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Vital Signs is an annual publica�on designed to 
iden�fy and spotlight issues facing the communi�es 
of Milton Keynes. 
 
The concept of ‘Vital Signs’ was pioneered by the Community Founda�ons of Canada. The 
aim is to support local Community Founda�ons to create fairer communi�es by using 
evidence-based data* and insights into local needs and priori�es.  
 
Vital Signs focuses on 12 major themes and combines published data with observa�ons from 
local community organisa�ons to shed light on the lived experience in Milton Keynes. In this 
edi�on we update informa�on on four themes:  
 
 

Environment         6 
 
Poverty and Disadvantage      13 
 
Educa�on          22 
 
Health and Wellbeing       31 
 
Each theme includes a view of the implica�ons for our diverse communi�es. 
 
 
The themes addressed in Vital Signs are 
aligned with the goals of the United 
Na�ons 2030 Sustainable Development 
blueprint.  
 

 
Vital Signs is produced by Milton Keynes 
Community Founda�on, a grant-giving 
charity that is sending funding to where it is 
needed most in the city. 
 

 
This is a call for countries to take ac�ons to 
help reduce global poverty, reduce 
inequality, and at the same �me tackle 
climate change. There is thus a close 
alignment between these goals and those 
themes reported on in Vital Signs showing 
how local ac�ons contribute to global 
change. 
 

 
We are dedicated to making a difference 
and improving the lives of people within 
the local community by funding a diverse 
range of projects and providing affordable 
spaces in Milton Keynes for the voluntary 
Sector. 
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Vital Signs 

• Health and Wellbeing

• Disadvantage and Poverty

• Educa�on

• Environment

• Transport

• Strong Communi�es

• Diversity

• Housing

• Crime and Safety

• Arts and Heritage

• Work

• Local Economy

*Notes on data.

Some government sta�s�cs have been updated from December 2022 to be based on 2021 
popula�on es�mates from the 2021 Census, and so cannot be compared with previous years when 
data sets and criteria have changed. 

Data shown is the most up-to-date available and can refer to different �me periods. 

In the past year Milton Keynes 
Community Founda�on distributed 
over £1.8 million in grant funding 
and rent subsidies to Voluntary, 
Community and Cultural Sector 
organisa�ons.  
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 Milton Keynes Vital Signs 2024 

Each year at the Milton Keynes Community 

Founda�on, we look at data from across 

Milton Keynes in key areas.  

This year, we have focused on the cost-of-

living crisis and the longer-term impact of 

lockdown and COVID-19. The report focuses 

on our young people and their educa�on; 

the increasing number of people affected 

by issues around their mental health; 

families and the increasing living costs and 

the growing climate emergency. 

This report helps us to iden�fy our strategic 

priori�es and the areas we need to focus, 

our grant giving and rent subsidy goals, to 

enable us to con�nue our mission of 

Funding Fairness. 

“We know that grassroot organisa�ons 

and chari�es are struggling, and we can 

only con�nue to support their vital work 

with the help of our donors. Using the 

informa�on in this report, we advise 

individuals, families, and businesses on 

how to make their philanthropic aims 

more impac�ul.” 

Ian Revell CEO 
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2024 and beyond 

This year will see local and na�onal elec�ons, funding priori�es may therefore change 
around public sector funding. 

The Ins�tute for Employment Studies, December 2023 briefing, envisages a slowdown in the 
labour market, as well as pay rises. Employment appears to be falling for young people, 
down 1% over the last year. This is o�en an early indicator of falling demand, as young 
people are those most affected by slowdowns in hiring. Title (employment-studies.co.uk)  

People are more likely to be out of work, but less likely to be looking to get back into work, 
as lockdown enabled people to reflect on their work life balance. 
2024 is likely to be more challenging than 2023, as interest rates although currently stable, 
con�nue to remain rela�vely high, causing large increases in mortgage and rent payments.  
The impact of the weaker demand and slowdown in hiring will have a detrimental effect on 
the ability for young people to get into employment.  

Milton Keynes s�ll has more people out of work than before the pandemic, pay has barely 
risen above where it was in 2009. There are s�ll significant disadvantages in the labour 
market for disabled people, those with long-term health condi�ons, the lowest qualified 
(o�en dispropor�onally from ethnically diverse communi�es).

The Chari�es Aid Founda�on in their Giving Report for 2023, highlighted the issues around 
volunteering levels, which are seeing a sustained decline over the last 5 years. Giving went 
up in 2022, with dona�ons surging due to the conflict in Ukraine, but are yet to return to 
pre-pandemic levels. 

Demand for support from funders is likely to increase as small organisa�ons have used their 
reserves to maintain services over the past 3 years. 

 

25% 
Of givers have changed their 

charitable behaviour because of 
the cost-of-living crisis. 

This highlights more than ever; 
how vital it is to give locally. 

https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/IES%20briefing%20-%20Labour%20Market%20Statistics%20December%202023.pdf?utm_source=IES+emailing+list&utm_campaign=0541d8615e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_05_14_03_45_COPY_02&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_f11585705b-0541d8615e-471385341
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Environment 

The environment theme encompasses the natural and built environment including access 
to clean air and green spaces. This sec�on looks at the extent to which Milton Keynes is 
progressing to becoming carbon neutral by 2030, a stated aim of Milton Keynes City 
Council.  

Overview 

There is a strong rela�onship between health of the environment and residents. A 
government report highlights that measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions also help 
improve public health, such as ac�ve travel, improving availability of less processed and 
sustainably produced food and improving air quality. 
(www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-change-applying-all-our-health/climate-and-health-
applying-all-our-health) 

However, making many of these improvements requires residents to make some changes to 
their habits and lifestyles. 

The challenge for Milton Keynes con�nues to be reducing the elevated levels of emissions 
from fossil fuels used in transport, which are contribu�ng to air pollu�on and climate 
change. Uptake of electric and hybrid vehicles is now compara�vely high in Milton Keynes 
compared with other ci�es. 

A comprehensive EV charging point structure on streets, homes and at workplaces is 
essen�al to facilitate the uptake in electric vehicles. This is being supported by Milton 
Keynes City Council which has been allocated £1.6m by the government to expand its EV 
charging infrastructure. 

In terms of home energy consump�on, Milton Keynes performs beter than the average for 
England as, being a new town, there is a higher propor�on of recently built homes which 
are more energy efficient than older homes. 

Although Milton Keynes households create more waste than the average for England there 
are higher rates of recycling. In 2021/22 the percentage of household waste sent for 
recycling was 51.9% in Milton Keynes, which is above the average of 42% of all English 

Unitary Authori�es. 

http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-change-applying-all-our-health/climate-and-health-applying-all-our-health
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-change-applying-all-our-health/climate-and-health-applying-all-our-health
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A�tudes to the environment and climate change 

A survey of adults’ a�tudes to environmental issues at na�onal level found that 86% said 
that protec�ng the environment was important. However, when mapping a�tudinal 
changes over �me the most recent survey (March 2023) found that the environment had 
moved into fi�h posi�on, with the cost of living, the economy and immigra�on seen as more 
important. 

Changing importance of the environment (Natural England, 2023, People and Nature Survey Dataset 
from April 2020 – March 2023). 

Air pollu�on 

Air pollu�on is the largest environmental risk to public health in the UK with between 28,000 and 
36,000 deaths a year atributed to long-term exposure. Certain groups are at highest risk including 
the young, the elderly, those with cardiovascular or respiratory diseases, pregnant women, and low-
income communities. (Air pollution: Applying All Our Health - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)) i

A measure of the impact of air pollu�on on public health is the percentage of the causes of 
adult deaths atributable to par�culate air pollu�on. In Milton Keynes this was 5.7%, which 
is above the average for all English Unitary Authori�es of 5.3%.  (Office for Health Improvement 
and Disparities 2021 (OHID)). 

Transport 

37% of greenhouse gas emissions are from transport which is above the England average of 
31%. (2021 data). A contributory factor is likely to be the low levels of usage of bus 
transport. In Milton Keynes, the average number of bus passenger journeys per head in 
2021/22 was 19.3, compared with the average for local authori�es in England of 50.2.  
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Milton Keynes City Council runs a scheme, MK Connect, which enables residents to book a 
shared space on a vehicle, at a �me to suit them. Milton Keynes City Council reported that 
around 13% of all trips on MK Connect would previously have been taken by car. 
Addi�onally, feedback from users suggests that disabled users who previously did not have 
access to affordable public transport now use this service. (MK City Council Cabinet Report Feb 
2023 Sustainability Action Plan update) 

Electric vehicles 

Uptake of electric and hybrid vehicles is strong in Milton Keynes compared with Great Britain 
as a whole. The number of private Plug-in vehicles per 100,000 popula�on in Milton Keynes 
is 1,073 compared with of 778 for the UK (data for England only not available). 

There were 43,784 private plug-in vehicles as at March 2023, a 30% increase on the previous 
year (Local Authority data: Electric vehicles and charging points (parliament.uk)). 

One ini�a�ve is to increase workplace electric vehicle charging points. Milton Keynes has 
government-funded support towards the costs of EV charging points at workplaces that 
have dedicated off-street parking. As a result of the investment In April-June 2023, the 
number of socket installa�ons as part of the scheme was 433, which is above the average 
for English Unitary Authori�es of 204  (Climate Change in Milton Keynes | LG Inform 
(local.gov.uk). 

Table 1: EV charging points per 100,000 of the popula�on MK compared with England (Oct 2023) 
(ONS/Zapmap). 

Home 

energy consump�on 

0 50 100 150 200

Charging devices per 100,000 of the pop

% increase in no of charging devices

EV charging devices as at October 2023  MK v 
England

Milton Keynes England

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/local-authority-data-electric-vehicles-and-charging-points/
https://derivation.esd.org.uk/?metricType=15411&period=cq_Q2_2023&area=E06000042&outputType=both&organisationID=&withArea=&withPeriod=&methodType=none
https://lginform.local.gov.uk/reports/view/lga-research/lga-research-report-climate-change-1?mod-area=E06000042&mod-group=AllUnitaryLaInCountry_England&mod-type=namedComparisonGroup
https://lginform.local.gov.uk/reports/view/lga-research/lga-research-report-climate-change-1?mod-area=E06000042&mod-group=AllUnitaryLaInCountry_England&mod-type=namedComparisonGroup
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Milton Keynes performs compara�vely well in rela�on to mi�ga�on measures to reduce 
home energy consump�on and thus environmental impact (and costs). 59% of its housing 
stock has an Energy Performance Certificates (EPC) in Band C or above, compared with the 
average for England of 42%. More recent homes are built to be more energy efficient than 
older homes, and as a new town, there is a higher proportion of recently built homes than 
many other English towns and cities. (Energy Performance Certification is a ra�ng that 
summarises the energy efficiency of a building). 
 
The amount of gas and electricity consumed per average household is less than the average 
for England: 2.8% less for electricity, and 6.6% less for gas.  
 
Energy consumption varies with age of homes in Milton Keynes. Houses built after 2011 
have average gas energy consumption per household of 9,700-kilowatt hour (KWh) whereas 
for houses built between 1945 to 1964 average gas energy per household is 12,900 KWh. 
 
Table 2: Energy consump�on by household Milton Keynes v England (Department for Energy, 
Security and Net Zero). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Waste and recycling 
 
There is a need for households to reduce the levels of household waste that they create, as 
levels are above the na�onal average. In 2021/22, household waste in tonnes per 1000 
households in Milton Keynes was 1,074, which is above the average for all English Unitary 
Authori�es of 1,040. 
 
 
Milton Keynes City Council aims to increase rates of waste recycling to 70% by 2030. In 
2021/22 the percentage of household waste sent for recycling in Milton Keynes was 51.9% 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rating_scale
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Efficient_energy_use
https://derivation.esd.org.uk/?virtualMetricType.numerator=8251&virtualMetricType.denominator=1803&virtualMetricType.multiple=1000&virtualMetricType.label=Total+household+waste+per+1%2C000+households+%28annual%29&period=fin_2021_22&area=E06000042&outputType=both&organisationID=&withArea=&withPeriod=&methodType=none
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which is above the average percentage of 42% of all English Unitary Authori�es. Waste that 
is not recycled is a major source of greenhouse gas emissions and carbon-based 
par�culates. (Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs). 
 

 
Table 3: Greenhouse gas emissions by source Milton Keynes v England, percentages (Department for 
Energy, Security and Net Zero). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Access to green space 
 
Natural England recommends that everyone should have access to at least some greenspace 
within 300m of where they live for its physical and mental health benefits. For Milton 
Keynes, the average distance to travel to a public park or garden is 610m whereas the 
average for England is 926m. 
 
Milton Keynes came top for the amount of green space that residents had access to, with 
47.0 square metres (sqm) of public parks and gardens per person, in a study by the Centre 
for Cities which assessed 62 urban areas in terms of accessible green space. ii(How easy is it 
for people to stay at home during the coronavirus pandemic? | Centre for Cities)  
  
 
 
 
 
 
Vital Ac�on  
 

https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/how-easy-is-it-for-people-to-stay-at-home-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/how-easy-is-it-for-people-to-stay-at-home-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic/
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Milton Keynes residents are taking posi�ve ac�on to increasing sustainability and 
community resilience. Two examples are explored below: 
 
Community gardens - increasing local food produc�on. 
 
Planting Up is a Milton Keynes based community group that supports two community 
gardens in the city. Kirsty Forshaw, of Plan�ng Up said: “One of the primary benefits of 
community gardens is their contribu�on to local food produc�on and food security by 
reducing our local dependence on industrial agriculture and long-distance food 
transporta�on. 
 
Community gardens are more than just great places to cul�vate healthy affordable, local 
fruit and vegetables for people who don’t have their own gardens or allotment.  As the 
Plan�ng Up gardens at Westbury Arts Centre and Grapevine wellbeing Hub show, they also 
serve as refuges for wildlife and provide green urban spaces to cul�vate posi�ve health 
and wellbeing for people. 
 
They connect us with nature, nutri�ous food, and each other as we care for the 
environment. It’s no wonder doctors are referring them as green prescrip�on alterna�ves to 
medica�on!” 
 
Food Connect and Milton Keynes Community Fridge 
 
Food Connect Milton Keynes is a food redistribu�on service developed by the environmental 
charity, Hubbub. 
  
Food Connect helps nine community organisa�ons in Milton Keynes access quality surplus 
food to support community cafes, youth groups, children’s centres, and community meals.  
 
It uses sustainable transport including zero emission vehicles, e-cargo bikes, and an e-van to 
share surplus food from local businesses within the community. 
 
Between November 2022 and October 2023, MK Community Fridge and Food Connect MK 
were able to:  share 225 tonnes of food, equivalent to over half a million meals; support 
52,000 visits; travel 26,000 miles in clean vehicles and saved nearly 6.5 tonnes greenhouse 
gases rela�ng to transport. 
 
As well as cu�ng food waste, the community fridge and access to free food, both contribute 
support for those in difficult circumstances. 
 
Lynete Daniels, a Food Connect Courier who collects food from shops across Milton Keynes 
in an electric van said: “From our team, the shops who share their surplus food, their hard-
working staff I interact with when collec�ng , the network of community fridge teams and 
fridge visitors, everyone is playing their part to ensure that we are helping to reduce food 
waste in a very posi�ve and environmentally sustainable way.” 
Vital Voice  
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“We need a hearts and minds change so that people are aware of the emergency that we 
face, and that climate change is an existen�al threat to us. Community building ini�a�ves 
will make one of the biggest differences in the speed of change and helping change hearts 
and minds.” 
 
Michael Sheppard, Chair of Transition Towns, Milton Keynes.  
 
(Transi�on Town Milton Keynes is a group of local people concerned about the urgent need 
to address the climate and ecological crises through prac�cal ac�ons that advocate for a low 
carbon lifestyle and social and economic jus�ce.) 
 
 

Vital Signs 

• 37% of greenhouse gas emissions are from transport. England average is 31%.  

• A measure of the impact of air pollu�on on public health is the percentage of adult 

deaths atributable to par�culate air pollu�on. In Milton Keynes this was 5.7% which 

is above the average for all English unitary Authori�es of 5.3%. Certain groups are at 

highest risk including the young, the elderly, those with cardiovascular or respiratory 

diseases, pregnant women, and low-income households. 

• The number of private Plug-in vehicles per popula�on in Milton Keynes is 1073 

compared with 778 for the UK. 

 

  

Vital Thinking 
 

How can we educate and empower residents to reduce their transport 
greenhouse gas emissions? 
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Disadvantage and Poverty 

There is no standard defini�on of poverty, 
but it is widely accepted that: 

Poverty is when you are unable to afford 
the minimum needs that are deemed 
reasonable by the standards of the society 
in which you live. 

This includes providing shelter, warmth, 
food, and clothing as well as being able to 
par�cipate in everyday social ac�vi�es. 

Definition of Poverty, 2014 Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation  

Levels of poverty con�nue to rise, and 
many households have been unable to 
recover since COVID-19, as fuel, housing 
and food costs have con�nued to increase, 
causing a cost-of-living crisis. 

This is dispropor�onately affec�ng 
ethnically diverse households, with more 
than half likely to experience fuel poverty 
compared with just under a third of those in 
white ethnic households. 

Households likely to be experiencing the 
highest levels of poverty are those with 
serious long-term mental or physical health 
problems, lone parent households, some 
ethnically diverse communi�es, those with 
problem debts, and those in very low paid 
and insecure jobs, who o�en come from 
ethnically diverse communi�es. 

In Milton Keynes, there are many 
households grappling with increased 
vulnerability to poverty. 

A report by the Poverty Strategy Commission highlights the need for effort across all aspects 
of society to reduce poverty: “People would have more chance of exi�ng poverty in future, 
or avoiding poverty altogether, if they had beter skills, stronger family and community 
rela�onships and beter physical and mental health as well as more income and savings and 
reduced costs.” iii1(A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR TACKLING POVERTY The interim report of the Poverty 
Strategy Commission Chaired by Baroness Philippa Stroud SEPTEMBER 2023) 

Overview 

The prevalence of insecure and low-paid work combined with the shortage of affordable 
housing and rising household costs were iden�fied in the 2013-22 Vital Signs Report as 
exacerba�ng financial hardship in Milton Keynes and inequali�es in terms of health, 
wellbeing, educa�onal performance, and life chances. 

Data and feedback from local chari�es suggests that levels of poverty have increased over 
2022-23. Those who were struggling before the COVID-19 pandemic are now in a worse 
situa�on.  
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Who is most likely to be in poverty in Milton Keynes? 

Younger people in Milton Keynes were dispropor�onately impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic in terms of likelihood of becoming unemployed, and the claimant rate remains 
higher among younger people than for other age bands.  At July 2023 the benefit claimant 
rate was 4.9% for those aged 18-24 compared with 3.1% of those age 50 plus.  

Table 4: MK unemployment  Benefit claimants pre- and Post COVID-19 pandemic by age band 
(Labour Market Profile - Nomis - Official Census and Labour Market Statistics (nomisweb.co.uk). 

In Milton Keynes there is a higher rate of economic inac�vity because of ill health than the 
average for the popula�on of England. (Economic inac�vity is defined as people who are of 
working age, out of work, but are not looking for work). Pre-COVID-19 the rate was 23% of 
households in Milton Keynes but by June 2023 the rate had risen to 30.7% for Milton 
Keynes, compared with 25.5% for England.  
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Table 5: Trends in households being economically inac�ve due to long term sickness (Official Census 
and Labour Market Sta�s�cs nomisweb.co.uk).  

Research by The Centre for Cities notes that there is a higher likelihood among those 
formerly employed in ‘rou�ne and manual jobs’ to be economically inac�ve due to ill health, 
as these jobs are more likely to damage health and to be harder to carry out with a long-
term illness than desk jobs.  

12.6% of the popula�on of Milton Keynes are working in ‘rou�ne’ jobs compared with 10.5% 
for England on average.  

(Note: ‘Rou�ne and manual’ jobs include roles such as plumbers, electricians, labourers, 
wai�ng and bar staff, cleaners, HGV and van drivers, packers etc) 

(www.centreforcities.org/blog/how-is-sickness-related-economic-inactivity-playing-out-across-the-
country/Local Insight OCSI) 

A report by the Runnymede Trust iden�fies that Black and Minority Ethnic households are 
dispropor�onately exposed to the current cost-of-living crisis and that more than half of 
Black and Minority Ethnic people are likely to experience fuel poverty compared with just 
under a third of those of white ethnici�es.iv (Falling Faster Amidst a Cost-of-living Crisis, Poverty, 
Inequality and Ethnicity in the UK, Runneymede Trust. October 2022) 

There are higher rates of in-work poverty in Milton Keynes compared with England. 6.3% 
of Universal Credit claimants are in work in Milton Keynes, compared with 5.7% for 
England. Conversely, 7.6% in Milton Keynes claiming Universal Credit are not working, 
compared with 8.5% in England. (Local Insight/OCSI)* 

* This is an Oct 2022 stat and when checked on govt website it states that due to Covid and
aftermath there were different rules re: Universal Credit which is why it must be so low at 
that moment.* 
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Updates statistics Nov 2023 stat for MK is 55% of UC claimants are not in work and 45% 
are in employment. (Universal Credit: 29 April 2013 to 13 July 2023 - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk)) 

Table 6: Universal Credit claimants by employment status Milton Keynes v England (Local Insight 
Profile OCSI). 

Milton Keynes Citizens Advice director, Ben Thomas reports that over the past year 65% of 
its advice enquiries were in rela�on to Benefits, Universal Credit and Debt. The most 
common benefit claim issue in Milton Keynes was around Personal Independence Payment 
(PIP) which provides extra living costs for those with a long-term physical or mental health 
condi�on or disability. This is consistent with na�onal trends among presen�ng issues at 
Ci�zens Advice centres. 

Milton Keynes Ci�zen Advice also reports that for most of 2021 and 2022 the most 
common debt was rent or council tax arrears. But from the end of 2022 onwards, the most 
common debt problem has been energy and fuel debts. In earlier years it was able to help 
debt clients save money through support with budge�ng and finding the best deals, but 
with the recent turbulence in the energy market and the ongoing squeeze in the cost-of-
living, many of these op�ons are no longer available. A high propor�on of those who seek 
advice are from the more economically deprived neighbourhoods of Milton Keynes. 

A further indica�on of the con�nuing growth of those in poverty is that Milton Keynes 
Foodbank reports a surge in demand for its services. Comparing January to October 2023 
with the same period in 2022, there has been a 49% increase in use of its services. Between 
January and October 2023, it has distributed the same amount as for the total year 2020, 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Child Poverty 

In Milton Keynes 30% of children lived in poverty in 2022 compared with and 30.8% in 
England. The rate rose in Milton Keynes between 2021 and 2022 by 0.2%. (The number of 
children living in poverty is defined by the End Child Poverty Coalition and the Centre for 
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Universal credit claimants by employment 
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Research in Social Policy at Loughborough University as the number of children in 
households with income a�er housing costs that are below 60% of the median (i.e., 
midpoint). v  (Child Poverty Statistics - End Child Poverty) 

This method of assessing numbers of children living in poverty considers the high cost of 
housing in Milton Keynes. Na�onally poverty rates are highest for children living in lone 
parent families and that children from ethnically diverse groups are more at risk of living in 
poverty (EndchildPoverty.org). In Milton Keynes, a par�cular challenge is children living in 
households where someone is working but earning low-income levels.  

Table 7:  Households by category, Milton Keynes v England receiving Universal Credit (Local Insight 
Profile for Milton Keynes, OCSI). 

The percent of children in poverty living in workless households in Milton Keynes in 2022 
was 5.3%, just around half that of the na�onal rate (10.2%). (ONS). Whereas the propor�on 
of households receiving Universal Credit with children is higher in Milton Keynes at 9.5% 
compared with England (8.6%) (Local Insight profile/OCSI) Feb 2023 data). 
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England Milton Keynes

https://endchildpoverty.org.uk/child-poverty/
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Table 8: Children living in workless households 2020 and 2022, Milton Keynes v England (Children by 
the combined economic ac�vity status of household members by local authority: Table C1 LA - Office 
for Na�onal Sta�s�cs (ons.gov.uk). 

“We are seeing more hungry children arriving in the mornings, more parents at the end of 
their tether, a lot of stress and distress amongst our low-income families. Parents get to be 
at the end of their tether and there has been a huge growth in domes�c violence and drug 
abuse,” said Zoe Raven CEO of Acorn Nurseries. 

Charity, Dreamsai, which runs projects to support the needy, amongst its goals, currently 
delivers an average 4,160 free essen�al food parcels a year to those in need in Milton 
Keynes. It reports that the biggest increase in demand has been from schools, which 
increased from 84 per month in 2022 to 180 per month in 2023 (www.dreamsai.org). 

“The significant increase in demand is from schools in the deprived areas due to the cost-of-
living crisis felt by families with children, resul�ng in children’s poor ability to concentrate at 
school.” Laxman Kastala, Founder & Chair Dreamsai. 

Des�tu�on 

Milton Keynes is in Quin�le Band 3 in a categorisa�on of prevalence of des�tu�on by Local 
Authority by the Joseph Rowntree Trust (JRT). Quin�le Band 5 equates to highest rates of 
des�tu�on and Quin�le Band 1 the lowest. Des�tu�on is defined by JRT as extremely low 
income so you cannot afford two of six items needed to meet basic needs to stay warm dry, 
clean and fed.  

Na�onally those experiencing des�tu�on are more likely to be people who are single, of 
working age, age 35-44, with no children. The research indicated that likelihood of 
des�tu�on is highest among black-led households and among those with chronic physical or 
mental health condi�ons and problema�c debt. Some experienced persistent hardship, but 
more reported sudden deteriora�on as result of economic shock of COVID-19 compounded 
by the cost-of-living crisis. vi  (Des�tu�on in the UK 2023 | JRF) 

http://www.dreamsai.org/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/destitution-uk-2023
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Contributory factors to poverty 

Housing costs 

The 2013-22 Vital Signs report highlighted housing affordability in Milton Keynes as 
contribu�ng to poverty. More recently the situa�on has improved slightly and the ra�o of 
median (midpoint) house price to gross annual earnings has decreased from 9.89 in 2021 to 
9.1 in 2022. (www.gov.uk/government/statistics/housing-affordability-in-england-and-wales-2021) 

Table 9: Percent of Children Living in Poverty a�er Housing costs (EndchildPoverty.org). 

Changing interest rates have significantly increased mortgage repayments for those already 
purchasing a home. Examples are shown on the government website: (How are monthly 
mortgage repayments changing in Great Britain? - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) 

Childcare costs 
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costs 2019-2022
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http://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/housing-affordability-in-england-and-wales-2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/articles/howaremonthlymortgagerepaymentschangingingreatbritain/2023-03-08
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/articles/howaremonthlymortgagerepaymentschangingingreatbritain/2023-03-08
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Milton Keynes is the ninth highest in a survey of ci�es for the cost of childcare in rela�on to 
income, with the average parent in Milton Keynes spending 49% of their income on 
childcare. The survey compared the average monthly salary a�er tax for the major towns 
and ci�es with the average cost of full-�me childcare by place  (Hours vs Childcare | Play Like 
Mum). 

Vital Ac�on 

Dreamsai was established in 2017. One of 
the charity’s objec�ves is the preven�on or 
relief of poverty for the public benefit of 
Milton Keynes.  This is achieved by 
supplying food, hygiene items, and other 
essen�als to the homeless and 
communi�es in need. 

From their kitchens in Kingston, Dreamsai 
can supply hot food and food parcels 
through a network of 400 volunteers.  This 
includes culturally appropriate hot meals to 
refugees who have no access to cooking 
facili�es.  Early in 2023, Milton Keynes 
Community Founda�on provided funding to 
Dreamsai to increase the amount of food 
parcels they were distribu�ng.   

The charity had seen a 30% increase in 
demand for the parcels and was also 
experiencing an increase in the cost of the 
food they provided. 

Most recently, Dreamsai have seen an 
increase in the demand for food bags from 
schools in some of the most deprived 
neighbourhoods in Milton Keynes, due to 
the cost-of-living crisis. 

Vital Voices 

“The issues that clients present with, are becoming more complex and harder to solve. With 
debt clients there are frankly ‘less op�ons’ to help them reduce household expenditure and 
maximise income. Many of the debt clients we see in MK are people who are in a nega�ve 
budget - where their income does not cover their essen�al costs.” 

https://www.playlikemum.com/cost-of-childcare/
https://www.playlikemum.com/cost-of-childcare/
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Milton Keynes Citizens Advice Director, Ben Thomas 

The danger of phrases like cost-of-living crisis and the amount of air�me they received in the 
news is that they become commonplace, and we become blasé. The reality for thousands of 
children across Milton Keynes though is now even worse than it was when these phrases 
were first spoken. 

Government help has dried up, savings have all gone, infla�on con�nues to rise, and the 
energy bill cap just increased again.  Teachers commonly report having to teach children who 
have not eaten since their school lunch the previous day, or who are struggling to focus 
because they are hungry and who worry constantly about where their next meal might be 
coming from. 

Paul Oxley, St Marks Meals 

St Mark’s meals charity is a project of St Mark’s MK.  Their aim is to provide food to the 
most vulnerable children in Milton Keynes whenever they need it.  They store emergency 
meal boxes in schools across the city which staff can invite vulnerable families to take 
home any day they might need it. 

Vital Signs 

• In 2022, the most common debt problem in Milton Keynes was because of high

energy and fuel costs. 

• 30% of children in Milton Keynes in 2022, were living in poverty (a�er housing costs).

• 49% increase in usage of Milton Keynes foodbank between 2022 and 2023.

Vital Thinking 

How can we use the mode of the Child Poverty Partnership to expand 
support for people living in poverty in Milton Keynes? 
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Educa�on 

Educa�on from pre-school to lifelong learning should enable everyone to maximise their 
poten�al, have control over the course of their life and the knowledge and skills needed 
for stable employment. 

Local educa�on experts have noted that mul�ple lockdowns and disrup�ons to educa�on 
during the COVID-19 pandemic have scarred the educa�onal and emo�onal development of 
many young people. 

Overview 

Milton Keynes City Council has a goal to raise the aspira�ons and atainment of 
disadvantaged pupils and other groups who do less well than their peers, at every stage of 
educa�on (mkfutures2050.com). In addi�on to qualifica�ons improving people’s 
opportuni�es to gain rewarding employment and mee�ng local demand for skills, those with 
higher levels of qualifica�ons report higher levels of life sa�sfac�on (see sec�on Health and 
Wellbeing). 

When comparing diverse groups of young people within Milton Keynes, those that have the 
lowest atainment rate are likely to be from families eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), 
from white ethnic backgrounds and to be boys. 
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Since the COVID-19 pandemic school absence rates have risen na�onally and in Milton 
Keynes and this is likely to be detrimental to school performance and progression into 
further learning or work. 

Early years 

Free childcare is available for two-year olds if the household is in receipt of specific 
government benefits. The take-up rate in Milton Keynes is 80% compared with English 
average of 74%. 

All three-to four-year-olds in England are eligible for 15 hours a week of early educa�on 
and childcare. The local take-up rate is 99% compared with English average of 93.7%. 

While the take up rates of early years educa�on is now high, the COVID-19 pandemic and 
associated lockdowns have nega�vely impacted the youngest children at a crucial stage of 
their development as observed by Zoe Raven, CEO of Acorn Nurseries: “We no�ced a 
regression in the social skills, confidence and emo�onal resilience in the children that did 
not atend the nurseries during the pandemic and who didn’t have access to the normal 
range of social situa�ons.  Language development has especially been affected, and the 
increased dependence on screens is having an ongoing detrimental effect on children’s 
development. Vulnerable children and those with keyworker parents were able to con�nue 
to atend, and they thrived on the increased aten�on they received in nurseries with much 
lower numbers.” 

Table 10: Es�mated take up rate among under 5s of free childcare/early educa�on (explore-
educa�on-sta�s�cs.service.gov.uk). 

Secondary Educa�on 

0.00% 20.00% 40.00% 60.00% 80.00% 100.00% 120.00%

2-year-olds

3 and 4-year-olds

Est % take up rate among eligible children for 15 
hours free child care/early education 2023

Milton Keynes England

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-provision-children-under-5
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-provision-children-under-5
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Atainment  
 
Gaps remain in school performance between different communi�es, with those from 
families eligible for Free School Meals, of a white ethnic background, and boys, having lower 
levels of school atainment compared with their peers. 
 
(The measure of atainment reviewed is the Grade 8 score and is the average atainment 
score per pupil across examina�ons typically taken at age 16.) 
 
Table 11: Atainment at Grade 8 by ethnicity, Milton Keynes schools compared with England (LG 
Inform local.gov.uk). 
 
Table 12: Atainment at Grade 8 Milton Keynes schools compared with England by pupil 
characteris�cs (LG Inform local.gov.uk). 

Atendance 
 
There is a severe problem with school atendance which has declined drama�cally from pre-
COVID-19 pandemic levels across the country and in Milton Keynes. 26% of secondary 
school pupils in Milton Keynes missed 10% of school sessions in 2023 (a similar percentage 
as the average for England). This is double the rate pre-COVID-19 pandemic in 2018/19, 
when 13.3% missed 10% of school sessions. 
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Table 13: School Absence Rates (GOV.UK (explore-educa�on-sta�s�cs.service.gov.uk) 

 

 
 
 
Data on the characteris�cs of those who are absent from school is not available at Local 
Authority level but na�onal research by the Centre for Social Justicevii indicates that those 
who have the highest rate of absence tend to be from families eligible for FSM, from the 
most deprived communi�es, with mul�ple learning difficul�es, physical disabili�es, and 
social and mental health needs. (LOST AND NOT FOUND How severe absence became endemic in 
England’s schools March 2022, Centre for Social Justice) 
 
This research found that anxiety was the biggest driver behind increases in absence and 
some of those who previously atended school regularly had, since the COVID-19 pandemic, 
become extremely anxious. In some cases, parental mental health was also a barrier to 
atendance. Other reasons iden�fied for school absence were disengagement with the 
curriculum especially around tradi�onal academic subjects. A survey of young people aged 
11-16 in Milton Keynes iden�fied that only 36% of students enjoy their school (Oxwell Survey, 
2023). 
 
The lead for MK Mental Health Leads Network, Liz Nigh�ngale, who is also Head Teacher at 
Green Park School, said that locally school absence is being driven by anxiety in the main, 
and changing a�tudes of parents are also contribu�ng to the problem. She felt that some 
parents find it easier to keep the child at home if they are working from home and the child 
has a minor illness. They may also take a child out of school for their birthday and do not 
take school atendance so seriously as in the past. She added that in neighbourhoods where 
extreme poverty is behind school absence, schools in Milton Keynes are ac�ve in providing 
breakfast clubs and a�erschool clubs to facilitate school atendance. 

Milton Keynes City Council recognises the issue of ‘Emo�onally based school avoidance’ and 
published in 2022 a guidance for schools in Milton Keynes. 
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Supplementary schools 
 
The number of supplementary schools con�nues to rise, there are currently around 104 
supplementary schools in Milton Keynes, atended by an es�mated 6,000 students. They 
provide academic, language, culture and faith teaching classes and are mostly run by 
volunteers and depend on support from the community. These schools o�en work in 
collabora�on with statutory secondary schools and support core curriculum subjects such as 
English and Mathema�cs 
 
Children with Special Educa�onal Needs (SEN) 
 

The usual �ming for iden�fying those with Special Educa�onal Needs (SEN) is at nursery 
school stage, and nurseries start ge�ng support in place. However, Zoe Raven, CEO of Acorn 
Nurseries explained that this was obviously not possible during lockdown, so some children 
started primary school without proper assessment and support plans in place. She said: 
“These children will probably need greater aten�on in their early years at school to regain 
their expected level of social and emo�onal development, language development and 
confidence. “  
 
A report by Public First iden�fied that those wai�ng for Special Educa�onal Needs diagnosis 
may struggle to atend school. viii (Listening to, and learning from, parents in the attendance crisis 
September 2023 Dr Sally Burtonshaw & Ed Dorrel, Public First) 
 
Anxiety is especially high amongst those diagnosed with au�sm and Special Needs according 
to Liz Nigh�ngale, the lead for the Milton Keynes Health Leads Network.   The average score 
at Grade 8 for those with Special Educa�onal Needs or EHC plan in Milton Keynes is 12.2 
compared with 47.2 for non-SEN/EHC pupils. 
 
Table 14:  Atainment at Grade 8, Milton Keynes compared with England for those with SEN or EHC 
plans (LG Inform local.gov.uk). 
 
 
Par�cipa�on in educa�on, employment, or training 16-17 
 
In Milton Keynes 3.3% percent of the cohort are not par�cipa�ng in educa�on, employment 
with training aged 16-18 (NEET) which is beter than the average for England (5.2%). Those 
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who are NEET are much more likely to be in a vulnerable group, to be persistently absent 
from school, to have Special Educa�on Needs or Educa�on Health Care Plan support (EHCP).   
 
Table 15:  Percentage of cohort not in work, educa�on or training by characteris�c, Milton Keynes 
compared with England (Sta�s�cs: NEET and par�cipa�on - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)). 

 
Progression to university 
 
There is a gap in the propor�on of young people from different communi�es who progress 
onto higher educa�on. Half (49.3%.) of the cohort who are not eligible for FSM progress to 
university, a similar rate to the average for England. However, the propor�on going to 
university of those eligible for FSM is lower, and less than the average for England (28.4% in 
Milton Keynes, compared with 29.2% on average for England. 
 
The propor�on of the cohort going to any university from Milton Keynes is lowest among 
students from white ethnic groups (38%) and less than the average across England for white 
ethnic students. (41.8%.) 
 
The progression rate to top (high tariff) universi�es by Milton Keynes students is highest 
from those with an Asian ethnicity at 17.6% and lowest among those from Black ethnici�es 
at 7.7%. 
 
(Note. High tariff universi�es are the top third of English higher educa�on providers in terms 
of the average number of UCAS points achieved by their students). 
 

Table 16: Progression rate to university by ethnicity Milton Keynes compared with England  
(www.gov.uk/government/sta�s�cs/widening-par�cipa�on-in-higher-educa�on). 

http://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/widening-participation-in-higher-education
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Table 17: Progression rate to university by whether or not student is on Free school Meals, Milton 
Keynes compared with England (www.gov.uk/government/sta�s�cs/widening-par�cipa�on-in-
higher-educa�on). 

 
Adult educa�on 
 
Take up of adult educa�on classes funded by Milton Keynes Local Authority are rebounding 
since lockdown and the numbers enrolling on community learning and adult skills classes in 
2022/23 is only 2 % below the 2018-19 level. Government data indicates that par�cipants 
are more likely to be age 45 plus and of white ethnicity. 
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Vital Ac�on 
 
Milton Keynes has 104 supplementary schools, mostly run by ethnically diverse community 
groups.  Many provide young people with an opportunity to understand more about their 
culture, faith, and history. 
 
One such group which has been funded by Milton Keynes Community Founda�on, is EMS 
Tutoring, based at Stantonbury School campus, which is the educa�onal arm of Friends of 
the Caribbean. It aims to improve academic performances, among ethnic minori�es and 
low-performing and disadvantaged students.  As part of their many services they befriend 
and mentor 20 young people a year and provide addi�onal tui�on for English, Maths and 
Science to around 50 young people. 
 
Addi�onal tutoring enables the students to improve their statutory educa�on giving them 
encouragement to get involved in further educa�on as well as building aspira�on and 
achieving their full poten�al. 
 
Anthony Russell, a Board Member at EMS, said: “The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant 
impact on the learning and socio-emo�onal development of young people in our community 
who were dispropor�onately affected by lockdowns and school closures. We were delighted 
that our tutoring programme was able to make a significant impact on recovering lost 
learning and personal development. The catch-up programmes helped 70% of par�cipa�ng 
students to return to their expected academic progress trajectories. We found that regular 
assessment and individual feedback to the students made a significant difference, as well as 
our building communica�ons with families”.  
 
As a result of the Pandemic EMS transi�oned from a physical centre to fully online, which 
now remains and has the advantage of enabling EMS to extend its reach. In 2023 it engaged 
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with over 100 students, providing over 5,500 hours of one-to-one tutoring in English, Maths, 
Science, and 11 plus, GCSE, and A-level exams prepara�on. This resulted in a 30% increase in 
the number of students achieving their target grades in na�onal examina�ons compared to 
the previous year (2021). Moreover. There was a sizeable number of students from low-
income and ethnic minority backgrounds receiving scholarships and placements to 
pres�gious UK universi�es. (htps://emstutoring.co.uk/ 
 
 
The lessons are very understandable. My son took English and Science lessons with Julia for a 
year.  He got top grades in GCSE. My younger daughter is taking maths lessons with Ella now 
she has improved her test scores a lot. 
 
Ernes�ne Brixton (parent) 
 
The additional support has made a noticeable difference in my academic performance, 
turning what was once a challenging subject into one where I now feel more capable and 
engaged. 
 
Ashlee (student) 
Vital Voice 
 
“This Year 11 are the first set of students that are in school for full prepara�on for their 
GCSEs, yet they are s�ll not fully prepared because the founda�on years were missed. 
COVID-19 caused a major setback for a lot of students, it deprived them of educa�on, not 
only academically, but also robbed them of social interac�on and maturity.  
 
This created several challenges for young people, anxiety, lack of confidence in rela�ng to 
others, and lack of exposure to age-appropriate development opportuni�es. In addi�on, 
they are very much behind in social development and aspira�ons." 
 
Kayode Komolafe , Director of Programmes,  Fresh Youth MK  
Fresh Youth is a charity that aims to significantly improve employability and educa�onal 
outcomes of young people aged under 25 years, par�cularly those from ethnically diverse 
communi�es. 
 
 
Vital Signs 

 

• 26% of state secondary school pupils in Milton Keynes missed 10% of school, double 

the rate pre- COVID-19 pandemic but in line with the na�onal average. 

https://emstutoring.co.uk/
https://www.mkcommunityfoundation.co.uk/
https://www.mkcommunityfoundation.co.uk/
https://www.mkcommunityfoundation.co.uk/
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• 70.8% of 2-2/12-year-olds in MK are at the expected levels of the 5 areas of 

development versus 80% for England. The shor�all being around motor skills and 

personal to social skills. 

• The number of supplementary schools in MK have risen from 90-104 in the last year 

showing the increased need and demand for the addi�onal support. 

  
 

  

Vital Thinking 

How can we support Supplementary Schools and alterna�ve provisions to help 
young people catch-up on their schooling past COVID-19? 
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Health and Wellbeing 
Physical, mental health and wellbeing are impacted by factors which include gene�cs, 
lifestyles, social and community networks and living and working condi�ons. 

Mental health and wellbeing have worsened over the past year, par�cularly among the most 
disadvantaged communi�es in Milton Keynes due to the COVID-19 pandemic and are now 
exacerbated by the cost-of-living crisis. 

Overview 

Mental health, physical health and a healthy lifestyle all contribute to an individual’s overall 
health and wellbeing according to Department of Health research ix. Mental health and 
feelings of wellbeing have worsened par�cularly among the poorest communi�es in Milton 
Keynes, because of the wider impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and now the cost-of-living 
crisis. (The Department of Health, The Relationship between Wellbeing and Health, A compendium 
of Factsheets: Wellbeing across the Lifecourse 2014) 

The wellbeing of young people in Milton Keynes is of par�cular concern with high numbers 
repor�ng mental health challenges, par�cularly anxiety. There are long wai�ng lists for 
treatments, impac�ng on quality of life and school performance.  

People from ethnically diverse communi�es are more likely to experience a mental health 
problem, are less likely to receive support and have poorer outcomes from services. 

Physical ac�vity has a posi�ve contribu�on to both mental and physical health and healthy 
aging. Young people from the poorest neighbourhoods are less ac�ve than those from the 
least deprived neighbourhoods. 

Indicators of the prevalence of health condi�ons that are likely to impact on a person 
developing health problems in older age have a lower incidence in Milton Keynes compared 
with the average for England, although those living in poorer communi�es o�en live with 
poorer health. 

Wellbeing 

Milton Keynes residents had increased levels of anxiety and decreased levels of life 
sa�sfac�on during the COVID-19 pandemic, in line with the rest of the country. This is based 
on a self-assessment of wellbeing collected in government surveys. Research by the 
Department of Health indicates that subjec�ve wellbeing influences health and life 
expectancy. x  (The Department of Health, The Relationship between Wellbeing and Health, A 
compendium of Factsheets: Wellbeing across the Lifecourse 2014) 
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Table 18: Personal assessment of wellbeing, adults Milton Keynes v England pre and post the COVID-
19 pandemic (Ons.gov.uk/peoplepopula�onandcommunity/wellbeing). 

Self-ranking on a scale of 0 - 10 

 

Although there have been some improvements since 2020, anxiety levels in Milton Keynes 
measured at 2021/22 are slightly higher than the na�onal average and above the pre-
pandemic levels.  

Analysis of the data at na�onal level found: 

• The propor�on of women (26.6%) repor�ng elevated levels of anxiety was 
significantly higher than for men (20.0%). 

• The greatest propor�on repor�ng elevated levels of anxiety (25.1%) were aged 50 to 
54 years.  

• A greater propor�on of disabled adults reported poor personal well-being. 
• Those of mixed ethnic groups and Black, African, Caribbean, or Black Bri�sh reported 

lower levels of life sa�sfac�on and higher levels of anxiety compared with White, 
Asian, or Asian Bri�sh groups. 

• Those with no qualifica�ons reported higher levels of anxiety. 
 
(Personal well-being in the UK - Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk)) 
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Physical ac�vity 
 
Physical ac�vity is important not only for physical health, but it has also been iden�fied as 
beneficial for mental health. xi (Anxiety and depression in young people | What we do | Wellcome) 
 
64% of adults in Milton Keynes report being ac�ve for at least 150 minutes a week, the level 
recommended by health professionals, compared with the average for England of 63%. 
(Sports England Active Lives Survey) Latest data 2020/21) 
 
Over half those age 11-16 are not ac�ve for the recommended 60 minutes plus a day, and 
the rate is lowest, at 43%, among children living in the most deprived neighbourhoods of 
Milton Keynes. Those age 11-16 who were less physically ac�ve in Milton Keynes report 
lower levels of feeling that their life is worthwhile, compared with those who are more 
ac�ve. Whatever their level of ac�vity young people in Milton Keynes gave lower scores for 
feeling that their life was worthwhile.  
 
Table 19:  Young people’s reported feelings that life is worthwhile in rela�on to level of ac�vity. 
(Sports England Ac�ve Lives Survey).  

 
The latest NHS survey of young people (published November 2023) also indicates a link 
between physical ac�vity and mental health. The survey showed that those with a probable 
mental health disorder were less likely to have taken part in exercise or visited green spaces. 
xii (Mental Health of Children and Young People in England, 2023 - wave 4 follow up to the 2017 
survey - NHS Digital) 
 
Physical ac�vity levels are lower among children from ethnically diverse groups compared 
with white groups. xiii (kingsfund.org.uk/publications/health-people-ethnic-minority-groups-
england) 
 
(Note: A ‘probable mental health disorder’ is iden�fied by analysing the results of a specific 
ques�onnaire known as the ‘Strengths and Difficul�es Ques�onnaire’ sdqinfo.org).  
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https://wellcome.org/what-we-do/mental-health/projects/anxiety-depression-young-people-finding-next-generation-treatments
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up
https://www.sdqinfo.org/
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Healthy aging 
 
30% of those age 50 and above in Milton Keynes have a long -term health problem or 
disability and this is the same percentage as for England (LGInform/ONS). 
 
Table 20:  Indicators of healthy aging Milton Keynes v England 
(htps://finger�ps.phe.org.uk/profile/healthy-ageing/). 

 
 
Health condi�ons that are likely to impact on a person developing health problems in 
older age have a lower incidence in Milton Keynes overall compared with the average for 
England. There is a lower prevalence for demen�a under 65, heart disease, diabetes, 
stroke, and musculoskeletal problems. 
 
However, there is a higher prevalence is some of the more deprived communi�es of obesity, 
smoking and long-term health condi�ons. Milton Keynes City Council is co-ordina�ng pilot 
projects in par�cular neighbourhoods to help address these health inequali�es. 

A programme to help residents reduce excess weight, iden�fied as a major cause of health 
condi�ons and early death, was launched by the Director of Public Health in 2022. It 
includes weight management programmes alongside systems working to build a healthier 
food and physical ac�vity environment in Milton Keynes. xiv (PowerPoint Presentation) 
(moderngov.co.uk) 
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https://milton-keynes.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s9383/Annex%20A%20-%20MK%20Deal%20the%20first%20six%20months.pdf
https://milton-keynes.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s9383/Annex%20A%20-%20MK%20Deal%20the%20first%20six%20months.pdf
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Mental health and wellbeing among young people 
 
Na�onal overview 
 
Depression, anxiety, and psychosis start when people are young according to an article 
in Nature online xv. (Youth mental health crisis management | Nature Mental Health) They can 
have a significant impact on all aspects of a person’s life.  
 
The main findings of a na�onal longitudinal study by the NHS, published November 2023 
into the mental health of young people, indicates that poverty and associated worries about 
money and affordability are significant drivers in likelihood of young people experiencing 
mental health condi�ons.xvi (Mental Health of Children and Young People in England, 2023 - wave 
4 follow up to the 2017 survey - NHS Digital) 
 
The study iden�fied that in 2023, about 1 in 5 children and young people aged 8 to 25 years 
had a probable mental disorder. For 17- to 25-year-olds, rates were twice as high among 
women than men. Among those age 11- 16 there was a strong link between being bullied 
and having a probable mental disorder.  
 
Milton Keynes children and young people mental health issues 
 
A report into public health in Milton Keynes states that during the COVID-19 pandemic there 
were both increasing numbers and increasing acuity of children and young people suffering 
crisis. This included a surge in the numbers presen�ng with ea�ng disorders. Following the 
first lockdown there was a surge in mental health referrals when children and young people 
went back to school. xvii (Mental Health of Children and Young People in England, 2023 - wave 4 
follow up to the 2017 survey - NHS Digital) 
 
The lead for the MK Mental Health Leads Network, Liz Nigh�ngale, shared her insights on 
the current causes of mental health issues among young people in Milton Keynes. (The 
network was set up five years ago by Milton Keynes City Council to help with co-ordina�on 
of issues and solu�ons across schools in rela�on to mental health.)  She iden�fied that 
sources of anxiety may include parental stress around cost-of-living, which are picked up by 
children, even though parents try to keep it from them. Some children have also been 
affected by trauma, domes�c violence and bereavement which fuels anxiety. Social media 
usage may create anxiety among some young people in rela�on to body image for example 
and can allow abusive rela�onships to develop between children. 
 
The most recent Public Health England data on the rate of hospital admissions among young 
people for mental health condi�ons is for the year 2021/22. It indicates that in Milton 
Keynes Hospital admission rates for those who self-harm or have a mental health condi�on 
is lower than the average for England. However, these results can be affected by factors, 
including how the local mental health system works, rather than providing evidence of the 
scale of need. 
 
 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-021-01161-7
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-021-01161-7
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44220-023-00112-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-021-01161-7
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up
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Table 20:  Hospital admission rates per 100,000 MK v England among young people for mental health 
condi�ons (phe.org.uk/profile/child-health-profiles/data). 
 

 
 
A Senior Sister on the Children’s Emergency Ward, of Milton Keynes University Hospital, said: 
“We get a lot of children who are currently on the wai�ng list for Children and Young 
People’s Mental Health Services (CAMHS) coming into the Emergency Department as they 
are advised if they come to the Emergency Department they may be seen quicker. We 
explain to parents that presen�ng to the Emergency Department will not affect their place 
on the wai�ng list, however we will assess and support their child based on their current 
presenta�on.” 
 

Preliminary findings from recent surveys (Oxwell and Beewell)  xviii aimed at increasing 
understanding the wellbeing of young people in Milton Keynes (aged 11 – 18) surfaced 
behaviours, experiences and beliefs that are likely to nega�vely impact on their wellbeing 
and mental health. (Understanding the Mental Health & Wellbeing of Children & Young People in 
Milton Keynes – The BeeWell & OxWell Survey(s) October 23) 
 
The OxWell Survey (2023) – Focused on secondary school age pupils in Milton Keynes 
 

• 25% are skipping meals due to weight concerns. 
• 25% pupils (aged 11-16) said they had had a mental health problem in the last 12 

months. 
• 38% spend more than four hours a day on social media networking sites. 
• One in three children think their school deals well with racism. 
• More than one in four children o�en or always feel sad or empty. 
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The BeeWell Survey (2023) – Focused on pupils in special schools and alterna�ve provision 
in Milton Keynes:  
 

• Life sa�sfac�on and feelings towards self was lower in pupils whose gender iden�ty 
was not the same as registered at birth. 

• Female pupils experienced lower ability to exert control over their own emo�ons 
and lower wellbeing, par�cularly those in Year 12 (i.e., age 16-17). 

• Importance of building friend and family rela�onships for pupils who are eligible for 
pupil premium (across all surveys).  
 

 
Support for children and young people with mental health disorders in Milton Keynes 
 
Services in Milton Keynes work towards the Na�onal iTHRIVE Programme to improve 
services for children and young people’s mental health using the iTHRIVE Framework for 
system change. This contains four areas of mental health services:  
 
• Ge�ng Advice. 
• Ge�ng Help (targeted, outcomes-focused help to address the specific mental health 

issue, delivered by a professional, not necessarily a trained mental health provider). 
• Ge�ng More Help (this includes Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 

(CAMHS)). 
• Ge�ng Risk Support (for crisis interven�on). 
 
Public Health Principal – Children, Young People & Families, Milton Keynes, James Dove, 
said: “The data and feedback from stakeholders suggest that there are service gaps, 
par�cularly in the “Ge�ng Help” group of services, which are o�en provided by the 
voluntary and community sector. The services are currently not well-resourced and have no 
long-term stable funding stream. This can result in children and young people having limited 
access to early help and referrals being made to CAMHS that o�en do not meet their criteria 
and would not be appropriate to receive their support. The ‘knock on impact’ can also result 
in CAMHS experiencing significant pressures and demand on their resources. Children and 
young people can therefore wait longer for support and consequently end up needing much 
more intensive services that may have never needed in the first place.”  
 
Partners can make referrals to the Milton Keynes Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
Services but the average wait for assessment is 20 weeks and the average wait for a rou�ne 
follow up is also lengthy but has improved from 37.5 weeks in October 2023 to 27 weeks in 
June 2023. Causes for the delay are cited as insufficient staffing to meet an increased 
demand for the services. Update for Local offer from Central & Northwest London 
Founda�on Trust – CAMH team (June 23).  
 
Schools have a key role in iden�fying those with mental health disorders. Resources they can 
use are counsellors employed by the school, referring the young person to support services 
provided by chari�es and in some areas, local GPs can signpost parents towards support. 
 

https://www.mksendlocaloffer.co.uk/health-conditions-and-disabilities/mental-health-and-wellbeing-hub/how-you-feel-matters-milton
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The Milton Keynes City Council Mental Health Support Team is an early interven�on service 
that works in partnership with certain local schools and within some locali�es in Milton 
Keynes to offer a whole school approach to mental health and wellbeing. The teams are 
currently embedded within three networks of schools.  
 
Research by the Wellcome Foundation also iden�fied that preven�on is essen�al as well as 
treatments to reduce the burden of these problems on young people.xix (Anxiety and 
depression in young people | What we do | Wellcome) 
 
Adult mental health 
 
Recent research by the Wellcome Founda�on indicates that flexible working can benefit 
mental health by decreasing the amount of conflict people experience between their 
work and home lives and that more job autonomy is associated with lower rates of 
anxiety and depression. xx (Understanding workplace mental health: Putting science to work | 
Reports | Wellcome) 
 
Milton Keynes City Council has compiled advice, support, and training to improve mental 
health in the workplace and is promo�ng healthy workplace standards. It also offers free 
health and wellbeing course at community venues in Milton Keynes. 
 
Milton Keynes residents with mental health condi�ons reported to Healthwatch, Milton 
Keynes that they felt that a lot of the care or treatment they receive is done to them, not 
with them, and that they were not involved in discussions about the benefits or side effects 
of available treatments according to local research. xxi (Healthwatch Milton Keynes Denny 
Review) 
 
20% of adults who are in contact with secondary mental health services in Milton Keynes are 
in paid employment compared with 6% as the average of unitary authori�es in England, and 
74% live independently compared with 26% for England. (Oct 2022 data, LGInform).  
 
Table 21: Adults in contact with Secondary mental health services, MK v England 2020/21 
(LGInform).  
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https://wellcome.org/what-we-do/mental-health/projects/anxiety-depression-young-people-finding-next-generation-treatments
https://wellcome.org/what-we-do/mental-health/projects/anxiety-depression-young-people-finding-next-generation-treatments
https://wellcome.org/reports/understanding-what-works-workplace-mental-health
https://wellcome.org/reports/understanding-what-works-workplace-mental-health
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1.6% of working age adults in Milton Keynes are in receipt of mental health related benefits 
compared with 1.9% na�onally. (Department for Work and Pensions, OCSI) 
 
 
Racial inequi�es and mental health 
 
A government publica�on which summarised a wide number of studies into the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health by ethnicity found Bangladeshi, Indian, Pakistani, 
and White Bri�sh men reported sta�s�cally significant declines in mental health compared 
with other groups. However, the study did point out that it was difficult to draw clear 
conclusions because of the interplay of a wide range of factors including income, 
employment, family circumstances. xxii (5. Ethnicity Spotlight - GOV.UK www.gov.uk) 
 
Research by MIND found that people from Ethnically Diverse communi�es are more likely to 
experience a mental health problem, less likely to receive support, and have poorer 
outcomes from services because of the interac�on of a wide range of issues around s�gma 
and discrimina�on, lack of trust, Eurocentric framing of mental health and lack of 
appropriate support among others. xxiii (www.mind.org.uk/media/12427/final_anti-racism-
scoping-research-report.pdf) 
 
While there is no evidence that talking therapies are unsuitable or ineffec�ve for ethnic 
minority groups, people from Black and ethnic minority groups experience worse access to, 
and outcomes from, NHS talking therapies compared to White Bri�sh groups (NHS Race and 
Health Observatory). 
A report covering Milton Keynes, Bedfordshire and Luton Integrated Care System into 
recovery rates from those who had par�cipated in Improving Access to Psychological 
Therapies services (IAPTS) for treatment of depression and anxiety disorders showed that in 
the quarter to June 2022, the recovery rate overall for Milton Keynes, Bedfordshire and 
Luton was on the target threshold of 50%, however the rate for Black, Asian and minority 
ethnic pa�ents was below, at 48%. xxiv  (milton-keynes-bedfordshire-and-luton (rcpsych.ac.uk)) 
 
Community support 
 
Voluntary, community and social enterprise organisa�ons are suppor�ng people to stay well 
in their communi�es (Director of Public Health Report 2020 /2021, Milton Keynes City Council). An 
example is the Grapevine Wellbeing Hub in Christ the Vine Community Church, Coffee Hall. 
The wild-life friendly community garden is supported by volunteers from the community 
group, Planting Up. It aims to be accessible to all and to help lonely and isolated people get 
outdoors, to connect with other people, nature and to learn new things. The hub also offers 
free cra�ing workshops and has financial support from the Co-op Local Community Fund. 
 
Milton Keynes-based charity, Arts for Health, uses arts and crea�vity to improve health and 
wellbeing, delivering innova�ve and inclusive arts ac�vi�es in community and healthcare 
se�ngs.  
 

http://www.mind.org.uk/media/12427/final_anti-racism-scoping-research-report.pdf
http://www.mind.org.uk/media/12427/final_anti-racism-scoping-research-report.pdf
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Over 2023-24 it is delivering a programme called “Creatively Minded, Ethnically Diverse” for 
adults and older teenagers. The programme will be created and delivered by professional 
ar�sts from diverse communi�es who represent culturally centred prac�ce in their art form. 
An example is the dance-based workshops run November 2023 by Pagrav Dance for 
younger adults from South Asian communi�es, who are struggling with low mood, 
loneliness, anxiousness, and other mental health concerns. The sessions aim to help build a 
sense of community through sharing experiences of par�cipants common South Asian 
heritage and providing social and physical ac�vity to improve wellbeing.  
 
Suicide 

The suicide rate in 2021 in Milton Keynes equated to 12.9 deaths per 100,000 popula�on, 
which is higher than the England average of 10.4 deaths per 100,000 popula�on data based 
on Milton Keynes Coroners’ Inquest files.  
 
Between 2019 and 2021 there was a 45% decrease in those dying by suicide in Milton 
Keynes, but it has not been possible to draw conclusions on the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic and lockdowns in rela�on to suicides. 
 
A report by Milton Keynes City Council provides a detailed analysis of the local picture which 
is summarised below.xxv 1 (Suicide Audit, Milton Keynes 2019-21, Milton Keynes City Council) 
 
78% of those who died by suicide between 2019 and 2021 were male and the majority were 
age 30-49. Among women, the age band with the highest numbers was 20 to 29. The age 
profile of those who die by suicide is slightly younger than the na�onal picture where the 
age band with the highest rate is 45–59-year-olds of both sexes. 
 
A range of factors at the individual, rela�onship, community, and societal levels can increase 
the risk of suicide rather than one single event. The analysis of suicides in Milton Keynes 
over three years iden�fied commonali�es in lifestyles and risk factors.  
 
The highest rates of suicide tend to be in those neighbourhoods which are more deprived. 
These residents are likely to be experiencing higher levels of health inequality and less of the 
protec�ve factors including good employment, social contacts and community support and 
access to professional support. 
 
Other risk factors include a previous history of self-harm or atempted suicide. Personal or 
social circumstances that increase the risk of dying by suicide include: 
 

• Mental health issues par�cularly depression and anxiety that may or may not be 
diagnosed by health professionals and o�en accompanied by other risk factors. 

• Mul�ple life stresses including rela�onship breakdown, financial issues (including 
debt, job loss, gambling) and addic�on to illicit drugs or alcohol dependence. 

• Long-term physical health issues. 
• Recent rela�onship breakdown or estrangement from family. 
• Work pressures including rela�onships at work, and performance or misconduct 

proceedings. 
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It has also been iden�fied that a risk factor is the absence of protec�ve factors for good 
mental health such as personal coping and problem-solving skills, suppor�ve rela�onships, 
meaningful employment, community connectedness and good health. 
 
“We want to reduce the s�gma of talking about suicide, so people with suicidal thoughts 
come forward and ask for help and those who have contact with someone who might be at 
risk of suicide do not feel afraid to reach out to them. Some people fear that talking to 
someone about their suicidal thoughts may exacerbate the situa�on, but this is really not 
the case. We are strongly commited to reducing the numbers of deaths by suicides in 
Milton Keynes. Each one can have a devasta�ng impact on family, friends, and the 
community.” 
 
Emma Bates, Public Health Principal– Public Mental Health and Wellbeing, Milton Keynes 
City Council  
 
 
Vital Ac�on 
 
Local social enterprise, Arthur Ellis, provides 
one-to-one mental health support to all 
ages at a low fee for private individuals. 
During COVID-19, referrals increased 
significantly, and Milton Keynes Community 
Founda�on provided a grant that enabled 
Arthur Ellis to develop a bespoke referral 
management system that allowed them to 
accept service users quickly and efficiently.  
The new system allowed them to respond 
to referrals within minutes and set up 
appointments, usually within a week. 
 
The social enterprise notes that before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the most common 
presen�ng issue among young people was 
anxiety and depression.  More recently, a 
higher propor�on have come forward for 
issues around rela�onships, bullying, 
conflict management and self-esteem.   

Jon Manning, founder, and CEO of Arthur 
Ellis, atributes this to the fact that during 
the various lockdowns young people 
became unused to dealing with 
rela�onships in person and how to navigate 
them. 
 
“People are now building rela�onships but 
finding it difficult to maintain them, 
ge�ng into conflict or struggling to 
manage the nuances within these 
rela�onships” Jon Manning. 
 
Jon also noted that cost of living pressure 
can be behind some of the mental health 
issues brought to Arthur Ellis. He advocates 
that taking responsibility for our own 
mental health is important at the 
preventa�ve stage. 
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 Vital Voice  
 
“I am worried about the future in rela�on to the mental health of children and young 
people. Parents and professionals can find it harder to understand the pressures that 
children are under. For example: how their constant use of social media can exacerbate 
problems especially as things change so quickly with modern technology and the content 
they are being exposed to. Underfunding is also a cause for concern, especially if schools 
cannot afford to fund support services for their pupils.” 
 
Liz Nightingale, The lead for the Milton Keynes Health School Leads Network  
 
 

Vital Signs 

• 20% of adults who are in contact with state mental health services in Milton 

Keynes are in paid employment, compared to the 6% na�onal average. 

• The propor�on of women 26.6% repor�ng high levels of anxiety was 

significantly higher than men 20% 

• 25% of pupils in Milton Keynes (aged 11-16) said they had a mental health 

problem in the last 12 months. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Vital Thinking 
 

How we help school children to access mental health support in MK? 
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Thank you to the following organisa�ons that contributed to this report. 
 

Acorn Nurseries 
Arthur Ellis 
Ci�zens Advice Milton Keynes 
Dreamsai 
Fresh Youth MK  
Friends of the Caribbean 
HubHub. Old Bath House Wolverton 
 

Milton Keynes City Council  
MK Foodbank  
Milton Keynes University Hospital NHS 
Founda�on Trust 
Milton Keynes Health Leads Network 
Plan�ng Up 
Transi�on Towns Milton Keynes 
 

 

Special thank you to Katherine Bull for all her hard work in colla�ng the informa�on and 
data. 

Contact details to be added and QR code for previous reports  
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