
 

 

The State of the World’s Children 2025  

Child poverty globally   

Child poverty remains a pressing global challenge, undermining children’s rights, 
health, education, and future opportunities. Despite significant progress in reducing 
child poverty since 2000, momentum has slowed, particularly due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, climate crises, and rising conflicts. The impact of these challenges has been 
further exacerbated by the ongoing cuts to global aid.  This year’s State of the World’s 
Children report from UNICEF highlights the urgent need for coordinated, evidence-
based action to reverse setbacks and accelerate progress. 

The Impact of Child Poverty 

Poverty has devastating effects on children - claiming lives, impairing health and 
development, and limiting learning. This is a huge challenge considering almost one in 
five children globally are living in extreme poverty. Adults who grew up in poverty 
face weaker job prospects, shorter lifespans, and are more likely to face mental health 
issues. Societies suffer as poverty erodes economic prosperity, social cohesion, and 
hope, creating conditions for violence and extremism. 

Globally, nearly 412 million children live in extreme monetary poverty, surviving on less 
than $3 per day. Children are twice as likely as adults to experience extreme poverty, 
with Sub-Saharan Africa (76%) and South Asia (12%) accounting for 88% of children in 
extreme poverty. Beyond monetary measures, over half of children in low- and middle-
income countries face severe deprivation in areas like education, health, housing, 
nutrition, sanitation, and clean water. 

Progress and Challenges 

Since 2000, the number of children living in severe deprivation has fallen by a third, 
driven by strategic actions such as cash assistance, expanded public services, and 
prioritisation of child rights. However, progress has stalled in recent years, particularly 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, where extreme child poverty rates remain unchanged. The 
COVID-19 pandemic halted progress globally, and recovery has been slow. 

Three pressing crises—climate change, conflict, and funding shortfalls— exacerbate 
child poverty:  

• Climate hazards disproportionately affect children, with one billion living in high-
risk countries. Compared to the 2000s, UNICEF projects that in 2050s, eight 
times more children will be exposed to extreme heatwaves, and two to three 
times more children will be exposed to flooding and wildfires. Climate hazards 
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and poverty and intertwined, and it is estimated that climate change could force 
up to 100 million people into extreme poverty by 2030.  

• Rising levels of conflict have displaced millions, disrupted education, and 
exposed children to violence. In the last two years, the world has experienced 
the highest number of countries engaged in armed conflict since World War II, 
which means that 19% of children worldwide lived in conflict settings in 2024. 
This resulted in 41,370 verified violations against children in conflict in 2024, a 
rise of 25% from 2023.  

• Meanwhile, debt distress and declining international aid have forced 
governments to cut essential services for children. Global public debt rose to an 
unprecedented 92.3% of GDP in 2024 and could reach 117% by 2027. 53% of 
low-income countries are at high risk of debt distress. This means 3.3 billion 
people including 400 million children live in countries that spend more on debt 
repayments than on health or education.  On the other hand, international aid, 
which used to provide a lifeline for many low-income countries, is now 
increasingly under threat. Global ODA is expected to decrease by 18% in 2025 
and by 27% in 2026, and a large portion is expected to continue to be spent in 
donor countries on in-donor refugee cost. UK ODA is a key driver of this trend, 
with the 40% cut potentially result in UK child focussed aid being less than a half 
what it was in 2019.  

Urgent Action Required from the UK Government 

Ending child poverty in the 21st century is possible, evidenced by the progress that has 
been made over the last few decades. The UK government should play its part in this by 
putting children at the centre of its foreign and development policies.  

This means establishing a child-centred approach that is consciously embedded into 
development and foreign policy and establishes children as key demographic and 
particularly vulnerable constituency that require dedicated focus and investment.  

• To champion children in diplomatic and development work, the UK should: 
Establish a Children’s Department in the Foreign, Commonwealth & 
Development Office (FCDO) and appoint a Special Representative for Children. 
Develop a Children’s Strategy that sets out the UK’s vision for and commitment 
to supporting the world’s children to survive and thrive. This should include 
integrate Child Rights Impact Assessments (CRIAs) into decision making 
processes and embedding age-disaggregated data into ODA reporting.  

• Invest at least 25% of UK ODA on children by prioritising investments in 
education, primary health, nutrition, and WASH.  

• Allow countries to protect their domestic resources for children: prioritise debt 
restructuring linked to child-focused investments to provide fiscal relief while 
ensuring sustainable development. 
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About UNICEF and the UK Committee for UNICEF  

The UK Committee for UNICEF is a UK registered charity that raises funds for UNICEF’s 
emergency and development work around the world and advocates for lasting change 
for children worldwide. We have also been delivering programmes in the UK for more 
than 25 years, in line with our universal mandate to be there for every child.   

We work in all four nations of the UK reaching around 2.5 million children each year 
through our Baby Friendly Initiative, Rights Respecting Schools and Child Friendly Cities 
programmes. We put our years of experience working for children around the world into 
practice in the places that reach UK children day in, day out. We’re working with the 
hospitals where they are born, the schools where they learn and grow, and the services 
that shape their lives.   
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