in the North East is likely to be considerably higher…because [this calculation] 
excludes a number of other discretionary support schemes and disability benefits’ (for which it is not possible to make defensible estimates).104   

And whilst this new analysis finds the North East has a much higher take-up rate of water social tariffs (47%, compared to 17% nationally) with 
Northumbrian Water making proactive use of data to promote this support, this could clearly be improved alongside take-up of other social tariffs, 
for example for energy companies and mobile phone contracts. Of particular concern, given our region’s higher levels of digital exclusion105 and 
the fundamental role that digital inclusion now plays in being able to access services, education and fully participate in society, is the Policy in Practice 
estimate that more than £36 million a year in broadband social tariffs is unclaimed annually across the North East.
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Co-ordinated by our combined authorities, organisations 
across the region should pool resources to deliver 
ambitious, proactive take-up campaigns - to ensure people 
are aware of what they are entitled to (including social 
tariffs); are actively contacted, encouraged and supported 
to apply; and to remove any stigma from doing so. 

Securing just a fraction of this estimated value of unclaimed benefits and social tariffs 
would put a significant amount of much-needed additional support into low income 
families’ pockets across the North East - and would increase the money available within 
our region to spend with local businesses and shops.

This work should focus - wherever possible - on the groups of families, children and 
young people we have identified in this report as being more likely to experience 
poverty and disadvantage in the North East. It should seek to learn from successful 
existing work in the region to drive up take-up rates (for example, for the Healthy Start 
scheme for pregnant women and families with young children - which now has a 
take-up rate of 80% across the region, peaking at 87% in Hartlepool106 - or the Social 
Navigators scheme in South Tyneside).107 And this work should be underpinned by 
qualitative research to better understand the potentially different reasons for non-take 
up in different parts of our region.
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Expanding the reach of income maximisation – and making it the norm

Extensive work is already taking place across the region, through local authorities, housing providers, voluntary and community organisations, 
faith groups and others, to provide welfare rights, income maximisation and debt advice to North East families - but, given the scale of the 
estimated underclaim of support, levels of hardship being experienced and the gateway to other forms of support it can provide, investment in 
this work should be ramped up and its reach must be significantly expanded into our region’s communities. We heard throughout our research 
that - usually as a result of budgetary and staffing pressures - this type of support can too often involve families being ‘signposted’ (with no 
guarantee there is anything at the end of the signpost), repeated referrals, needing to pay to travel to access face-to-face advice, being directed 
to a website or given a telephone number to call (which is not always answered).

To avoid duplication, 

combined authorities, in partnership with local authorities and other advice providers, 
should map the extent of face-to-face ‘advice deserts’ across their areas, commit additional 
investment to fill these gaps – and then co-ordinate and pool resources with those of other 
organisations across the region, to make it the norm for low income families to be able 
to access income maximisation and (very importantly) debt advice, face-to-face, 
and in trusted spaces within their communities.

Crucially, this must also include additional resources for organisations - often small community groups - who support families through 
the process of challenging incorrect decisions about their entitlements.

Bringing this support closer to parents and carers is already happening in our region through the North of Tyne Combined Authority’s Child 
Poverty Prevention Programme, which has funded this type of work being provided in or through schools across Northumberland, Newcastle 
and North Tyneside.108 It is also taking place in schools through a National Lottery Community Fund-supported project being delivered jointly by 
local Citizens Advice offices in Newcastle, South Tyneside, Stockton and Middlesbrough. And there are several examples of the success of this 
type of work in other parts of the country, notably the Financial Inclusion Support Officer in Schools (FISO) project in Glasgow (funded by 
Glasgow City Council),109 Greater Manchester Poverty Action’s Money Matters scheme (funded by Kellogg’s),110 and work delivered by Child 
Poverty Action Group in London (commissioned by the Greater London Authority).111

This work should be significantly expanded through schools across our region - working in close partnership with other forms of 
school-based support such as school nurses and family support workers (and - very importantly - in a way that lifts, not adds to, pressures on 
overstretched school staff) - and should become a regular feature in other trusted local places that families frequently access, such as 
Family Hubs, early years settings, community centres, health facilities, Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme venues, or via ‘pop-ups’ in 
community spaces.



‘When you try and ring Citizens 
Advice, you can’t get through and it 
becomes a big effort. It’s easier to 
access when you know they’re going 
to be there at the school you’re 

going to anyway. It takes the 
stress away.’

‘It’s really important that 
schools aren’t left on their own 

to deal with all of this. [Being 
involved with the North of Tyne 

Child Poverty Prevention 
Programme] is the first time we’ve 

felt that we are working with 
people who are supporting us with 

all of this. That’s felt great.’

‘The job centres don’t really tell you 
about anything – unless you ask, and you 

know what to ask about.’
North of Tyne Poverty Truth Commission member 112 

Primary headteacher 

North East parent
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‘It’s hard to find out what 
support is available – you don’t find 

things out. You just don’t hear 
about a lot of things, unless it’s by 

word of mouth’.

‘We didn’t even know until recently that we were 
entitled to receive Universal Credit, so we’ve only 
just started claiming it which has helped us out 

massively…because this time last year we were in a 
really bad place. This time last year we were 

struggling to afford absolutely anything. If we’d 
known about it last year, things would have been a 
hell of a lot different for us – because my mental 

health severely dropped. The difference that’s 
made this year has been unbelievable.’ 

‘Nobody tells you about it [Universal 
Credit support towards childcare 

costs]. I just happened to be talking 
to a friend who had heard about it, and 
they asked me if I’d thought about it. 

I found out about it by chance.’

North East mum

North East parent, with partner in work 
(encouraged to apply by another parent)

North East mum
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This work should also 
explore how, with the right 
support and training, 
parents and carers can be 
actively involved in promoting
income maximisation

(alongside other family support services) 
to other parents, friends and neighbours given 
the experience of organisations undertaking 
this type of work in schools has been that 
‘word of mouth’ has been one of their most 
effective marketing tools. This would help to 
boost engagement with, and promote take-up 
in, under-served (or what are sometimes 
described as ‘hard to reach’) communities, 
whilst providing parents and carers with 
opportunities to gain new skills and experience 
- which they should then be supported to 
maximise as a route into paid, or better paid, 
employment. The Parent Champions 
programme, developed in 2007 by Coram 
Family and Childcare, provides a proven model 
through which this could take place - but is 
currently only operating in the North East in a 
recently-established scheme in Sunderland.113 
This could equally take place through 
well-embedded community-based networks 
in the region, such as the Wallsend Children’s 
Community in North Tyneside and the 
West End Children’s Community in Newcastle.
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Making better use of data 

In the absence of national Government using the data it already holds in order to automatically enrol eligible families for the support they are 
entitled to - for example, free school meals or the Healthy Start scheme - our combined authorities should co-ordinate and drive forward this 
type of proactive work within our region. 

The most recent available Government estimate (albeit not updated since 2012/13) suggests that, of the pupils and students that are eligible to 
receive means-tested free school meals (FSM), around one in ten are not registered for this support114 - which not only means that children and 
families are missing out, but also that their school does not receive the additional Pupil Premium funding that free school meal registration 
attracts. Based on this registration rate, it has previously been estimated that the combined cost to families and schools of under-registration 
in 2021/22 exceeded £23 million in the North East alone.115 Policy in Practice’s more recent estimate suggests this may exceed £35 million.116

Either way, it is clear that North East families and schools are missing out annually on tens of millions of pounds of support 
as a result of under-registration.

Our combined authorities should work with North East councils not already doing so 
to ensure the data they hold is used to implement a proactive FSM auto-enrolment, 
or auto-award, programme 

(from which families can opt out), along the lines pioneered by Sheffield City Council since 2016, which to date has registered an additional 
6,000+ children for free school meals and secured almost £4 million extra Pupil Premium funding for local schools. This work is now being 
successfully piloted and evaluated (primarily across Yorkshire and several London boroughs) as part of an action research project led by 
the FixOurFood project and the University of York.117

as we heard during our research for this project about the significant bureaucratic barriers that colleges can face in identifying and registering 
eligible students for free college meals, with very limited - if any - support provided to them for this process. Our combined and local authorities 
should also explore other forms of support for which existing, locally-held data could be used to drive improved take-up.

North East combined and local authorities should also ensure this work reaches students in further education
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Reducing costs and barriers to services for families

Low and inadequate incomes do not only limit families’ ability to afford household costs, they can also act as a significant barrier to being able 
to access, or fully engage in, essential services such as education and healthcare or to take part in cultural and leisure activities that are vital for 
people’s health, wellbeing and enrichment. Work to address this issue has been undertaken in our region and elsewhere for around a decade 
by the charity Children North East through their Poverty Proofing the School Day programme118, which has more recently been expanded to 
healthcare settings and cultural venues.119 

The Poverty Proofing model explores the - often inadvertent - barriers to access or inclusion for low income families, by speaking with children, 
young people, parents and carers, as well as an organisation’s staff, to understand what these barriers are, the impact they have, and to put a plan 
in place to break them down. This has been funded for schools in a number of parts of the region, for example by individual local authorities and 
through the North of Tyne Child Poverty Prevention Programme.

As part of a North East and North Cumbria Child Health and Wellbeing Network project (Tackling Inequalities for Children), Poverty Proofing has also 
been supported by several charitable funders across a number of healthcare settings (sexual health, general practice, paediatric diabetes, speech 
and language therapy, CAMHS, paediatric outpatient departments and dentists),120 as well as being implemented by several cultural organisations 
in the region, including the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, Tees Valley Museums, Northern Stage and The Glasshouse International Centre for 
Music (formerly Sage Gateshead).121 Durham County Council has also developed its own ‘Cutting the Cost of the School Day’ programme - which is 
being expanded into early years settings, recognising the particular impact of poverty for families with the youngest children.122

With the active encouragement of our combined authorities, all organisations across the region 
working with, or providing services and support to, children and families should commit to adopting 
this type of approach – to better understand the impacts of poverty and how costs and barriers 
to access can be reduced, with funding being made available by combined authorities and other anchor 
organisations to facilitate this work.



‘I got myself in the same position with Cash 
Generator – I took the kids’ [name of toy] in, as I had 

no gas and electric…I didn’t want to get a loan 
because I knew there’d be massive APR on it…and I only 

needed a few pounds, it’s not as though I needed a 
lot – I just needed to split it and put half on each, 
the gas and electric. What I didn’t realise was…I had 
to pay more money on top of what it was worth to 
get it back – and the next month I didn’t have that 

extra money. So, I had to pay £16.50 – which I did just 
about have – so I wouldn’t lose it. I was paying them 

to hold an item that’s mine, all because 
I needed some gas and electric.’

North East mum
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Using our collective purchasing power to ‘disrupt’ the status quo

Significant challenges require bold, collective action and often necessitate doing things differently.  Anchor organisations 
across the region have considerable purchasing power which - if co-ordinated by our combined authorities - could be 
collectively mobilised to ‘disrupt’ the status quo, in order to reduce some of the major costs families face.

This could include: improving access to a dignified choice of affordable, nutritious food in local areas - and particularly in 
what are known as ‘food deserts’ - through an expanded network of not-for-profit community shops and social 
supermarkets; as well as reducing the cost of food provided by all education institutions (from early years through to FE 
colleges) and thereby making this more affordable and/or expanding the food available beyond lunch; or bulk 
purchasing other high-cost items, such as school uniform.  

This would allow limited incomes to go further, whilst helping us move away from charitable, crisis responses to 
persistent low income, like food banks, which - although playing a critical role in supporting families in hardship now 
across the North East - are in danger of becoming a fully entrenched part of life in our region. If focussed on local 
suppliers providing decent work, it would also boost the regional economy and contribute to the overall goal of reducing 
poverty in the North East.

(‘the extra costs people on low incomes and in poverty pay for essential products and services’), which research indicates 
disproportionately impact households in the North East123 - and which can make being poor incredibly expensive - as well 
as exploring additional costs for North East families, such as higher energy standing charges in our region than in other 
parts of the country.124

We urge our combined authorities to work with other anchor institutions in the North East 
to explore how their collective purchasing power could be leveraged across systems 
for the benefit of local families.

Work should additionally be undertaken to explore how our combined authorities and partners 
can collectively address other Poverty Premiums faced by households in our region



‘Local people will ultimately judge 
the success of the Mayoral model 
on whether we can deal with low 

pay, in-work poverty and low 
productivity better than officials 

in Whitehall.’

‘People in work now make up one in four 
of our referrals. We used to support 
about two or three working families 
a month, now it’s over one hundred.’

Ben Houchen, Tees Valley Mayor 125 

North East baby bank
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x Becoming an accredited Living Wage employer requires organisations to commit to paying all directly employed staff the voluntary Living Wage, and to have a plan in place 
to ensure all regularly contracted staff (for example, those providing outsourced cleaning, security and catering services) will be paid the Living Wage within 2-3 years. 
Information on the number of North East Living Wage employers and pay uplifts provided by the Living Wage Foundation.

Making work a route out of poverty
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As already explored in this report - 
and despite it being the Government’s 
primary strategy for tackling child 
poverty - work is not providing the route 
out of hardship it should for thousands 
of families across the North East.

When more than one in five 
children across our region 
with all parents in work 
are living below the poverty line, 
something has gone badly wrong. 
We must work together 
to put it right.
 
A recurring theme from the conversations we have 
held across the region is the significant increase in 
working families turning to charity or community 
groups for support, often to provide what are basic 
essentials for their children. Much of this has 
undoubtedly been a result of the huge increases 
we have seen in the cost of household goods in 
recent years, but it also points to an underlying lack 
of financial resilience for large numbers of North 
East families following years of endemic low pay 
and the erosion of in-work support - which, as set 
out earlier, means that seven in ten children across 
our region are living in families with zero or little 
savings to shield them from economic shocks.

And - whilst we have a higher proportion of children living in families for whom work may not be possible longer-term - we must ensure that we better 
support those parents and carers who (either now or in the future) want to move into employment or gain better work that is both fairly paid, secure, 
with pathways for progression, and fits around the responsibilities of family life. Until we do so, our region’s economy will continue to miss out on a 
huge, incredibly resourceful, talent pool and the North East is not going to achieve its collective potential. 

Tackling these issues must be a relentless focus for our combined authorities, working closely with other anchor institutions, and employers of all sizes 
across the region. Again, this work should be shaped in partnership with appropriately recompensed ‘Experts by Experience’, and should incorporate:

Making the North East and Tees Valley combined authority areas Living Wage Places

Committing to pay all directly-employed - and regularly contracted - staff the voluntary Living Wage is one of the single most meaningful steps 
any employer can take to tackle the structural causes of high rates of child poverty in our region, and thereby improve the living standards and life 
chances of children growing up across the North East. Well-intentioned strategies to tackle poverty, reduce inequalities and create ‘inclusive 
economies’, on their own, are not enough.

Extensive advocacy has taken place in our region to grow the Living Wage - a rate independently calculated annually by the Resolution Foundation, 
providing ‘a benchmark for employers that voluntarily commit to go further than paying government-set minimum wages, ensuring their staff earn 
a wage they can live on’.126 Led by Tyne and Wear Citizens since they were founded as a local chapter of Citizens UK in 2015, this work has seen the 
number of North East accredited Living Wage employers quadrupling in that time to almost 300, resulting in 10,500 employees receiving an uplift 
to the voluntary Living Wage rate.x

Notable accreditations in recent years include Sunderland City Council and Newcastle City Council (the only accredited Living Wage local authorities 
in the region); Newcastle University and the University of Sunderland (the only universities); Newcastle United (the only football club); Baltic Centre 
for Contemporary Art and Tyneside Cinema (two of six accredited arts organisations in the North East); Newcastle College Group and Derwentside 
College (the only colleges); and the Newcastle Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust – joining Cumbria, Northumberland, Tyne and Wear NHS Foundation 
Trust to make just two NHS Trusts accredited as Living Wage employers across the whole of the North East.



‘We did a very quick snapshot 
of low pay in our area – just one in 
16 people we spoke to were earning 

the real Living Wage 
and only by 10p an hour.’

‘I went back to work when my daughter was 
seven months old, and I was having to work 

two jobs just to get by 
- and my partner was working 60-hour weeks.’

North East food bank

North East mum
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These have all been big ‘wins’ - both for their lowest paid staff and of course for organisations 
themselves, given the research on the benefits of paying the Living Wage for employers127 - but, 
unacceptably, one in seven jobs across our region are still paid below the real Living Wage rate.128 
Stepping up the growth of the Living Wage in the North East must therefore be a priority, not 
least because it would also provide a significant economic boost – with previously published 
research undertaken by the Smith Institute for the Living Wage Foundation estimating (in 2022) 
that, if just a quarter of people paid below the real Living Wage in our region were uplifted 
to this rate, the increase in wages, productivity and spending would put an additional £75 
million back into the North East economy.129 

 
Alongside other public sector (and publicly-funded) anchor 
institutions in the region, both the new North East and existing 
Tees Valley combined authorities must lead the way on low pay 
- by accrediting as Living Wage employers, and then committing to 
work relentlessly with other local employers and civil society 
to make the NEMCA and TVCA areas Living Wage Places.

Organisations in different sectors across Sunderland and Newcastle are already working hard 
on this agenda, with the former achieving ‘Living Wage City’ status in 2022,130 and Newcastle 
committed to achieving this.131 Our evidence clearly indicates how important and urgent it is we 
expand the reach of this work across the region – but unless we set ourselves this ambitious goal 
and develop a concrete plan together to make it happen, we will never eradicate inadequate 
levels of pay in the North East.



‘We should all be better off for going to 
work – physically, mentally and financially – but 

because we’re so stressed out about just 
keeping our kids alive each day, it’s impossible 
to juggle it all. Work sometimes feels like 

the last thing you want to do, because most 
of it isn’t supportive, it’s not flexible around 

your children, and it doesn’t pay enough for 
you to get by.’   

North East mum
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Strengthening and expanding the reach of ‘good work’ commitments

There are various descriptions of what constitutes ‘good work’, but - as the Local Government Association explains - the most commonly 
identified features include pay, working conditions, progression, work life balance and employee voice.132 As evidenced in the Work Foundation 
analysis discussed earlier in this report, ‘good work’ is not the experience of a large proportion of those in paid employment across our region, 
which can be particularly corrosive for family life.

Several members of the North East Chamber of Commerce have recently set out what they are doing to promote inclusive employment for 
our region, and the benefits of this for organisations and staff alike.133 Alongside a number of mayoral combined authorities across England, 
the existing North of Tyne Combined Authority has also established a ‘Good Work Pledge’, explaining that ‘if more people had access to work 
that’s reliable, pays a decent wage, encourages wellness and development, more people could live a more fulfilling life.’  Since its launch in 
2020, 150 employers of all sizes and across all sectors have signed up to the scheme which has five broad ‘pillars of criteria’: valuing and 
rewarding your workforce; promoting health and wellbeing; effective communications and representation; developing a balanced workforce; 
and ‘a social responsibility’.134 A similar scheme does not exist in the Tees Valley Combined Authority area.

Given how acutely important secure, predictable and fairly paid work is for families with children,

we would urge the new North East combined authority to adopt the Good Work Pledge, 
but to work with employers and employees to strengthen it:

to unambiguously align with the recommended commitment to make the NEMCA area a Living Wage ‘city region’; to be much more explicit 
about the importance of offering family-friendly employment, including to those parents and carers who may face particular barriers to work 
(for example, disability); to emphasise the importance of secure, predictable and fairly paid part-time work (particularly for women, who make 
up three quarters of our region’s part-time workforce); and to clarify that strategies, policies and processes to promote equality and diversity 
must include measures to address the inequalities that result from low income and deprivation (often referred to as ‘socioeconomic 
disadvantage’ – an issue we return to in our final section).

Crucially, given Work Foundation analysis finding that almost one in four of the workforce 
in the Tees Valley area are in ‘severely insecure’ work - the highest of any English ‘city region’ 
– we urge TVCA to develop a similarly robust good work pledge, or charter, as a priority. 135
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Ensuring all communities can benefit from economic opportunities, inward investment and good work

The North East has incredible economic opportunities ahead, with real and emerging strengths in the Net Zero sector, marine engineering, health 
and life sciences, advanced manufacturing, digital and data, automotive innovation, the creative sector, and the chemical and process industry. 
The thousands of existing jobs these sectors support - and the new jobs they will create - are fundamental to strengthening our region’s economy, 
improving productivity and growing the prosperity of the North East, as is the inward investment that underpins many of these opportunities. 

The challenge is ensuring that all communities in our region can benefit from this, when - as Karbon Homes have argued - ‘increasing the number 
of well-paid employment opportunities in an area may help support improvements in overall prosperity, but the economic gains rarely ‘trickle down’ 
to left behind places…Poor connectivity, and failures in other social and physical infrastructure, mean people in left behind places are rarely able to 
take up these opportunities.’136 Job creation and economic growth on their own are no guarantee of poverty reduction, unless we make a collective 
effort to ensure they contribute to this goal.

including by securing clear commitments from businesses being supported by public bodies to create jobs and invest in our region, on how they 
will contribute to this collective ambition - and by regional bodies no longer promoting ‘low wages’ as a ‘benefit’ for employers moving to the North 
East.137 This should include an expectation that employers will sign up to an expanded (or newly-created) robust good work pledge/charter. It could 
also incorporate establishing ‘Community Jobs Compacts’, along the lines of that established in the Cardiff Bay area by Citizens Cymru Wales, which 
has seen major employers adopt more inclusive employment and recruitment practices to open up opportunities to people from less represented 
local areas.138 And it should include a clear ask of business on what they will collectively contribute to investing in children and young people in our 
region, an issue we will return to in the next section.

Our combined authorities and other anchor institutions should therefore make poverty reduction 
an explicit aim of economic development, inward investment, job creation and skills strategies,
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Expanding existing anti-poverty work with employers

Actively engaging organisations from all sectors in a co-ordinated programme of regional action on child poverty - and helping them to understand 
their role in this collective effort - is critical, if we are to achieve the step-change on this issue children and young people in the North East need. 
Whilst contemplating the term ‘poverty’ in relation to their workforce may be uncomfortable for many employers, it is important that organisations 
develop a better understanding of the financial challenges facing their employees - and therefore the immediate and longer-term impact this may 
be having on their families - and take proactive measures to address them.

Through its Child Poverty Prevention Programme, the North of Tyne Combined Authority has partnered with Society Matters cic to deliver a 
programme of engagement with employers and their staff - working most intensively with 25 organisations in the programme’s first phase, with a 
combined total of more than 14,000 employees. This work has included fully-funded awareness raising and training sessions for senior leaders and 
confidential ‘Making Ends Meet’ surveys for employees, the results of which shape a tailored report for each organisation with a series of actionable 
recommendations for alleviating financial pressures for their staff taken from Society Matters’ ‘toolkit’. These suggestions have included offering 
interest free crisis loans; partnering with external organisations to enable staff to access energy advice in the workplace; offering subsidies towards 
the cost of meals and drinks at work; and introducing Bike to Work schemes to reduce travel costs. 

Many of the responses to the employees’ survey featured in Society Matters’ Phase One project summary are deeply concerning - and, again, 
reiterate not only that work is not the route out of hardship it should be in our region, but also the profound lack of financial resilience experienced 
by thousands of families across the North East, including those in paid employment, and the impact this has on people’s quality of life. 20% of those 
responding to the survey said they could not afford essentials each month, whilst 22% had ‘nothing left’ after paying for essentials. 16% said they 
found it difficult to feed their families.139 

Research conducted by Teesside University on in-work poverty has also found it can have profound effects on employees and their ability to 
function properly both at home and at work, with participants highlighting ‘the cognitive burden’ or ‘extra layer’ of mental processing that constantly 
planning and strategising finances brings, described as ‘a continuous juggling act of mitigating financial and practical barriers’.140

Both organisations should explore how this activity can, in particular, reach employers that are not already undertaking a relatively broad range 
of work to support their staff – including those in sectors where low pay and precarity are particularly prevalent. 

The new North East Combined Authority should therefore expand and scale-up this work with employers 
across the NEMCA area to reach significantly more organisations and employees – and the Tees Valley 
Combined Authority should introduce a similar programme of work with employers in their area.



‘My daughter starts 
high school in September 
and I don't know if I can 

afford uniform.’

‘I suppose it's rather depressing. 
Being unable to afford any type of 

"fun" just means that my life is 
essentially just working to pay for 
my existence to continue to work.’

‘It’s a constant loop of trying to find 
money to pay bills and essentials. I go 

without meals myself sometimes to 
ensure my kids have what they need and 
are fed. I never have money left at the 
end of the month and have to borrow 

until next payday. It’s overwhelming and 
causes anxiety and all that entails.’

‘I’m rarely eating anything 
and not taking my medication 
every day so it lasts two 

months instead of one month.’

Examples of Making Ends Meet survey responses
received by Society Matters from people in work 141
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Funding tailored employment support programmes for parents and carers

A key theme from our conversations for this research was the need to provide more tailored support for 
parents and carers who want to secure paid work - that not only provides employability support, but 
understands and seeks to address the multiple barriers that many can face in being able to take this 
step successfully, and without the ever-present threat of sanctions (a threat which has intensified since 
conditionality rules were ramped up from summer 2023 for all primary carers of children in families 
receiving Universal Credit, including those with one parent in work).142

The ‘Your Work Your Way’ pilot was designed and delivered by Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Bury, 
Coventry, Luton and Taunton Deane between 2020 and 2023 with funding from the Barclays LifeSkills 
programme. Its aim was to holistically support mothers and other potential second-earners in low income 
couple families to enter into employment or self-employment. A bespoke package of support was 
provided, usually for around 12 months, with three key features including Personal Support Coaches in 
each area, providing one-to-one personalised support to participants ‘to enhance their motivation, 
self-esteem, and well-being; develop job search and employability skills; and facilitate training 
opportunities.’ Welfare Rights Advisers were also embedded into teams to help participants maximise 
their income and understand the financial impacts of moving into work or self-employment. 

And - perhaps the most innovative part of the programme - participants were provided with a personal 
budget of up to £2,000 to spend on training, equipment or wider support needs such as transport or 
childcare, which an evaluation of the pilot found ‘played a significant role in supporting clients into work 
and contributed to a sense of empowerment and control over their own learning and employability 
journeys. Participants with low incomes and limited family budgets would not have been able to access 
these opportunities without the support of the project’ - with the personal budgets being used to pay for 
items such as training courses and qualifications; laptops to facilitate job searches, enhance IT skills and 
access online learning; equipment to enable self-employment; and driving lessons, travel and childcare 
costs (when participants attended interviews or studied). Despite all participants facing significant barriers 
to work, within a 6-12 month period, 54% had moved into paid work and 49% achieved sustained work for 
6 months or more.143

We have been able to estimate that around 42% of North East children living in a household with 
one, but not all, adults in work were living in poverty in 2019-22 - this is slightly lower than the UK 
average of 46%, but still very significant and indeed, of all the babies, children and young people 
growing up in poverty in the North East over that period, 26% - more than one in four - were in 
such a family.144



‘We need people who can compassionately 
help mums into work. People who can sit 
down with you and ask, ‘how can we help 
you? What can we do to support you?’ 
Who let people know all the support 
they’re entitled to. There’s nobody 

really like that.’

‘People are being moved into work, but it’s 
just ‘let’s shove you in to the job centre, 

let’s get you back into work as fast as 
possible, but we don’t care about how you 

cope with it and how it fits with everything 
else you’ve got going on.’ 

North East mum

North East parent
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We therefore urge both combined authorities in our region 
to fund tailored Your Work Your Way-style employment support 
pilots for potential second earners in the North East 
- and to supplement this with a similarly bespoke programme 
of employment support for single parent families wanting to 
move into work and facing barriers to doing so 

given their higher rates of poverty, and the higher proportion of children living in single parent 
families in the North East. This should also incorporate a ‘safety net’ of support for parents and 
carers after employment has been secured, similar to the New Start programme established by 
HENNE (Housing Employment Network North East),145 which in turn has built on employability 
support work undertaken by believe housing.146 Both could dovetail neatly with our 
recommended expanded provision of income maximisation and debt advice in schools and 
other community-based settings.



‘At my kids’ school, the 
breakfast club is £9 and 
the after-school club 

is £9 and I’ve got two kids. 
So, it would cost me 
nearly £40 a day just 

to get to work on time.’

North East mum
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Mapping and filling childcare gaps 

High quality, affordable childcare - whether early education and care, holiday provision, or wrapround support during school term times (breakfast and 
after-school clubs - which could also take the form of youth clubs) - is vital economic infrastructure that should feature highly on the agenda of any combined 
authority committed to supporting the delivery of a genuinely inclusive economy. It can also play a significant role in children’s development and their ability 
to achieve their potential. Many of the mothers we spoke with for this research could not envisage how they could return to employment without being 
financially worse off (after factoring in childcare, transport and other work-related costs) - calculating that they would effectively be ‘paying to go to work’.
 
The most recent (2023) annual childcare survey of local authorities undertaken by Coram Family and Childcare indicated that the North East had - by some 
margin - the highest sufficiency of childcare places of any English region, including for all of the currently funded entitlements (100% for under-2s; 100% 
for the 15 hour a week offer for ‘disadvantaged’ 2-year-olds; 100% for the 15 hour a week offer for all 3- and 4-year-olds; and 90% for the 30 hour a week offer 
for 3- and 4-year-olds from eligible working families).

Based on this survey, although the rates are considerably lower, the North East also had the highest sufficiency of places across almost all other 
categories (40% for 5-11s after school; 30% for 12-14s after school; 80% for parents working full-time; 40% for parents working atypical hours; and 75% 
for families in rural areas). However, our region has just 20% childcare sufficiency for disabled children - which is concerning given the North East 
has the country’s second highest proportion of children living in a family with a disabled child (22%).148

Sufficiency rates drop even further for holiday childcare across the North East (33% for 4-7s; 22% for 8-11s; 11% for 12-14s; 33% for parents working full-time; 
11% for parents working atypical hours; 25% for families in rural areas - and just 11% for disabled children). And, even where it is available, holiday childcare 
can be prohibitively expensive with the average North East cost being £152 per child per week.149

However, as we have explored earlier in this report, regional-level data can mask significant differences within the North East - and:

This is particularly pressing given the impending rollout of expanded Government-funded childcare hours for eligible working families from April 2024 
(and concerns around whether existing provision will be able to meet demand for this), combined with increased work requirements for all primary carers 
of children in families receiving Universal Credit. This mapping exercise should also measure the prevalence of low pay and poor career progression 
within this sector, as well as seeking to understand the scale of informal childcare taking place across the region, and the extent to which this is masking 
inadequacies within our childcare system.

we would therefore urge both combined authorities in our region to work with their local authorities 
to undertake a comprehensive mapping exercise of the childcare system across their area, to better 
understand where the gaps are; the barriers they may be creating to securing or sustaining employment; 
and the scale of the intervention required to fill them.



‘My son’s only doing two days a week [at nursery] 
and I’m paying nearly £500 in childcare a month. I now 

work night shifts in [name of supermarket] because I 
just had to get back to work, but it’s the only job I 
can do where I can work around childcare and not have 

to spend even more than £500. But I’ve got health 
conditions, so doing nightshifts is really hard.’

Mum of two children,
receiving UC support towards childcare costs
(which varies every month)
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This work should additionally assess the gaps in Government support towards childcare costs, 
and how these impact low income families in our region - again to understand the scale of any 
intervention that might be required to address them. 

These gaps will certainly include: 

The remaining (at least) 15% of childcare costs for those in work and in receipt of Universal Credit (which, despite the monetary value 
of this support being significantly increased in summer 2023, can still only cover up to 85% of childcare costs). On the latest available figures, 
this support has a take-up rate by eligible parents of just 10% across the North East150; 

The fact that Universal Credit support towards childcare cannot be claimed to enable parents to attend interviews or take part in training; 

The extra costs that parents can face, even if only accessing funded hours (currently for 2-, 3- and 4-year olds), such as for activities, food, 
nappies and other consumables - which may result in ‘childcare deserts’, in areas where parents are less able to subsidise the inadequate 
funding received by providers for this ‘free’ offer; and 

The Government’s Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme being primarily funded only for children in receipt of means-tested 
free school meals, an issue this report returns to in the following section.

Of particular concern for our region is the potential number of 3- and 4-year-olds that are excluded from the current 30 hour a week offer 
for eligible working families, either because they do not have all parents in work, or their parents are in work and on very low incomes 
(earning less than the equivalent of 16 hours a week at the statutory National Living Wage), or because a parent is in full-time education or training. 
Previous research by The Sutton Trust has found that this disadvantages North East children, with a greater proportion of families less likely 
to be able to access this support (which is additional to the universal 15 hour a week offer for all 3- and 4-year-olds).151 

Camden Council has sought to plug this gap with the Camden Enhanced Offer, which expands 30 hours a week early education and care to 3- 
and 4-year olds from less advantaged families.152 However, accurately mapping the scale of this gap for our region - and the size of intervention 
required to bridge it - will be challenging, when the Government itself states that it is unable to make this calculation153 (and is therefore unable 
to understand the likely disproportionate impact of this policy on children in different parts of England). Given the vital role that early education 
and care can play in children’s development, this lack of understanding is even more concerning when the same eligibility criteria will be used 
to implement the Government’s planned expansion of childcare support, which - by September 2025 - should offer 30 hours of funded early 
education and care a week, to infants aged 9 months to 2 years from ‘eligible’ working families.154

•

•

•

•



‘We should start 
from the position of asking 

ourselves, what do children and 
young people need to be able 

to live their childhoods well?’

‘Child poverty isn’t always about 
what children and families haven’t got 
– it’s also about what isn’t even out 
there for them to access in terms 

of opportunities and services’

‘I want every child and young person 
in this town to really believe that 

anything is possible for them – 
and then to make sure it is.’ North East local authority officer

North East local authority officer

North East local authority officer
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xi For families in receipt of Universal Credit, the threshold is a net annual household income of £7,400 before benefits,   
  regardless of how many children are in the family. This threshold has not changed since 2018.

Supporting the best start in life for the next generation
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We all only get one childhood, 
and what happens during this 
crucial period can shape our 
outcomes for the rest of our lives. 
Investing in babies, children and 
young people today not only helps 
to mitigate the wide-ranging and 
immediate impacts of living in 
poverty, it also enables the parents 
and carers - and workforce - of 
tomorrow to have the opportunities 
they need to fulfil their potential, 
thereby reducing their risk of being 
in poverty as adults.

Supporting the best start in life for children 
and young people growing up in our region 
should therefore be a central concern of our 
combined authorities. Ever-growing numbers 
of children and young people going to school 
today too hungry to learn, or to college too 
tired to concentrate, are unlikely to be able to 
participate in the exciting economic 
opportunities of tomorrow that our combined 
authorities are seeking to create.

We should be ambitious for every baby, child and young person growing up in the North East with a collective vision that no child in our region 
will held back by the limitations and obstacles poverty brings. Devolution provides us with a vehicle to work creatively together across systems 
to begin to make this happen. This work should be shaped in partnership with children and young people, and should incorporate:

Expanding free school and college meals to all families receiving Universal Credit or legacy benefits

As explored earlier in this report, food insecurity is a significant issue for families across our region, with 18% - almost one in five - of North East 
babies, children and young people growing up in households that are ‘food insecure’, the highest rate of anywhere in the UK. Children and young 
people in our region experience some of the worst health inequalities in England, and we have the lowest educational attainment at secondary 
level. Devolution offers us the opportunity to knit some of these interconnected issues together and pool resources across systems to tackle 
them. Expanding the ‘nutritional safety net’ of free school (and college) meals is one of the main ways we could do this, whilst at the same time 
reducing cost pressures for families and supporting our region’s school food system.

Indeed, the urgent need to expand free school and college meals was raised in almost every conversation we held for this research, whether 
with young people, parents and carers, or the broad range of cross-sector organisations that took part. It is increasingly clear that the current 
eligibility criteria for this support are wholly inadequate and failing to reach a significant proportion of children and young people who need it, 
across all stages of educationxi - whether the primary pupils that we were told are bringing in a small packet of cookies as a ‘packed lunch’, 
or the colleges that have seen a marked increase in the amount of food being stolen from their student cafés.

In an ideal world, given the potential education, future employment, health and economic benefits,155 we would want to see free school and 
college meals funded for all children and young people in full-time education by national Government. However, the current Government 
remains of the position that it ‘does not have any plans to further extend provision at this time’.156 We also recognise that meeting the cost and 
step-change in delivery that universal provision would require would be a likely leap beyond the resources we have in the region. 

The new North East Combined Authority should therefore expand and scale-up this work with employers 
across the NEMCA area to reach significantly more organisations and employees – and the Tees Valley 
Combined Authority should introduce a similar programme of work with employers in their area.



Source: Calculations undertaken by Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), which do not include any capital costs

and are based on the Government’s current per pupil funding rate for free school meals.
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With the support of Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), we have therefore sought to estimate the cost of alternatives to expanding free school and 
college meals to all pupils and students in full-time education (which we calculate to be around £70 million per year across the region), focussing 
instead on the cost of expansion to all primary age pupils (which is being rolled out in other parts of the UK, including Scotland, Wales and London); 
and the cost of expansion to all pupils and students in families receiving means-tested benefits. As set out in Table 1, both alternative options are 
actually estimated to carry the same cost as each other, in both the NEMCA and TVCA areas.

Table 1: Estimated annual cost of expanding free school/college meals (FSM) in the North East

Whilst logistically it may be easier to deliver an expansion of universal free school meals at primary age, this is extremely difficult to justify given the need 
to maximise the impact of our limited resources, the levels of hardship we heard about during our research from secondary schools and colleges in the 
region - and the particular challenge we have in the North East with the significant widening of the ‘disadvantage gap’ at secondary level. Expanding free 
school meals to all children and young people from families in receipt of Universal Credit and equivalent legacy benefits - at primary school, secondary 
school and college - would be the simplest and most effective way of ensuring that all children and young people impacted by poverty and food 
insecurity in our region have access to this vital support. And, in many local areas, expanding free school and college meals in this way would equate 
to close to universal provision given our higher proportion of children in families receiving means-tested benefits, whether in or out of work.

- which we estimate would benefit around 50,000 children and young people across the NEMCA area, and around 25,000 in Tees Valley.157 

As an immediate priority, we therefore urge our combined authorities to pool resources with other 
organisations across the region to fund a pilot expansion of free school and college meals, to all 
children and young people in full-time education from families in receipt of means-tested benefits

Universal FSM for all in full-time education 

NEMCA TVCA North East Total

Universal primary FSM

Expansion of FSM to all pupils/students in full-time education (up to 18)
from families in receipt of Universal Credit or legacy benefits

£50 million

£20 million

£20 million

£20 million

£10 million

£10 million

£70 million

£30 million

£30 million



‘School meals should definitely be 
expanded. You can scrimp and save on your 
meals at home – but school meals have 
a set price and you can’t save on those. 

And sending in a packed lunch 
is much more expensive now.’

north east mum
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This should include a significant contribution from the 
North East and North Cumbria Integrated Care Board 
(ICB)/Integrated Care Partnership (ICP), given their 
commitments to being ‘an active partner in advocating for 
economic and social development’; ‘to work in partnership 
with a broad coalition of services that have a positive impact 
on health’; and ‘to find improved ways to support children, 
young people and adults to have good nutrition' - alongside 
three of their four strategic goals being ‘longer, healthier 
lives for all’, ‘fairer health outcomes for all’, and ‘best start in 
life for our children and young people’. As the Integrated 
Care Partnership (ICP) itself recognises, ‘educational 
attainment is the strongest correlative factor in health 
outcomes, and employment, particularly in better paid roles, 
is a protective factor for health and wellbeing.’158  

This is an opportunity for our Integrated Care Board to take 
bold and ambitious action, in partnership with our combined 
authorities, local councils, schools and colleges, to 
implement these important strategic aims – in a way that 
best meets the most pressing needs of our region, and in a 
way that the health, educational and economic benefits of 
doing so can be robustly evaluated at scale, to provide an 
evidence base for action by national Government. 

Additional funding for the provision of school and college 
food must be ring-fenced for this purpose, and regional 
partners will want to consider whether these meals should 
be funded at a higher rate than that currently provided by 
Government (as is happening with the roll out of universal 
primary meals in London, and with the further expansion to 
all secondary pupils in receipt of Universal Credit through 
‘healthy meal bundles’ in the London borough of 
Southwark).159 Other important considerations include the 
potential costs of additional kitchen equipment that may 
be required and how this is funded.

And, as part of this work, we would encourage combined 
authorities and local partners to explore the viability of a 
further expansion of this support to children in early years 
settings in receipt of means-tested benefits (where they are 
being charged for food), given the particularly high rates of 
poverty for children in this age group across our region; to 
undertake some research with children and young people to 
better understand the reasons behind the non-take up of this 
support by those registered, which could result in the 
co-design of menus with pupils and students; to explore the 
extent to which eligible children and young people with 
disabilities or additional needs are currently able to actually 
take up their FSM entitlement; and - particularly importantly - 
to work with schools, colleges and local authorities to 
quantify the scale of school meal arrears across our region 
and to consider writing this debt off for families, as has 
happened in several local authority areas across Scotland,160 
and which the Scottish Government has recently committed 
to do for all families.161
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Addressing the shortfall in the 2-year-old early education offer 

As touched on earlier in this report, there is a confusing plethora of support currently available 
for families towards the cost of early years education and childcare in England, with five 
different schemes introduced at different times, and for different reasons. 

This includes a 15 hour a week offer for ‘disadvantaged’ 2-year-olds; a 15 hour a week offer for 
all 3- and 4-year-olds; and a 30 hour a week offer for 3- and 4-year-olds from eligible working 
families (with hours for these three schemes being available during term times only, or with 
fewer hours stretched across the calendar year). In addition, there is support for up to 85% of 
childcare costs for those in work and in receipt of Universal Credit, as well as the Tax-Free 
Childcare scheme (both of which can be used throughout the year).

The current 15 hour a week offer for disadvantaged 2-year-olds was introduced by the Coalition 
Government in 2015, building on a previous pilot introduced by then Labour Government in 
2006, both of which were established with the aim of improving school readiness. Eligibility for 
this scheme depends on families being in receipt of means-tested benefits and on a very low 
income, for example Universal Credit with a net household income of less than £15,400 a year 
before benefits (or children meeting other criteria such as being a care leaver, or having an 
Education, Health and Care Plan).162 

When the current scheme was introduced in 2015, 38% of 2-year-olds across England were 
deemed eligible for this support. However, as the IFS has highlighted, eligibility rates have 
dropped across the country dramatically - as a result of the transition from legacy benefits to 
Universal Credit; the erosion of working-age social security; and the impact of wages rising 
whilst the eligibility thresholds for the disadvantaged 2-year-old offer have been frozen 
in cash terms since it was introduced163 - meaning that only 28% of 2-year-olds across 
England qualified for the offer in 2023.164



Figure 17
Proportion of all 2-year-olds in the TVCA area eligible 
for the disadvantaged 2-year-old offer, 2015 and 2023

Figure 16 
Proportion of all 2-year-olds in the NEMCA area eligible 
for the disadvantaged 2-year-old offer, 2015 and 2023

stock
ton-

on-
tees

re
dca

r 
& c

le
ve

la
nd

tvc
a

har
tle

pool

middle
sbr

oug
h

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

dar
lin

gton

NE
MCA

dur
ham

ne
wca

stle

sun
derl

an
d

sout
h t

yn
eside

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

2015 2023

gat
eshead

no
rt

hum
be

rl
an

d

no
rt

h t
yn

eside

Source: NECPC analysis of data received from DfE via Freedom of Information requests

No time to wait: An ambitious blueprint for tackling child poverty in the North East

76

Following responses to Freedom of Information requests, we are able to illustrate in figures 16 and 17 by how much the proportion of 2-year-olds eligible for this offer has also fallen 
within the North East since 2015 - a period during which child poverty has risen more steeply in our region than in any other part of the country, and most particularly for families 
with the youngest children165 - such that the proportion of all 2-year-olds entitled to access this support across the North East region fell from 46% in 2015 to 37% in 2023.
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Importantly - unless the income threshold for this offer changes nationally - The Sutton Trust emphasises that a further group of children will be cut 
out of the Government’s planned expansion of early years education and childcare support being rolled out from April 2024, explaining that ‘at age 
two there will now be a group of families who are not disadvantaged enough to access the existing 15 hour offer, but who do not qualify for the new 
30 hour offer for some working families, with those children receiving no time in funded early years provision.’166

 
Alongside Universal Credit, another qualifying benefit for the disadvantaged 2-year-old offer is Child Tax Credit - with families required to have an 
annual household income below £16,190 before tax (also frozen in cash terms since the scheme was introduced), in order to access this support. 
It has been calculated that, had this threshold grown in line with average weekly earnings, it would now stand at almost £22,500.167

 
Given the importance of high quality early years education for children’s development and likely future outcomes, 

There is clearly appetite across the North East to access this support, given the take-up rate by families that are eligible is much higher in the region 
than nationally - standing at an estimated 85% in January 2023, compared with around 74% across England (it is around 83% across the NEMCA area, 
and 87% in Tees Valley).168 We should build on this high level of engagement to expand this offer to as many low income 2-year-olds as possible.

our combined authorities should therefore work with local authorities, using the data they hold, 
to explore how many 2-year-olds in their areas fall into this gap (between the current eligibility 
threshold and where it would be now be had it kept pace with earnings), to understand the size of 
intervention required in order to fill (or at least partially fill) this in our region.
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Expanding the Baby Box scheme across the region

Through a fundraising campaign, the regional charity The Children’s Foundation has piloted the rollout of a North East ‘Baby Box’, based on the 
original Finnish model.169 Starting initially in Newcastle and Gateshead, this scheme has provided around 110 ‘vulnerable’ first time families with a 
box of items developed in partnership with parents, midwives, health visitors and family nurses. The Baby Box has a particular focus on babies’ 
development - including several stimulating toys and books - alongside essential items such as a blanket, changing mat, bath towel, thermometer 
and health-related advice for babies, which expectant parents register for at 20-28 weeks of pregnancy through their community midwife, receiving 
the box at around 32 weeks.

The Children’s Foundation hopes to be able to roll this support out across the region, and recently-announced funding from the North of Tyne 
Combined Authority will significantly grow the reach of this work, with Baby Boxes being provided to 750 first time parents across Newcastle, 
Northumberland and North Tyneside from January 2024.170 Given the particularly high rates of early childhood poverty in our region,

To dovetail with this work, 

Between 2009 and 2011, this national grant provided a one-off payment of £190 (equivalent then to three months of Child Benefit), 
to all women from 25 weeks of pregnancy. Recently-published research on the impact of this relatively small sum of support has 
found that it had a positive effect on increasing birth weights and reducing the incidence of low birth weight - with younger 
mothers, particularly those living in ‘deprived’ areas benefiting the most - improvements which research suggests ‘cannot be 
explained by antenatal health attendance, nutrition, or smoking’, with the hypothesis being that reduced prenatal stress 
contributed to these outcomes.171

we would urge both the new North East and existing Tees Valley combined authorities to pool 
resources with NHS partners to fund an expansion of this support to even more parents across 
the region, to robustly test the impact of this initiative – for both parents and infants – at scale.

we also recommend that regional partners explore the viability of pooling resources 
to introduce a pilot reintroduction of the Health in Pregnancy Grant, focussed on 
low income expectant mothers in the North East to evaluate it impacts.
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Widening the reach of the Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme

Since 2021, the Government has provided funding to all local authorities in England to deliver a Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme, following a three-year pilot which funded 
this support to a small number of English local authorities (including Newcastle and Gateshead) between 2018-2020. Some of the evidence base for the wide-ranging benefits of this 
provision came through the ‘A Day Out, Not a Handout’ project in summer 2017, established by the North East Child Poverty Trust, delivered by the charity Children North East, 
funded by the Big Lottery Fund and evaluated by Northumbria University’s Healthy Living Lab.172

The HAF programme (the current funding settlement for which is due to end at the end of 2024) has had a significant, positive impact on thousands of children, young people and families 
taking part across the North East, widening access to structured, safe and enriching activities and healthy food - as well as on the large number of community-based organisations that 
now help to deliver the scheme across our region. However, whilst 15% of the funding provided by Government can be allocated by local authorities to any children and young people they 
believe could benefit from attending, the lion’s share is restricted to families eligible for means-tested free school meals - the threshold for which, as explored earlier in this report, is wholly 
inadequate. We heard repeatedly in our conversations for this research how demand for this type of holiday provision is outstripped by supply and the level of funding available, and that 
far more children and young people should be able to access it - particularly from low income families in work. 

A number of local authorities in our region have worked hard to expand what they are funded to provide - for example, by several ensuring this support is also available during half terms 
(Government funding only covers the Easter, summer and Christmas holidays); using public health funding in Sunderland to increase the number of families it can reach; or accessing 
charitable grants to widen it in way that works for the needs of their area - as Northumberland County Council has been able to do, with Lottery funding secured through the North East 
Child Poverty Trust to enable a much more expansive, community and youth-led programme delivered by Leading Link and its innovative Young Leaders programme.173 Throughout this 
research, we heard how many voluntary and community organisations - and even parents themselves - are also supplementing the HAF offer by going beyond what they are funded to 
deliver, or organising and funding their own provision. And Gateshead Council has piloted a ‘HAF+’ scheme, co-designed by older young people for their peers with Northumbria University, 
and delivered in summer 2023 with the support of a broad range of partners, including Nexus (public transport authority), Greggs and the Newcastle United Foundation.174 

As part of our proposed programme of co-ordinated regional action to tackle child poverty – and based on the assumption that HAF funding from Government will continue beyond 2024 -

- and particularly those who are not able to work from home, for whom the school holiday period can be exceptionally challenging. 

This work should also consider how more children and young people – who may have shown a particular talent for an activity they have been able to try through HAF – 
can be supported to pursue these throughout the year, and not just during the school holidays, particularly given research finding that ‘children growing up 
in the North East are granted fewer [enrichment] opportunities’ outside of school. ‘When ranked nationally, the North East is bottom for music participation, 
sixth (out of 12 regions) for art, 11th for dance and 10th for sport.’t 

our combined authorities should work with local councils, NHS and public health partners, 
VCS organisations – and business – to bridge the clear gaps in existing holiday provision, to ensure 
Many more children and young people (including those with additional needs) can benefit from enriching, 
age-appropriate activities and healthy food, including those from low income working families



‘It’s great we’ve been able to give children 
these experiences [through HAF], but then 
they can’t actually afford to keep them up 

when they go back to school.’

‘The holiday [HAF] scheme has been great. 
It’s really taken the pressure off 

because I don’t have to worry about food 
on the days they go there.’

‘The holiday [HAF] programme has been 
a massive help. People have been dying 

for support like this during the school 
holidays, and I hope this and the food 
vouchers continue. They’ve been such a 

massive help to parents, and have 
really reduced stress.’

‘We’ve had [HAF] providers ring us up and say, ‘I’ve 
got a family here, and mum’s crying…she’s got 

nowhere to put her child…or…she can’t afford 
to feed her child.’ You don’t turn them away.’

‘It’s also the [HAF] day trips out, going to 
[name of attraction] or the cinema – or 

the seaside – that’s been really brilliant.’ 

Local authority officer

North East parent

North East mum

Local authority officer

North East dad
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CReating a North East and Tees Valley ‘Youth Guarantee’

Based on our engagement with young people, parents and carers, youth sector organisations, colleges 
and schools throughout the course of this research, it is clear we need to do much more as a region to 
collectively invest in those growing up here - recognising that poverty isn’t just about what young people 
‘haven’t got’, but the services, opportunities (and networks) they are unable to access or can feel out of 
reach. Across the country, many organisations focus on the need to ‘raise aspirations’ of young people 
from low income families, without considering that most young people do have ambitions and aspirations 
for their future - it can just be unclear what the pathways to realising them might be, or the barriers to 
those pathways can appear too great to overcome.176   

It was also evident from our conversations that many employers across the region want to be able to 
contribute to regional, co-ordinated action to tackle the underlying drivers of child poverty (rather 
than solely supporting charitable responses to its effects) - but the ask being made of them needs 
to be structured and clear.

We recommend that our combined authorities work with regional 
partners to tackle some of these issues, by creating and 
co-ordinating consistent ‘Youth Guarantees’ for the North East 
combined authority area and Tees Valley – co-designed by young 
people – to which organisations from all sectors (including 
major employers and inward investors) can pledge what they 
will collectively invest in our region’s future as part of their 
corporate social responsibility commitments.

A guarantee of a meaningful, structured, work experience placement for all young people 

that - importantly - is ‘poverty proofed’ (i.e. covers the cost of travel, lunch and required workwear), 

and gives young people an insight into the range of different roles that are available in the North 

East and a clear understanding of the pathways to achieving them;  

A regional mentoring scheme (along the lines of The Girls’ Network,179 the scheme provided 

through the Mayor of London’s New Deal for Young People180 or a small-scale pilot that has taken 

place in South Tyneside181) - primarily focussed on young people affected by low income and 

disadvantage - with cross-sector organisations allowing their employees to take part in this scheme 

as part of their work commitments. The need for more ‘trusted adults’ who can build confidence, 

and provide guidance and support was one of the key themes from our engagement with young 

people for this research;

Targeted transport interventions - by further reducing public transport costs for under-21s and 

significantly simplifying the various offers and ticketing systems that exist for young people across 

different modes of transport within the NEMCA area; and by introducing a reduced fares scheme for 

under-21s across Tees Valley, and replicating in Tees Valley the free public transport scheme for 

young care leavers (18-25) that has already been introduced in the NEMCA area182 (whilst 

recognising that being able to make use of such schemes relies on our region having a reliable, 

functioning and joined-up public transport network);

Improving access to low and no cost enrichment and activities - enabling all young people to 

take part in enrichment, easily socialise with their friends in safe spaces and have access to the 

support and guidance that youth work brings. This could also include the wider rollout of the HAF+ 

scheme referred to earlier in this section; 

Using unspent Apprenticeship Levy funding to benefit young people - by working with large 

employers and training providers to ensure unspent Apprenticeship Levy funding is used to support 

more young people to get into well paid, secure jobs (as is happening through the West Yorkshire 

Combined Authority183); and

Giving young people a ‘seat at the table’ of decision-making - by our combined authorities, and 

other regional organisations, establishing youth advisory boards to ensure that the voices of children 

and young people are centred in their work (such as the Youth Advisory Board pilot by Arts Council 

England in the North184) - giving them a meaningful stake in devolution and decision-making that 

will have a fundamental impact on their lives.

Parts of this could be commissioned to voluntary and community organisations to deliver, and 
could adapt some of the work already taking place along these lines in Newcastle, through the 
citywide ‘Evry’ plan.177  

It should be shaped by young people themselves, however, based on our conversations 
for this project - and other research conducted by young people in the region178 - it could 
include:



‘There’s not enough things to do 
for children and young people 
– and the things that do exist 
are too expensive, and there’s 
nowhere near enough for kids 

with additional needs.’

‘There’s nothing for lots of 
young people to do. Even the leisure 

centre is shut – the gym is open, but the 
pool isn’t. They used to get free swimming, 
and they [the Council] came to one of our 
[community group] sessions and told us 
the kids could have free swimming and it 

was like rubbing salt into a wound. 
We don’t even have a pool. It’s not free 

when you have to get three 
buses to get there!’

North East mum

North East parent
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‘It’s as much about the how 
as the what.’

North East local authority officer
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Establishing Mayor’s Funds to support this work

All of the recommendations set out in this section will require resource - both financial 
and additional capacity for those involved in co-ordinating and delivering this work - 
particularly if they are to be implemented coherently, to secure the greatest possible 
impact. 

There may be many organisations or individuals in the North East (or indeed those 
who are part of the not inconsiderable North East ‘ex-pat’ community spread well 
beyond the region) - who would like to contribute towards this ambitious programme 
of co-ordinated regional action, but will not have the time and capacity to take part 
directly in this work. 

It is important that they too have a vehicle through which they can make a contribution, 
and we therefore recommend that our elected mayors establish independent 
Mayor’s Funds (such as the Greater Manchester Mayor’s Charity185 or the Mayor’s Fund 
for London186) to help support the delivery of these ambitions.

Young people from the region should play a central role 
in the design and implementation of these funds, which 
would be ring-fenced to award grants or fund activities 
that expand, enhance or open up opportunities for 
children and young people in each combined authority area.

This is not about duplicating existing charitable activity - and indeed the funds could 
be managed, for example, by our well-established Community Foundations - but they 
would provide a means through which resources could be pooled to tackle the 
structural drivers of child poverty and improving the opportunities available to 
children and young people in the North East.  

Equally, national organisations should be able to contribute resources given testing 
and evaluating ‘what works’ to tackle child poverty in the North East could result 
in implementation in other parts of the country, including by national Government.



Securing a region-wide anti-poverty commitment
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All three of the priorities we have set 
out so far - maximising family incomes 
now; making work a route out of 
poverty; and supporting the best start 
in life for the next generation - should 
be reinforced by one overarching 
priority for our combined authorities 
and regional partners: a region-wide 
anti-poverty commitment.

In this report, we have made the case make 
the case for taking a ‘public health approach’ 
to tackling the structural drivers and impacts 
of child poverty in the North East - co-ordinated 
and driven forward by our mayoral combined 
authorities, but a collective, evidence-led, 
effort in which organisations across all sectors, 
and particularly our anchor institutions, must 
pull together and play their part.

This will require our elected mayors 
and combined authorities to work with 
cross-sector partners across the region 
(and ideally with each other) to secure a 
collective anti-poverty commitment - 
to which any organisation can sign up - 
making co-ordinated action to prevent and 
reduce child poverty an agreed priority for 
the North East.  

It will also require a shared understanding that policies on their own are not enough - how they are designed, delivered and 
evaluated is equally important - and devolution gives us the opportunity to do things differently in the North East, putting children 
and families with direct experience of poverty and disadvantage at the heart of policies designed to tackle this issue. 

This work should include:

Adoption of the Socioeconomic Duty by organisations across the region 

Section 1 of the Equality Act 2010 - often referred to as the Socioeconomic Duty - introduced a requirement for all public bodies to 
consider how their policies could increase or decrease inequality that results from socioeconomic disadvantage. Yet, despite being 
passed by the UK Parliament well over a decade ago, this part of the legislation has never been brought into force in England 
(it effectively was in Scotland, through the Fairer Scotland Duty in 2018,187 and in Wales in 2021188). 

The Socioeconomic Duty (SED) provides a framework for strategic decision-making and helps to make reducing inequality of outcomes 
a priority for everyone across organisations. This can only be meaningfully achieved ‘if policymakers and those designing and delivering 
public services consider what their actions will mean for the experiences and outcomes of people experiencing poverty.’189 

A number of public bodies across England have voluntarily adopted the SED, including the North of Tyne Combined Authority, 
Newcastle City Council and Sunderland City Council in our region - and there are numerous examples of what this has meant for the 
policies and processes of several organisations. In the North of Tyne, for example, the combined authority ‘substantially revised its 
recruitment policy to reduce the inequalities of outcome in employment that stem from socio-economic disadvantage’ - including by 
ensuring that person specifications in job adverts do not demand higher-level qualifications than necessary; prioritising and embedding 
equalities statement in job adverts; and proactively encouraging people from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds in junior 
positions to apply for more senior roles (both existing and prospective staff).

Merseyside Fire and Rescue Service (MFRS) reviewed its recruitment practices following adoption of the duty, finding that people 
experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage were under-represented in applications for firefighter applications - and identifying that their 
requirement for candidates to have a driving licence was presenting a barrier to potential applicants. To address this, MFRS removed this 
requirement and instead now offer driving licence bursaries for successful applicants from twenty ‘deprived’ parts of Merseyside; driving 
lessons at MFRS’ training school; and paying the cost of driving tests and licence fees. This change resulted in an additional 195 
applications for firefighter roles in 2022, almost half of which came from the 10% most deprived areas of Merseyside. 
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This should be embedded in recruitment practices across the North East, as well as in how policies and services are designed and delivered, 
as explored further below.

Taking all decisions through an anti-poverty lens

Existing and expanded devolution means that we have new powers and access to additional resources within the North East - for example, 
for housing, skills and transport - that should be used to prevent and reduce poverty, and thereby child poverty, in our region.

Taking the approach of the Socioeconomic Duty,

- which in turn will help to remove one of the single biggest barriers to growth we face in our region. 

For example, this could include ensuring the Adult Education Budget is used to enable parents and carers from low income families to 
access training that fits around their existing work and/or caring responsibilities - and comes with support for childcare costs - to make 
moving into or back into employment, or progressing into better paid work, a reality for families.

It should incorporate strategic transport interventions - such as reduced public transport fares for low income families; free travel for 
parents and carers attending job interviews/employment-related training, or those in their first month of work awaiting their first pay 
packet; and simplified ticketing systems so that people are easily able to identify the best offers (whilst, again, recognising that being 
able to make use of any such interventions relies on our region actually having a reliable, functioning and joined-up public 
transport network - the current lack of which must also be addressed as an immediate priority, given the substantial impact 
this is having on people’s ability to access opportunities and their quality of lives).

And it must include using housing powers to significantly increase the stock of good quality, affordable housing available for rent 
- to reduce the number of children in our region living in poor quality, private rented homes, as well as reducing the number of North East 
families still being deeply impacted by the ‘under-occupancy charge’ (or bedroom tax), because there simply aren’t sufficient smaller 
houses here for people to move to.

our combined authorities should ensure that all decisions around these issues 
are taken with a relentless focus on how they will contribute to the collective 
regional goal of preventing and reducing poverty levels in the North East 

Both the new North East and 
existing Tees Valley combined 
authorities should voluntarily 
adopt and meaningfully 
implement the Socioeconomic 
Duty - and actively encourage 
cross-sector partners in 
their areas to do so too, 
as part of a region-wide 
collective commitment 
to anti-poverty action.



‘I got charged bedroom tax for my 
son, even though he needs to have his 

own room because of his autism. But 
they said he is young enough to share 

with his sister. I appealed it with a 
letter from his doctor and from 

CAMHS, but they just said no.’

‘I’ve been on the [council] waiting list for a house and I 
have been for three years now because I’m classed as 

adequately housed. I’m very lucky, I’ve got a house…I’m very, 
very fortunate…but it’s a private rented house and I’ve 

been in touch with my landlord so many times to tell them 
the wallpaper’s peeling off, I can smell damp everywhere, 
there are signs of wood rot. They tell me they can’t do 

anything about it until I move out. But I can’t move out 
because I’m always 200-odd on the council list. And the 

landlord won’t let me do anything to fix it.’

‘I’m struggling with the bedroom tax. 
Even though all our bedrooms are being used 

[as opposite sex siblings are not sharing 
rooms], that’s still £60 extra monthly I’m 

having to find that isn’t covered.’North East parent

North East mum

North East mum
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All other organisations across the North 
East - and particularly those in receipt 
of public funds - should adopt a similar 
anti-poverty lens for their decision-making, 
whether by fully evaluating the impact 
that spending decisions or proposed 
service cuts will have on families on the 
lowest incomes - or by ensuring that their 
spending power is leveraged to contribute 
to the collective regional goal of 
preventing and reducing child poverty.

This could, for example, include making this goal explicit within 
social value frameworks, and ensuring that - wherever possible 
- publicly-funded bodies are procuring and commissioning 
from organisations within the region that promote good, fairly 
paid, family-friendly work - and/or are making a contribution to 
our proposed wider programme of co-ordinated, regional 
action to tackle child poverty in some way.



‘The thing that’s really hard for [community 
organisations providing income maximisation 

support] is that people go to them and they’ll 
find, some time ago, someone has said to them – like 

a social worker or something like that – ‘you’re 
probably not entitled to that support’. So then, 

they’ve just never looked into it or tried. If 
someone’s in authority and tells you you’re not 
entitled to something, you accept it as gospel.’

North East VCS organisation
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Taking a region-wide, ‘public health approach’ to preventing and reducing child 
poverty will require people and organisations across different systems (and indeed 
within the same systems and organisations) working towards the same collective 
goal - but we must move away from a position where anti-poverty activity largely 
relies on a small number of overstretched, under-resourced individuals - or unpaid 
volunteers - often working close to the edge of burnout (a recurring theme of many 
of the conversations we held for this research). 

Child poverty prevention and reduction should be ‘everybody’s business’, and 
certainly that of anyone who comes into contact with families and children as part of 
their work. This means taking every possible opportunity - or ‘touchpoint’ - to ensure 
that families are aware of and helped to access the support that is available to them 
(and particularly support with their finances and to address digital exclusion191).

Our combined authorities should work with other 
partners in the region to empower all public-facing staff 
across the North East - for example, housing repairs 
officers, health visitors, social workers, youth workers, 
GPS, hospital- or school-based staff - to have informed 
conversations on this issue and then to be able to point 
families in the right direction, safe in the knowledge 
that their referral will be quickly picked up. 

This should form an integral part of the proactive take-up campaigns and ramping up 
of investment in income maximisation and debt advice recommended earlier in this 
report. It should also include all staff being made aware of financial support schemes 
that are specific to the organisation they work in, for example, the NHS Healthcare 
Travel Costs Scheme and sensitively supporting families to apply.192

Making poverty prevention and reduction ‘everybody’s business’



‘We don’t get any support…any 
appreciation…we keep this community 
going. We’d love to have a community 

centre, with a private space so 
people can share private and 

confidential things. We’ve been all 
over to try and get funding but it’s 

really hard to get anything.’

‘[Name of person] at our community group is 
just a volunteer. She’s constantly on her 

phone and on her laptop helping people…she 
also does food referrals. It’s a full-time job 

she isn’t being paid for and gets no thanks 
for. And she’s on her own with three children. 

She has a lot on, but she tries so hard 
to help other people.’North East mum and volunteer

North East parent
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A defining feature of our conversations with young people, parent and carers 
for this research was the enthusiasm to be meaningfully involved in policy 
development and decision-making that affects their lives - but frequently 
feeling completely cut out of this process, and entirely unrecognised for the 
efforts they are making (often with very little external support) to improve their 
communities. Equally palpable was the experience of regularly not being 
treated by ‘the system’ with dignity or respect, the cumulative impact of which 
was described numerous times as ‘degrading’, ‘humiliating’, ‘stigmatising’ and 
‘debilitating’, not least when this can often happen in front of people’s 
children. This exacerbates parental mental health challenges, which in turn 
can trap people further in poverty, and can affect children and young people’s 
own wellbeing. Our findings on this are very similar to those of research 
previously conducted by WHiST (Women’s Health in South Tyneside).193

It is clear that how policies and decisions are implemented is as important 
as the what - and devolution provides us with an opportunity to do things 
differently here.

As part of this recommended programme of co-ordinated regional action to tackle child poverty, 

our combined authorities should work with partners across 
the North East – including Government organisations and agencies 
operating in the region – to develop an agreed set of ‘regional 
standards’ on how they will respond to poverty and support 
families on low income in a person-centred, dignified, respectful, 
and ‘poverty aware’ way. 194 

This could include, for example, developing a more consistent approach to provision of 
locally-delivered crisis support, and agreeing to adopt a ‘cash first’ approach to assisting families 
in hardship - moving away from the use of vouchers and emergency food parcels (or the more 
holistic ‘Cash First+’ approach piloted by several partners in the West End of Newcastle through a 
Partnerships for People and Place project).195 It could also incorporate local authorities collectively 
agreeing to end the use of bailiffs to recoup debt from families - or all social housing providers 
committing that no families with children will be evicted into homelessness in the region.  
However, it should be co-designed in partnership with appropriately recompensed ‘Experts by 
Experience’ in order to better ensure policies intended to support families on low income address 
the most pressing issues they face - and are likely to have the outcomes intended.

A collective agreement to do things differently here



‘We need a commitment that no 
organisation - and particularly those 
in receipt of public money - will punish 

people for being poor.’

‘I understand that people’s hands are 
tied by working within systems, but there 

should be more compassion and 
understanding for individual circumstances 

and experiences. Everyone deserves 
to be treated with dignity and respect, 

no matter what their situation is.’

‘People are hungry for lots of things 
in life, including dignity and respect 

- it’s not just about food.’

‘They [the Government / policymakers] are not 
interested in how their decisions actually 

affect people’s lives. They don’t come to places 
like this and see how things work. They’re just 

not interested. It does make you feel like you’re 
invisible, like you’re the bottom of the 

bottom…like you’ve got no voice.’

North East local authority officer

North of Tyne Poverty Truth Commission member 196

North East local authority officer

North East parent
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Indeed, ‘doing things differently here’ should mean that, as part of our recommended 
region-wide anti-poverty commitment and ‘regional standards’ on tackling poverty,

all public bodies in the North East should commit 
to meaningfully and routinely involve ‘Experts by 
Experience’ - children, young people and families 
on low income - in the design, delivery and evaluation of 
policies specifically intended to tackle poverty 
- as well as in other decision-making on services that
can have a profound impact on people’s quality of lives
and their ability to access opportunities
(such as health services or transport).

This work could be undertaken through trusted local voluntary and community 
organisations – ensuring that all are appropriately recompensed for their time, 
contributions and insights – with a recognition that this work can be complex, and 
takes time and resources to be done properly.



‘It feels like we are 
constantly trying to mop up a 
flood whilst someone keeps 

turning on more taps.’

‘It’s quite frightening how much now 
needs to be done at a local level 

because of national policy, and national 
policy gaps.’

North East local authority officer

North East local authority officer
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Pressing Government on the urgent need for a joined-up, ambitious national child poverty 

strategy - to ensure that valuable time, resources and energy at a local and regional level can 

be focussed on adding value to a national plan, not taken up by mitigating the worse impacts of 

national policy;

Advocating on national policies that disproportionately affect children and young people in 

our region - and/or are undermining the social and economic outcomes they and our combined 

authorities are seeking to achieve (such as Universal Credit debt deductions,197 the two-child limit,198 

the overall inadequacy of our national social security safety net, or the impact that a young person 

taking on an apprenticeship can have on their family’s income);

Getting more traction on the way in which is national policy is delivered in the North East 

(for example, by DWP and Jobcentre Plus);

Pushing Government to fill data gaps which make tackling child poverty and hardship at a 

local and regional level more challenging (e.g. gaps in knowledge on FSM registration rates; 

the proportion of children eligible for some early years entitlements; and the number of children 

impacted by Universal Credit sanctions199); and

Making the case for additional funding to test and evaluate child poverty prevention and 

reduction policies in the North East, with a view to implementation at national level. This could 

include, for example, significantly increased funding for community-led Family Hubs or Children’s 

Centres through which many of the recommendations we have set out in this report could be 

delivered.

Elected mayors vocally advocating for North East children and families

And our final - but very important - recommendation reflects a key theme from many of our conversations 
for this research:

This includes:

our elected mayors and combined authorities must act 
as vocal advocates for North East children and families - 
either individually or joining forces on behalf of the whole region 
- recognising that the large majority of policy levers available
in England to tackle child poverty remain with the UK Government.
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East, of information contained at Transport-related social 
exclusion in England: 
Data and local insights by Transport for the North 
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Action for Children (2023)
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NECPC analysis of the Households Below Average Income 
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Fuel poverty in the North East
National Energy Action and Citizens Advice Newcastle (2023) 

Family resources survey: financial year 2021 to 2022
DWP (accessed January 2024) 
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NECPC analysis of the Households Below Average Income 
dataset available at https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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Education inequalities
The IFS Deaton Review (2022)

Three in ten North East pupils eligible for FSM
NECPC (2023)

GCSE results 2023 press release
Schools North East (2023)

Geographic Disadvantage Gaps
Education Policy Institute (2023)

Crafting your curriculum with poverty in mind
Harris, S. (2021) published in SecEd

Fair Society, Healthy Lives (The Marmot Review)
Marmot, M., Goldblatt, P., Allen, J. et al (2010)

Changing patterns of poverty in early childhood: 
The changing face of early childhood in the UK
Nuffield Foundation (2021)

Local indicators of child poverty after housing costs 2021/22
Stone, J. for End Child Poverty (2023) 

Ibid

Single parents facts and figures
Gingerbread (accessed January 2024)

UK Poverty 2024
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024)

Ethnic group, England and Wales: Census 2021
ONS (2022)

Local indicators of child poverty after housing costs, 2021/22
Stone, J. for End Child Poverty (2023)

NECPC (2023) Facts and figures
https://nechildpoverty.org.uk/facts/

Asylum statistics
House of Commons Library (2023) 
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Resolution Foundation (2024)
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‘cruel’ two-child limit
NECPC (2023)

UK Poverty 2024
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024)

Themes from available data and literature: Care leavers’ 
experiences of health inequalities
AYPH (2023)

Breaking point: Kinship carers in crisis
Kinship (2023)

Children looked after rate, per 10,000 children aged under 18 
in North East viaLG Inform (accessed January 2024)

Kinship care in England and Wales: Census 2021
ONS (2023)

It takes a village - how to make all childhoods matter
Little Village (2021) 

Getting the building blocks wrong: 
Early childhood poverty in the North East
NECPC (2022) 

The Insecure Work Index: Two decades of insecurity. 
The Work Foundation at Lancaster University
Florisson, R. (2022)

Care leavers set for grave financial struggles 
as cost of living soars
Catch 22 (2022)

Analysis undertaken by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
of Households Below Average Income data

Ending child poverty: Why and how
Stewart, K., Millar, J., Marsh A., and Bradshaw, J. 
for Child Poverty Action Group (2023)

Inequality starts before birth – so child benefits should too
Reader, M. (2023) published by The Guardian 

Inadequate Universal Credit and barriers to work
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) 

See, for example,
Guarantee Our Essentials
Trussell Trust and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023);
UK Poverty 2024
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024) and;
The UK’s inadequate and unfair safety net
Hirsch, D. for abrdn Financial Fairness Trust (2024) 

Taking voice seriously – The value of voice
The Aple Collective (Addressing Poverty with Lived Experience) 
(2023)

Missing out: £19 billion of support is unclaimed each year
Policy in Practice (2023)

People of pension age may be missing out on £5.2billion
103 Policy in Practice (2023)

Unclaimed Benefits in the North East of England
Policy in Practice (2024) for NECPC

Addressing digital exclusion in north east England, IPPR North
Roscoe E., and Johns M. (2021)
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NECPC analysis of NHS Healthy Start uptake data for December 
2023 available at: 
https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/healthcare-professionals/

Support with your financial wellbeing (Social Navigators) 
South Tyneside Council (accessed January 2024)

Child Poverty Prevention Programme
North of Tyne Combined Authority (accessed January 2024)

FISO programme: An evaluation and service design study by 
the University of Glasgow for Glasgow City Council
University of Glasgow (accessed January 2024)
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Greater Manchester Poverty Action and Kellogg’s (2024)

Tackling Child Poverty Through Schools Pilot Project 
Evaluation Report
WSA Community Consultants and Kim Donahue 
Consulting for the Mayor of London (2020)

Open letter from Caring Responsibilities Working Group 
North of Tyne Poverty Truth Commission (2023)

The Parent Champions National Network
Coram Family and Childcare (accessed January 2024)

DfE Minister’s answer to written parliamentary question 
Hansard (14 March 2023)

A new frontier in welfare reform: maximising registration 
for Free School Meals and Healthy Start through a single 
application process
Defeyter, G. and Forsey, A. for Feeding Britain

Unclaimed Benefits in the North East of England
Policy in Practice (2024) for NECPC

FixOurFood in Schools Initiatives
FixOurFood (accessed January 2024) and;
FixOurFood webinar on Free School Meal Auto Enrolment

UK Cost of the School Day Final Evaluation
Laing, K., Thomas, U., Tiplady, L. and Todd, L. (Newcastle 
University for CPAG and Children North East) : 

Poverty Proofing Services
Children North East (accessed January 2024)

Tackling Inequalities for Children Project Showcase Report 
(pages 8-13)
North East and North Cumbria 
Child Health and Wellbeing Network (2023)

Poverty Proofing Culture
Children North East (accessed January 2024)

Poverty Action Plan 2022-2026
Durham County Council (2022)

Personal Finance Research Centre: The Local Poverty Premium
Fair by Design and University of Bristo

Fuel poverty in the North East
National Energy Action and Citizens Advice Newcastle (2023)

Tees Valley Investment Plan 2019-29
Tees Valley Combined Authority and Tees Valley Mayor (2019)

Calculating the Real Living Wage for London 
and the rest of the UK: 2023
Resolution Foundation (2023)

Twenty Years of the Living Wage: The Employer Experience
Heery, E., Nash, D. and Hann, D. Cardiff University Business School 
for the Living Wage Foundation (2023)

Employee jobs paid below the Living Wage 2022
Living Wage Foundation (2022)

Real Living Wage could boost UK economy by £1.7 billion
Living Wage Foundation (2022)

Sunderland is first in the North East to be recognised for 
making a Living Wage City
Sunderland City Council (2022)

A real living wage city
Newcastle City Council (2023)

Good Work project
Local Government Association (accessed January 2024)

North East businesses explore value of inclusive employment
North East Chamber of Commerce (2023) 

Good Work Pledge
North of Tyne Combined Authority (accessed January 2024)

Tees Valley Combined Authority employment profile
Navani, A. & Florisson, R. for The Work Foundation at Lancaster 
University (2023) 

Fair Foundations: A new movement for left-behind places
Karbon Homes (2023)

Lower costs
Invest North East England (accessed February 2024)

Community Jobs Compact: Citizens Cymru Wales
Living Wage for Wales (accessed January 2024)

North of Tyne Combined Authority Child Poverty Prevention 
Programme Pillar Three End of Phase One Project Summary
Society Matters cic (2023)

“Bottom of the Pile”: Health behaviours within the context 
of in-work poverty in North East England 
Poulter, H., Eberhardt, J., Moore, H. and Windgassen, S. for the 
Journal of Poverty  (2022)
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https://newcastle.gov.uk/citylife-news/real-living-wage-city
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Spring Budget 2023: Post-Budget briefing for parliamentarians
CPAG (2023)

Your Work, Your Way: Final Evaluation Report
Batty, E., Beatty, C., Harris, C., Pearson, S. and Sanderson, E. 
Sheffield Hallam University for CPAG (2023)

NECPC analysis of the Households Below Average Income 
dataset available at https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/

New Start
HENNE (Housing Employment Network North East) 
(accessed January 2024)

Employability service on hand to assist tenants
believe housing (accessed January 2024)

Childcare survey 2023
Coram Family and Childcare (2023)

Ibid

Holiday Childcare Survey 2023
Coram Family and Childcare (2023)

Universal Credit claimants eligible for and receiving the 
childcare element between March 2021 to February 2022
DWP (2022)

A Fair Start? Equalising access to early education
The Sutton Trust (2021)

Inequality in early years education
The Sutton Trust (2024)

DfE Minister’s response to written parliamentary question
Hansard (7 February 2023)

Inequality in early years education
The Sutton Trust (2024)

The impacts of Universal Free School Meals in England 
Holford, A. and Rabe, B. published by the Institute for Social and 
Economic Research, University of Essex (2024)

DfE Minister’s response to written parliamentary question 
Hansard (10 January 2024)

Calculations made in January 2024 by Child Poverty Action 
Group (CPAG)

Better health and wellbeing for all: a strategy for the North East 
and North Cumbria
North East North Cumbria Health & Care Partnership (ICP) (2022)

Webinar on School Food For All: A Roadmap for Local Action 
Children’s Food Campaign and Sustainable Food Places (held 18 
October 2023)

See for example: 
BBC;
Children in Scotland;
Daily Record;
The National; and
The Glasgow Times

School meal debt: Letter from the First Minister
Scottish Government (2023)

Early years spending update: Budget reforms and beyond
IFS (2023)

Ibid

Employee jobs paid below the Living Wage 2022
Living Wage Foundation (2022)

Getting the building blocks wrong: Early childhood poverty 
in the North East
NECPC (2022)

Inequality in early years education
The Sutton Trust (2024)

Why take-up of the two-year-old offer has really fallen
Farquharson, C. published by Nursery World  (2023) 

NECPC calculations based on responses received to Freedom 
of Information requests to the Department for Education

Baby Box – supporting babies in the North East 
to have the best start in life
The Children’s Foundation (accessed January 2024)

750 ‘boxes of joy’ to be delivered to first time families
North of Tyne Combined Authority (2023)

Inequality starts before birth – so child benefits should too
Reader, M. published by The Guardian (2023) and; 
The infant health effects of starting universal child benefits 
in pregnancy: Evidence from England and Wales
Reader, M. for the Journal of Health Economics (2023)

Holiday clubs provide far more benefits beyond just 
providing food, study reveals
Northumbria University (2018)

Northumberland’s Holiday Activities and Food 
(HAF) programme
North East Child Poverty Trust in association with Northumbria 
University (2023)

Gateshead teenagers to enjoy a fun filled action packed 
summer
Gateshead Council (2023)

Beyond School: The case for school enrichment
UK Onward (2022)
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