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The context

A whole range of existential threats 

The poorest and weakest will bear 
the brunt 

The world is interconnected and 
interdependent

We need collaboration like never 
before



The size of the challenge



What does the data show us?

Infant mortality rate per 1,000 
live births, UK

Infant mortality rate per 1,000 live 
births in comparable countries



Impact of social deprivation



What does the data show us? 
Portion of women breastfeeding by deprivation 
category, UK



Obesity



What does the data show us? 

Proportion of children aged 4-5 who are 
overweight or obese, by deprivation category 



Trends in mortality



The proportion of deaths in each pair of deprivation deciles for all deaths and 
across each category of death, including 95% confidence intervals 

National Child Mortality Database 

www.ncmd.info



Death by suicide

• Deep dive NCMD report published in Oct 2021 
(cases 1/4/19 to 30/3/20)

• No link to deprivation or geography
• 62% had experienced a significant personal loss
• >1/3 had no previous contact with MH services
• 16% had a confirmed neurodevelopmental 

diagnosis
• 25% had experienced bullying – in person or cyber



Public

Numbers and 
examples of 
modifiable 
factors identified 

National Child Mortality Database 

www.ncmd.info

Modifiable Factors

Child 
(70 cases)

Social 
Environment 
(416 cases)

Physical 
Environment 
(185 cases)

Service 
Provision

(243 cases)

Examples of modifiable factors relating to the child 
include:
• Poor maternal health during pregnancy (e.g., vitamin D 

deficiency, obesity)
• Extreme prematurity

Examples of modifiable factors in the social environment 
include:
• Financial difficulties / family debt
• Homelessness of pregnant mothers
• Parental mental health problems
• Raised maternal BMI (poor maternal nutrition)

Examples of modifiable factors in the physical 
environment include:
• Overcrowding in the home
• Unsuitable housing e.g. damp / house in poor repair
• Lack of cleanliness

Examples of modifiable factors in service provision 
include:
• Difficulties in accessing health and or social care 

services
• Lack of access to interpreting services
• Poor communication between agencies
• Lack of co-ordinated response to increase in 

vulnerability and risk-taking behaviour in the child



What can we do?



Don Berwick (Dec 2022)

• “It is not a smart investment for society to keep 
running health care as a repair shop without also 
moving upstream to the real generators of 
illness, injury, injustice, and disability.” 

• “We only have one life, and our kids have only 
one future.”



Doing nothing is not an option

Kalahari San mother imploring 
the stars to take the heart of 
her child and in return give 
him something of the heart of 
a star …. Because the heart of 
a star is one that seeks with 
courage and finds the 
nourishment that is needed for 
life



Importance of Voice





RCPCH Health Inequalities Toolkit
“Everyone deserves the 
world”

• >500 children consulted
• “What stops you staying 

happy, healthy and well?”



Public

Child Health 
Inequalities 
#ShiftTheDial



Public

Collaboration 
focusing on 
hunger



Public

Collaboration with 
dentists to focus on 
oral health

BDA analysed 109 pouches aimed at 
under 1s
• >25% contained more sugar by 

volume than Coca Cola
• Some products aimed at 4+ months 

contain up to 2/3 of an adult’s RDA 
of sugar 

• Active promotion of weaning from 4 
months 



Intersection 
of health 
inequalities 
and climate 
change



Child rights

• UNCRC 
• SDG 3
• UN (Nov 2021) the 

right of children to 
breath clean air



Our responsibility

• Listen
• Amplify 

messages
• Act 



Exposure to air pollution in pregnancy
• Fetal development is a critical 

window of exposure to 
environmental pollutants 

• Exposure to air pollution is a 
“modifiable risk factor for 
miscarriage” 

• Air pollution particles have been 
shown to reach the fetal side of 
the placenta 

• Evidence of adverse impacts on 
maternal health (pre-eclampsia, 
infertility and diabetes) 

References: Lancet Miscarriage Matters series (2022)
RCOG Outdoor air pollution and pregnancy in the UK 
(2021)



Exposure to air pollution in childhood

What makes children especially 
vulnerable?
• Breathe faster
• Smaller and shorter
• Less well developed immune 

systems
• Developing organs

50% of adults with COPD enter 
adulthood with reduced lung 
function



What can health professionals do?

• Be aware
• Make every contact 

count
• Be aware of local 

services for 
disadvantaged 
families

• We need data to 
make our case





Let’s work together – we all have a role
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