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From sticking band-aids to taking bold steps 

Nienke: You hear it. These aren’t made-up stories, abstract statistics, or policy 

documents. These are real young people from our own city, from Kanaleneiland, 

who express in their own words the concerns of young people growing up in 

poverty. So poverty isn’t far away—it’s right here. Maybe even among your 

neighbors or your children’s classmates. Because in our city, approximately 

8,400 children are growing up in families living in poverty: that’s 12% of all 

children in Utrecht. After paying their fixed expenses for housing, energy, and 

healthcare, these families have too little money left for other basic needs. 

Children from these families worry about things that others take for granted.  

Gonneke: Today we’re taking you on a tour of our NWA project, Minding the 

Gap. In this project, we’ve mapped out how poverty affects young people and 

what steps are needed to improve their mental health. We didn’t do this alone. 

We’re working together with young people and parents from Utrecht and 

Amersfoort, as well as with professionals—such as social workers, youth 

workers, teachers, and policy advisors. Several of them are here in the room 

today, such as the mothers participating in our research. Growing up in poverty 

requires courage from young people and parents to navigate a world full of 

obstacles day after day. Our project makes it clear that this now also calls for 

courageous steps from professionals and researchers.  

What does it actually mean for young people to grow up with too little money? 

Our meetings with young people, parents, and professionals show that poverty 

affects young people’s mental health in all sorts of ways. In families where there 

is too little money, financial worries and tensions often arise. Young people pick 

up on this and decide to keep their own problems to themselves, so as not to 

burden their parents even more. Some decide to work long hours to support the 

family financially and to become financially independent. Others, on the other 

hand, spend more time on the streets to escape the situation at home. The latter 

increases the risk of risky behavior, contact with the police, and negative 

treatment by neighbors or teachers. And all of this, in turn, leads to an increased 

risk of stress and mental health issues. 



Young people growing up in poverty often lack the money to do things with 

friends, to buy new clothes, food, or other items, or to participate in school 

activities. As a result, they are more likely to be excluded from the group and are 

bullied more often. This undermines their self-confidence. Social media 

reinforces the importance attached to a luxurious lifestyle and nice things. Some 

young people try to keep up by buying on credit, working long hours alongside 

their studies, or getting involved in criminal activities where quick money can be 

made. This means: less time and motivation for school, less rest, more stress, 

and an increased risk of mental health issues.  

Because of the stigma surrounding poverty, young people and parents feel 

ashamed of their situation. This makes it difficult to talk about their financial 

problems or ask for help.  As a result, problems often go unaddressed, and 

families do not receive the emotional or practical support they need. 

Minding the Gap shows that poverty and mental health go hand in hand. Poverty 

is not just a financial issue, but also a health issue. It highlights that mental 

health problems among young people growing up in poverty are usually not 

caused by individual vulnerabilities. They arise from structural issues, such as 

low household income, a lack of affordable housing, and the stigma attached to 

poverty in our society.  

It requires a different perspective and a different approach to truly help young 

people growing up in poverty. Better collaboration and a focus on structural 

problems. The following 5 conclusions from our research make clear what steps 

professionals and researchers must take in this regard. 

1) Conclusion 1: Young people and parents possess indispensable 

experiential knowledge. Therefore, involve them as partners in 

understanding the problem and developing solutions. Young people and 

parents indicate that it is nearly impossible to understand what it means 

to grow up in poverty if you have not experienced it yourself. 

Professionals do indeed find it difficult to recognize poverty and must 

therefore invest heavily in collaboration with parents and young people. 

This requires dedication and genuine interest. They must be willing to 

take the perspectives of young people and parents seriously and, together 

with them, translate these into concrete actions or policies. 

 



The good news is that Minding the Gap shows that this is possible! Young 

people and parents are deeply and continuously involved. They conduct 

detailed analyses of the issues at hand and come up with creative 

solutions. One example of a creative solution is the serious game 

designed to make professionals working with young people in education 

more aware of what it means to grow up in poverty. You already got a 

sneak peek of this at the start of this speech. This game was conceived, 

developed, and designed by our young people. Professional partners will 

be testing it out. So they are the “guinea pigs” in the young people’s 

project.  

 

Nienke: 

2) Conclusion 2: Not all professionals think the same way about poverty. 

Discuss how each person views this. Professionals often assume that 

everyone agrees on “what’s going on,” but our project shows that this is 

not the case. Professionals do not agree on the causes of poverty. Nor do 

they agree on its impact on mental health issues. This makes 

collaboration difficult. Because where should you focus your efforts; who 

works with whom, and in what way? There is a risk of holding many 

meetings, but talking past one another, so that these gatherings 

ultimately yield little. A joint problem analysis is therefore absolutely 

necessary. It requires professionals to clarify their own perspective and be 

open to the perspectives of others. 

 

We also need to better equip professionals to discuss poverty without 

judgment. Youth workers indicate that they are well-equipped to help 

young people dealing with poverty. After all, it is their profession to build 

meaningful relationships with young people and connect with their world. 

And because many young people are familiar with youth work from an 

early age and trust these professionals, the barrier to asking for help 

when facing financial worries is lower. But they, too, need more tools. For 

example, through training in stress-sensitive working, they learn to 

recognize signs of stress and poverty earlier, to have an open 

conversation without judgment, and to offer support.  



 

3) Conclusion 3: Collaboration is difficult. Acknowledge this and put more 

effort into collaboration within integrated teams. The research shows that 

professionals working together on poverty and mental health face all 

sorts of challenges. These are linked to practical issues such as limited 

time and staff turnover. But there are also questions like: who is 

responsible for what? Who is in charge? To what extent are partners on 

equal footing? And what do we do when goals and proposed approaches 

in this new collaboration conflict with the goals and approaches of our 

own organization? It is crucial to make these bottlenecks explicit and find 

possible solutions for them.  

 

4) Conclusion 4: Poverty has structural causes. Therefore, do not focus solely 

on the individual or family, but also address these structural causes of 

poverty. There is a strong tendency among professionals to focus 

primarily on assistance aimed at individual young people or families. This 

makes sense: professionals turn to what is within their reach. This often 

involves mitigating the consequences of poverty, for example by providing 

food vouchers, the U-pas, or contributing to basic necessities such as a 

bed, wardrobe, or laptop. Professionals also often suggest offering 

training on money management and encouraging young people and 

parents to make better use of existing services. But these are mostly 

Band-Aid solutions. The structural causes of poverty run much deeper: 

incomes that are too low, housing costs that are too high, unequal 

opportunities, shame, and exclusion.  

 

Even though professionals have limited direct influence on the causes of 

poverty, this does not mean they cannot have an impact. Drawing on their 

practical knowledge, they can highlight just how devastating these 

structural problems are for young people. And they can put necessary 

changes on the agenda for their administrators. Those administrators can 

then advocate for structural solutions with local and national decision-

makers, such as raising the social minimum. In Utrecht, the Poverty 

Coalition plays a role in this. Various organizations are conducting a joint 



lobbying effort here. The core message is: focusing solely on the individual 

does not change the structural causes. 

 

Gonneke: 

5) Conclusion 5: But let’s not forget about science either! Much of what has 

been said above also applies to science: the need to involve young people 

and parents in research, to reflect on our own ideas about poverty, and to 

place greater emphasis on collaboration with professionals. To truly make 

an impact, we need to prioritize our partners’ questions and needs more 

often. This doesn’t mean we always have to do what our partners want, 

but we must view them as equal partners with complementary knowledge 

and skills. In our research, for example, we facilitated our partners in 

analyzing the issue and potential approaches in their specific 

neighborhood. We then compared these with insights from the scientific 

literature. We also evaluate existing practices that we have jointly 

identified as potentially relevant for improving the mental health of young 

people growing up in poverty. This approach demands a great deal of 

flexibility from us as researchers, because we are truly shaping the project 

together with our partners and are dependent on developments in 

practice. Consequently, this research does not necessarily lead to 

publications in high-impact journals, but we are genuinely striving to make 

an impact.  

 

Nienke: Finally, we’re addressing you. Because tackling poverty and its 

consequences is a task for society as a whole. You, too, can make a 

difference. As a teacher. As an employer. As a parent. As a neighbor. By 

being attentive to young people growing up in poverty. By listening. By 

breaking through the shame that keeps poverty hidden. By contributing 

ideas for solutions at school, in the neighborhood, and in the workplace. 

Let’s work together so that young people growing up in poverty no longer 

have to take courageous steps in their lives alone, but are seen and 

supported by a community that stands by them and empowers them. 


