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This issue of ChildLinks looks at this diversity in family types in 
modern Ireland. In the first article, Jane Gray, Department of 
Sociology and Social Sciences Institute, Maynooth University 
looks at the long-term patterns of change in Irish families, 
including decreasing fertility rates, a rise in cohabiting couples, 
the ‘de-institutionalisation’ of marriage and an increase in the 
interest in extended family relationships and practices beyond 
the household.

Karen Kiernan then gives an overview of the organisation One 
Family who work with women and men who are parenting 
completely alone, those who are working to share parenting of 
their children, those who are going through the long and complex 
journey of separation, family members of all those including 
grandparents, new partners and step-parents as well as with 
children from birth to adulthood.

In the third article, Caitríona Nic Mhuiris shares her experience as 
a kinship carer and considers the benefits and challenges of this 
important role of caring for children who cannot be looked after 
by their birth parents because of death, parental separation, 
substance abuse, domestic violence, imprisonment, illness, and 
abandonment. She includes information on the plans for Kinship 
Care Ireland, a development involving those with an interest in 
parenting and family support to raise awareness of kinship care 
within the health, education and social care systems, and to 
develop comprehensive supports for kinship care into the future. 

Following this is an overview of The Irish Foster Care Association 
(IFCA), the child-centred and rights-based representative body 
for foster care in Ireland. IFCA promotes excellence in foster care 
for all those involved and works to influence policy, legislation 
and opinion through advocacy work.

Finally, Paula Fagan of LGBT Ireland sets out the current 
situation in relation to legal rights and protections for same sex 
parents, and those planning parenthood, and highlights the main 
difficulties facing LGBT-headed families as a result. 

Editorial
The introduction of the Child and 
Family Relationships Act in 2015 
represented a transformation in 
the legal recognition of families 
in Ireland. The Act modernised 
family law in a way that is 
inclusive of and sensitive to 
the reality of contemporary 
family life in Ireland and meets 
the needs of children living 
in diverse family types. It put 
children at the heart of family 
law, extending parental rights 
and responsibilities to non-
traditional families, thereby 
providing legal clarity around 
various family types and 
addressing discrimination faced 
by children in non-marital 
families. 
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Introduction
Irish families have changed rapidly in what seems a very 
short period of time. If we look through the window of 
demographic data, we see a phase of ‘turbulent change’ 
during the 1980s followed by a period of comparative 
stability since the mid-1990s (Fahey, 2015). The total 
fertility rate (an estimate of the average number of births 
per woman) began to decline steadily in the 1970s, 
from 3.9 in 1970 to 1.8 in 2016, with a slight increase 
during the years of the Celtic Tiger Boom. Births outside 
marriage increased rapidly from 5.9% in 1980 to 36.6% in 
2016 (Eurostat, 2018). Cohabiting couples comprise an 
increasing proportion of all couples with children – from 
7.8% in 2006 to 11.7% in 2016. While rates of separation 
and divorce continue to be lower in Ireland than in many 
other European countries, the numbers of separated 
and divorced people have increased (Fahey 2012; 
CSO 2018). Finally, the gender division of labour within 
family-households has been transformed, as women 
with children entered the labour force (O’Sullivan, 
2012). Legislation on the regulation of family life has 
changed alongside these demographic trends, from a 
period of ‘culture wars’ around contraception, abortion 
and divorce in the 1970s and 80s, to the introduction of 
divorce in 1997, the introduction of civil partnership 2010, 
and same-sex marriage in 2015. The introduction of the 
Child and Family Relationships Act in 2015 represented 
a transformation in the legal recognition of families. 

 ... demographic, normative 
and legislative changes seem to 

suggest a significant rupture in Irish 
family patterns, centred on the ‘de-
institutionalization’ of marriage  

Taken together, these demographic, normative and 
legislative changes seem to suggest a significant 
rupture in Irish family patterns, centred on the ‘de-
institutionalization’ of marriage (Cherlin, 2004). Now that 
marriage is no longer the linchpin of family formation, 
has the Irish family itself become de-institutionalized, 
giving way to a ‘post-modern’ diversity of family forms 
and practices (Connolly, 2015)? There are a number of 
reasons why we should hesitate to draw this conclusion 
just yet. First, when we adopt a more dynamic view of 
family change across the life course, we see that the 
two-parent family remains the most common family 
form (Fahey, 2015, p. 61). Although marriage has been 
‘de-centred’ from the linchpin of family formation as 
people choose to live together and (in some cases) have 
children first, cohabitation continues to be a stepping-
stone to marriage in Ireland and most children grow up in 

stable two-parent families (Fahey, 2015, p. 61). Second, if 
we adopt a longer historical view, we can see evidence 
of significant changes in family values and practices in 
earlier generations alongside patterns of continuity over 
time. Third, as life expectancy increases and societies 
age, scholars have renewed their interest in extended 
family relationships and practices beyond the household, 
especially in multi-generational relationships as the 
grandparent role increases in significance. 

Each of these alternative windows on family life – across 
the life course and historical time, within extended circles 
of kin – broadens our understanding of change and 
continuity within Irish families. The availability of new, 
longitudinal data, such as that collected in the ‘Growing 
Up in Ireland’ study, makes it possible for scholars to ask 
different, more dynamic questions about family change. 
In the Family Rhythms study (Gray, Geraghty and Ralph 
2016), we used qualitative longitudinal data to explore 
changes in family practices and meanings since the 
earliest decades of the 20th century. We analysed life 
story interviews from the Life Histories and Social Change 
study (hereafter LHSC), and semi-structured interviews 
carried out with a sub-sample of parents and children who 
participated in the first wave of the Growing Up in Ireland 
study (hereafter GUI) with the Child Cohort who were nine 
years old in 2008 (Williams et al., 2017). This allowed us to 
trace continuity and change in family life across four birth 
cohorts from different generational standpoints: childhood, 
early adulthood, parenthood and grandparenthood. In 
the following paragraphs, I summarise some of our key 
findings from the standpoint of childhood.

Changing Family Living 
Arrangements
A significant body of scholarly research has focused on 
the impact on children’s well-being of changing family 
dynamics, especially of living in ‘non-traditional’ family 
households (McLanahan & Percheski, 2008; Boertien et 
al., 2018). Increasingly, it has been suggested, children 
may traverse multiple family arrangements across their 
childhoods. For example, a child may start their life 
living with cohabiting parents, followed by a period living 
with their mother as a lone parent, and subsequently 
live with their mother, stepfather and step-siblings. 
Quantitative evidence from the GUI study indicates that 
any adverse effects of growing up in families other than 
those headed by married parents are entangled with 
the effects of economic disadvantage, since on average 
‘non-traditional’ family households tend to be in lower 
household income categories. Two teams of researchers 
working on the quantitative GUI data (Fahey et al., 2012; 
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Hannan et al., 2013) concluded that there is insufficient 
evidence that growing up apart from a biological father 
is in itself a substantial cause of poor child outcomes 
in Ireland. The most recent report on the child cohort 
showed that the great majority of Irish children (77.5%) 
continued to live in a two-parent family between 9 and 13 
years of age, compared to 14.6% who continued to live 
in a one-parent family. About three percent of children 
moved from a one-parent to a two-parent family due to 
a father or, more commonly, a step-father joining. Five 
percent moved from a two-parent to a one-parent family, 
principally due to a father leaving (Williams et al. 2018, 
pp. 37-38).

In the Family Rhythms study, we found that the 
experience of moving in and out of different family living 
arrangements is not a new feature of children’s family 
lives in Ireland. By contrast, we were struck by the 
ubiquity of stories of children going to live with extended 
family members – and even with family friends – on a 
semi-permanent or permanent basis during the first half 
of the twentieth century (see Gray, 2014). Participants 
in the LHSC study often explained this as a way of 
helping parents with large families. But especially in 
rural areas, moving to live in the households of extended 
family members was also a way of accessing secondary 
education, or of helping with the support of elderly or 
unmarried relatives. For example, Owen (born 1946) 
remembered that:

[My] mother was the eldest of four and one of the 
uncles went to live with a brother of his fathers, 
obviously an uncle and um [sic] he was there and 
he’s still in the same place. He went at a very 
young age, but I suppose, they found that they 
[were] almost unable to carry too many. 

Just like changing experiences of family living 
arrangements today, the practice of ‘circulating’ children 
between households within extended families could 
cause tension and stress within families, especially 
between siblings. Children who went to live with an aunt 
or grandparent often felt estranged from their family of 
origin and could experience a sense of lost childhood 
associated with growing up with an elderly relative. By 
contrast, siblings who remained at home sometimes felt 
aggrieved that those who were sent away had greater 
material advantages. 

Changing Relationships 
Between Parents and 
Children
If we focus only on changing family living arrangements, 
we miss other changes in the social construction of 
childhood that have transformed children’s lives in 
Ireland. International qualitative research on changing 
childhoods has highlighted the growing phenomenon 
of ‘concerted cultivation,’ especially amongst middle 
class parents who seek to ensure the best possible 
outcomes for their children in education and the labour 
market (Lareau, 2000; Irwin & Elley, 2011). Research 
based on both quantitative and qualitative GUI data 
has revealed similar patterns for Ireland (McAuley et al., 
2012; McCoy et al., 2012). In the Family Rhythms study, 
there was a striking contrast between the time spent by 
contemporary nine-year olds in ‘after-school’ activities, 
and that spent by children in earlier cohorts working to 
support their families. 

Yet the qualitative data reveal that many contemporary 
parents feel ambivalent about their failure to get children 
to do household chores. While they believe that doing 
more about the house would be good for their children’s 
moral development, they are reluctant to ‘burden’ them 
with chores, reasoning that schoolwork and other forms 
of personal cultivation were more important. Jonathan’s 
(GUI) mother said that her children ‘got away with more’ 
than her generation had, but that ‘my biggest thing would 
be that I would like them to get a good education and I 
don’t mind if all they do is the homework and I don’t mind 
if they put the effort in to the homework cos I can do the 
other jobs in my own time.’ As ways of earning a living 
have been transformed in modern Ireland, children’s 
household obligations have changed from providing 
labour to secure their family’s survival, to working hard 
at securing their own independent prosperity. 

As parenting has become more intensive, and children 
less likely to contribute to household chores, the 
burden on working parents may have increased. This is 
especially likely to be the case for mothers, who have 
steadily increased their participation in the labour force 
since the 1980s, and who we know continue to bear 
greater responsibility for childcare and housework. 
Within the GUI child cohort, 56% of the primary carers 
of nine-year olds were ‘in employment’ in 2008, and 

 ...adverse effects of growing up in families other than those 
headed by married parents are entangled with the effects of economic 

disadvantage, since on average ‘non-traditional’ family households 
tend to be in lower household income categories   
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that proportion had increased slightly to 58% when 
the children were thirteen (Williams et al., 2018, p.41). 
There is a sizable scholarly literature on how parents’ 
employment, especially that of mothers, may affect 
children’s well-being and developmental outcomes. 
For example, recent research using data from the 
Australian Longitudinal Study of Children found that, 
within dual-earner families, mothers’ longer work 
hours and fathers’ lower job security predicted more 
behavioural problems amongst their children (Lam et 
al., 2018). However, it is important to remember that, 
overall, these effects are small.

Moreover, if we open a longer historical window on 
changing family lives, we see that coping with the 
demands of making a living while raising children was 
also a problem for parents in the past. Even when 
working and caring occurred within the same household, 
as on small farms in the first half of the last century, 
parents struggled to care for large families while also 
working on the land. One LHSC participant (Mary, born 
1929) remembered the grief of her neighbours who 
experienced the tragic death of their young son in a 
household accident while both parents were out saving 
turf. When they could, parents in the past relied on the 
assistance of older siblings and grandparents to care 
for young children at home when they were out at work, 
but as Joan (born 1916) remembered, this didn’t always 
work out well. Her father used to babysit while she and 
her husband were out milking cows: ‘I’d come in and the 
whole place would be upside down.’

Siblings and Cousins
Moving the focus from parental to extended family 
relationships, some scholars suggest that, as a result of 
declining fertility rates and increased longevity, children 
are growing up within smaller circles of siblings and 
cousins, but with greater numbers of living relatives 
within older generations (Bengtson 2001; Harper 2003). 
However, it can be difficult to draw inferences about the 
structure of generational relationships within families 
from data about the structure of populations, because 
much depends on the timing of those demographic 
changes. Fahey (2014, p.12) has shown that from 
the child’s perspective, average numbers of siblings 
remained surprisingly large, even after women’s fertility 
had begun to decline quite steeply.  In the GUI study, 
more than half of all nine-year olds were living in family-
households with three or more children in 2008, and 
of course this does not include siblings who may have 
been living elsewhere, for example because they had 
reached adulthood and left home, nor does this statistic 
take account of subsequent additions to the family. 
Nevertheless, it is likely that many Irish children continue 

to have reasonably large circles of siblings and cousins 
available to them. The qualitative GUI data confirm that 
many children regularly visit cousins. For example, Sarah 
told the interviewer that, while some of her cousins lived 
‘a little bit far away […] At the weekend we go down 
to my Nanny’s and they’re probably there.’ Research by 
Caitríona Ní Laoire (2015) has shown that the availability 
of such circles of relatives for children is a significant 
draw for returning Irish emigrants. Nevertheless, it seems 
certain that fewer children live, on a daily basis, within 
the large, ‘self-contained’ circles of siblings and cousins 
described by some older participants in the LHSC study.

Children and their 
Grandparents
As societies age, there is growing scholarly interest in 
multi-generational relationships, as many more children 
can expect to know all four grandparents, and even 
great-grandparents. On the other hand, grandparents 
have smaller numbers of grandchildren on which to focus 
their attention. As grandparents live longer and healthier 
lives, they are increasingly available to help care for their 
grandchildren – although the trend for people to postpone 
childbearing to later ages may counteract this to some 
extent (see Herlofson & Hagestad,  2011). Evidence from 
the GUI study suggests that significant proportions of Irish 
parents rely on grandparents for occasional or regular 
care of young children (McGinnity et al., 2013). 

 As grandparents live longer and 
healthier lives, they are increasingly 

available to help care for their 
grandchildren – although the trend 
for people to postpone childbearing 
to later ages may counteract this to 

some extent   

Sociologists describe the grandparent role as an 
‘ambivalent’ one, because its terms and conditions 
are constantly under negotiation, and it may include 
both negative and positive feelings (Mason et al., 
2007). The qualitative data we examined in the Family 
Rhythms study clearly illustrate the prevalence of 
ambivalent feelings and practices, but also show how 
they have changed over time as the balance of power 
between grandparents and parents has shifted. Over 
the course of the twentieth century, as the structure of 
Irish society changed, young adults were increasingly 
able to set up their own households independently 
of their parents. This allowed them to mediate 
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grandparents’ relationships with their grandchildren, 

even when they relied on grandparents for help with 

childcare. 

The qualitative interviews we examined revealed the 

different kinds of ‘ambivalence’ experienced by both 

parents and grandparents in this situation. For example, 

after she broke up with her partner, Damien’s (GUI) 

mother relied on her parents for help. Having established 

a new relationship, she was torn between seeking more 

independence and not hurting her parents. She worried 

that her parents were too involved with raising Damien, 

but felt that if she made new childcare arrangements, 

‘It would be like taking their child away.’ By contrast, 

Lillian (LHSC, born 1932) worried about her and her 

husband’s ability to continue coping with caring for 

her three grandchildren. While she had an agreement 

with her son and daughter-in-law that she could tell 

them if it all became too much, she worried that she 

would no longer see her grandchildren – especially 

those of school-going age. It is important to emphasise 

that, while both parents and grandparents themselves 

expressed ambivalence around how grandparents 

interact with their grandchildren, grandchildren 

expressed no doubts about the importance of 

grandparents in their lives. Amongst contemporary 

nine-year olds, and in memories stretching back to the 

earliest years of the last century, grandparents were 

amongst the most important members of children’s 

family circles (Geraghty, Gray & Ralph, 2015).

Conclusion 
This article has emphasised the value of opening a more 
dynamic window on continuities and changes in Irish 
family life, focusing on the generational standpoint of 
childhood. I began by asking if the rapid changes that 
have occurred since the 1980s should lead us to conclude 
that the Irish family has been ‘de-institutionalised,’ leading 
to a fragmentation and diversity of family forms and 
practices. I have argued that opening a wider window on 
families as dynamic and extended sets of relationships 
tends to challenge this view. Evidence from longitudinal 
data has revealed how Irish families adapted resiliently to 
the big social changes that have transformed our society 
since early in the last century. The article has highlighted 
the distinctive value of qualitative longitudinal data for 
understanding the textures and meanings associated 
with continuity and change in family life. 

While it is important to recognise the resilience of Irish 
families, we must also be alert to the risk of over-estimating 
families’ capacities to adapt positively to change and 
adversity. This article has focused on general, long-
term patterns of change, but variations in practices and 
experiences by social class are also a critical dimension 
of family dynamics in Ireland. Scholars need to explore 
how, in changing socio-economic contexts, adaptive 
family practices may entail challenges and compromises 
that reproduce inequalities across generations. Such 
research should provide essential evidence for policy 
that seeks to promote enriching and supportive family 
environments for all.
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Our Story
One Family, formerly Cherish, started in 1972 as an idea 
by Maura O’Dea (now Richards) to find other ‘unmarried 
mothers’ in Ireland. She placed an ad in the Evening 
Herald and was inundated with letters and callers, many 
with heartbreaking accounts of exploitation, fear and 
bullying.

In Ireland at that time there were few options for women 
who became pregnant outside marriage – they either 
swiftly got married, or travelled to Dublin or England 
to have their baby who was relinquished for adoption. 
As we now know, many of these were not adoptions 
by consent. Some women and children remained in 
Magdalene Laundries or Mother & Baby Homes for many 
years. Ireland is now rightly reviewing what happened 
in these institutions so we can see our whole history, 
take responsibility for what we, as a society, allowed to 
happen and make reparations where possible.

Maura wrote about her experiences and how she and 
a consort of brave, pioneering women set up Cherish in 
the book Single Issue (1998)1. Mary Robinson was the 
first president of Cherish and, in the 1970s, Maura was 
the first single mother to ever appear on Irish television 
channel RTÉ’s flagship programme The Late Late Show. 

The 1970s heralded liberation movements of various 
kinds and many unmarried mothers wanted to raise 
their own children without judgement and with societal 
supports. This is also true today as, while things have 
improved hugely for one-parent families in Ireland, many 
of the same challenges still exist. Most of the poorest 
children live in one-parent families; you are four times 
more likely to live in consistent poverty if you are 
parenting alone; most homeless families are mothers 
with one or two children; and prejudice sadly still exists 
around unmarried and separated parents.

Over time, Cherish grew into a national organisation and 
worked with others to ensure a social welfare payment for 
unmarried mothers as well as the removal of the concept 
of illegitimacy from legislation. In 2004 we rebranded our 
organisation to One Family and expanded who we work 
with in response to demands from a broader spectrum of 
service users and families.

 We are proactive and assertive 
in our policy work as we see from our 

daily work the real life challenges 
faced by people living in one-parent 

families.  

1   An electronic version of Single Issue is available to buy on Amazon.

Our Work
In One Family, we place the child at the centre of all our 
work and we focus on supporting parents to do the best 
they possibly can, often in very difficult circumstances 
and crises. We work with women and men who are 
parenting completely alone, those who are working to 
share parenting of their children, those who are going 
through the long and complex journey of separation, 
family members of all those including grandparents, 
new partners and step-parents as well, of course, with 
children from birth to adulthood. We also support women 
and couples, in a completely non-judgmental manner, 
who have an unplanned or crisis pregnancy and those 
who have had an abortion. 

Some people attend our services during pregnancy 
and may stay engaged with us for several years after 
their baby is born. Some people get in touch when their 
relationship or marriage ends, which may have happened 
suddenly or over a long period of time. Some contact 
us when their employment circumstances change and 
they may need to access social welfare; or because they 
have become homeless; because they have a difficult 
parenting problem; because they are trying to negotiate 
with the other parent of their child; because they want to 
meet other one-parent families or because they feel they 
just cannot cope anymore.

There are many routes into why and how someone may 
get in touch with One Family and many ways we support 
parents and their children. Often the first point of contact 
is through our national helpline. Here our specialist 
counsellors provide practical and emotional support to 
parents parenting alone who are experiencing difficulty 
in their lives whether that is in a relationship, with social 
welfare, money, homelessness, legal issues, education or 
employment. The helpline also offers advice and support 
to professionals working with lone parents.

The One Family head office is in Dublin and while most 
of our services are based around the capital, we provide 
some services nationally or by region where resources 
allow. We offer services online through our website or 
via social media particularly Facebook and Twitter. For 
parents we offer practical supports with a range of 
parenting courses and workshops, parent mentoring, 
shared parenting plans support, mediation, parenting tips 
and a social group. Our Early Years Intervention Service 
provides intensive supports to young children who may 
live in very challenging environments. 

One Family’s Counselling Service provides confidential, 
personal time to talk in a non-judgmental environment 
about any issues related to living in a one-parent family 
or a crisis pregnancy. Play and creative therapies for 



Diverse Families  CHILDLINKS Issue 2, 2018

| 10 | 

children and young people are extremely popular as 
we work to support little people who have experienced 
trauma or difficult changes in their lives.

Our return to education/work programmes New 
Futures, Options, and Pathways are extremely popular 
with parents with over 70% of graduates now back in 
employment or education as a result of the extensive 
work they participate in.

We always want to share the learning and expertise we 
have gained through our work focussing on the specific 
issues affecting people living in one-parent families, 
so we regularly run CPD and professional training for 
other organisations who work in the area through our 
Professional Development training service. Training and 
workshops are available on topics such as supporting 
separated parents; working with families in conflict; 
parenting through family change; crisis pregnancy and 
abortion; sharing parenting and our specialist 8-week 
parenting programmes.

Every year in May, we host Family Day – Ireland’s 
largest celebration of diversity of family in Ireland. This 
free family-friendly celebration, sponsored by Dublin 
City Council, embraces all the wonderful diversity of 
families in Ireland. Inspired by the UN International Day 
of Families, Family Day casts a light on all the different 
types of family shapes there are, and calls for the 
Constitutional definition of the family to be expanded 
to include all types of families. For more information on 
Family Day please visit: www.familyday.ie.

Our Policies
It has always been extremely important to One Family 
that we don’t just provide services to families but we 
use what we learn to advocate for positive changes in 
policies, laws and government services. We are proactive 
and assertive in our policy work as we see from our daily 
work the real life challenges faced by people living in 
one-parent families.

In Ireland, our laws, policies and services are still mainly 
geared towards two-parent traditional families. This 
leaves people who parent on their own constantly on 
the back-foot as they try to balance their parenting 
responsibilities with work or education. Most families 
require 1.5 to 2 incomes to meet basic living costs, 
particularly accommodation and childcare. This is 
impossible for a lone parent so we see them living with 
disproportionately high rates of poverty, low rates of 
income, high reliance on social welfare and high rates of 
social isolation.

For those people who parent alone and who do manage 
to work full-time or attend college, often they must rely 
on unpaid family support for childcare. For parents who 

do not have family, who may be new to Ireland or who are 
in very vulnerable situations, it is practically impossible to 
participate in work, education or their local community.

While most lone parents are women, there are a minority 
of fathers who are caring fulltime for their children. These 
dads can often feel socially isolated or unusual in their 
family type and can benefit from targeted services. 

Many children live part of the time with both their parents 
as we see more and more people sharing parenting. 
The amount of time a child shares with each parent 
varies widely in each family: some children have regular 
evenings or weekends with the parent they don’t live 
with; some just see their other parent occasionally; and 
some children live between both parents, spending 50 
per cent of their time with each.

There is no one model of how to share parenting of 
children. It has to be looked at individually in each 
family. Our approach is to look primarily at the needs of 
the child, and then the needs of the parents. There are 
numerous factors to consider such as where everyone 
lives, how easy or not is it for the children to move 
between homes, is there conflict or is communication 
good between everyone. In One Family we strongly 
recommend that, where possible, parents come to their 
own agreements in relation to their family situation 
rather than having decisions imposed on them in court. 
If there is no history of abuse or violence in the family, 
mediation is an excellent way for parents to be heard. 
It allows for each parent to participate fully in making 
decisions for themselves, it enables children’s voices and 
views to be listened to and the decisions can then be 
ratified in court. If someone does not like their mediator 
they can change but it is better to avoid the adversarial 
court system if possible.

Part of the reason family law courts are so stressful, 
lengthy and expensive in Ireland is that they are 
underdeveloped and under-resourced. Divorce is still 
relatively new in Ireland and the big challenge that we 
constantly see for families is that there are no court 
welfare services. Families may need assessments or 
reports on their children’s wellbeing or on parenting 
capacity for contested family law cases. These are only 
available privately, however, and even then are accessed 
with great difficulty. Families may benefit from specialist 
parenting supports, counselling or play therapy for 
children but these are not readily available in Ireland 
(One Family does offer these services but our capacity 
is limited) and are expensive privately. In most parts of 
Ireland there are no dedicated family law courts, the 
lists and delays are long and there is very little access 
to family support services. This all makes it much more 
difficult for parents to stay out of court and develop their 
own solutions to their family’s problems.
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By European standards it is unusual not to have court 
welfare services, specialist parenting programmes for 
separated parents, Child Contact Centres for safe access 
for children, automatic referrals to mediation, counselling 
for family members and much more. Many countries 
have specialist judges, staff and dedicated family law 
courts. We are trailing far behind in Ireland and so we 
consistently call for the provision of a comprehensive 
court welfare system, which should include all required 
services, facilities and appropriate mechanisms to deal 
with child maintenance and financial abuse issues.

Child maintenance is a significant ‘front-line’ problem for 
separated and one-parent families. Child maintenance 
regulations and processes affect lone parents in particular 
when they are accessing social welfare payments such 
as the One-Parent Family Payment. In its current form, 
legislation about child maintenance is cumbersome and 
unproductive. It places the burden of locating an absent 
or uncooperative parent on the parent who has care 
responsibilities alone; often requiring them to go to court 
to prove they have made efforts to seek maintenance. 
Often, the amount of maintenance payment for lone 
parents is never increased after the initial means testing. 
The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Social Protection 
(2017) recently published a Report on the Position of 
Lone Parents in Ireland, which found that levels of return 
for the pursuit of child maintenance by the Maintenance 
Recovery Unit of the Dept of Employment Affairs & 
Social Protection are very low at 35%. The pursuit of 
child maintenance needs to be integrated into a wider 
service which provides concurrent supports for the range 
of issues facing separating and one-parent families. A 
comprehensive child maintenance structure will remove 
child maintenance from the dynamics of the parents’ 
relationship and help to re-position it in favour of the 
child’s overall wellbeing.

Child poverty is another major and related issue of 
concern to One Family as most children living in 
poverty live in one-parent families. Recent research 
commissioned by Government has been piling up all 
saying the same thing – lone parents and their children 
are doing really badly in Ireland and there are a whole 
range of actions that should be taken. The Government 
commissioned an independent review of the social 
welfare cuts and reforms that were introduced in Budget 
2012 which parents are still reeling from. This research 
did not contain any recommendations but did find that 

the majority of parents who moved from welfare into 
full-time work were still living in daily deprivation; many 
said the wellbeing of their children was worse following 
the reforms; and over half said that they were worse off 
financially as a result of the reforms (Indecon Research 
Economists, 2017).

We know that you are four times more likely to live in 
poverty in a one-parent family (CSO, 2017). We also 
know from an ESRI report that one-parent families 
have higher levels of deprivation and child poverty 
than other families (Watson, Maître, Grotti & Whelan, 
2018). More recently, the ESRI confirmed that measures 
designed to ‘activate’ lone parents, overall, decreased 
the income of both employed and non-employed lone 
parents (Regan, Keane & Walsh, 2018). We know what 
works to support lone parents into employment based 
on international research – pre-employment supports, 
education and training, and local employment case-
workers who understand the lives and circumstances of 
one-parent families are among the recommendations 
made (Millar & Crosse, 2016). We know there are specific 
and significant barriers for lone parents in accessing 
and staying in higher education (Byrne & Murray, 2017). 
We know that lone parents have the lowest amount of 
savings or wealth available to them than anyone else 
in Ireland (Hearne & McMahon, 2016). To sum up, lone 
parents have been the subject of repeated research in 
Ireland, all of which identifies one-parent families as the 
most vulnerable to poverty. Research repeatedly outlines 
their specific needs: adequate income support which 
meets a minimum standard of living; quality affordable 
early years, school-going and after-school childcare; 
trained local employment service case-workers; a 
flexible educational system that acknowledges the 
needs of lone parent students; flexible, secure decent 
work opportunities which acknowledge the needs of 
parents.

The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Social Affairs 
specifically examined the issue of lone parents in 2017 
and made a wide-ranging series of recommendations 
to Government on actions which included the provision 
of a statutory agency to manage child maintenance, 
the training of staff in the Dept of Employment Affairs 
& Social Protection on how to specifically support lone 
parents and targeted programmes for parents in receipt 
of the Job Seeker’s Transition Allowance. None of these 
have yet been implemented.

 There is no one model of how to share parenting of children. It has to be 
looked at individually in each family. Our approach is to look primarily at the 

needs of the child, and then the needs of the parents.   
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The Future

2  The 8th Amendment stated ‘The State acknowledges the right to life of the unborn and, with due regard to the equal right to life of the mother, 
guarantees in its laws to respect, and, as far as practicable, by its laws to defend and vindicate that right.’ 

3  These can be found at https://onefamily.ie/policy-campaigns/policy-submissions/

Ireland is slowly changing. There is more acceptance 
of lone parents than there was when One Family was 
founded, though discrimination and stereotyping still 
exists. The referendum on the removal of the 8th 
Amendment2 from the Irish Constitution was passed and 
we are very proud of our membership and participation 
in the Together For Yes campaign.

We have, however, seen very slow movement on issues 
relating to child poverty in one-parent families despite 

child poverty being the major issue of the Advisory 
Council on Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures, which 
One Family CEO Karen Kiernan sits on. Along with 
Barnardos, Children’s Rights Alliance, the Society of St 
Vincent de Paul and Early Childhood Ireland we work 
on a sub-committee of the Council dedicated to child 
poverty. Our policy papers3 clearly identify lone parents 
and their children as being in need of targeted supports 
from the state yet we have seen little solid progress.

You can find more information on One Family and our work at www.onefamily.ie,  
on Facebook (@OneFamilyIreland) and Twitter (@1familyireland).

You can contact One Family:

8 Coke Lane, Smithfield, Dublin 7, Ireland D07 EN2Y 
t: +353 1 662 9212 | e: info@onefamily.ie 

askonefamily lo-call helpline: 1890 662 212

References
Byrne, D. & Murray, C. (2017). An Independent Review to Identify the Supports and Barriers for Lone Parents in Accessing Higher 
Education and to Examine Measures to Increase Participation.

Central Statistics Office (CSO). (2017). Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC). Retrieved from https://www.cso.ie/en/
releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2016/

Hearne, R., & McMahon, C. T. (2016). Cherishing All Equally 2016: Economic Inequality in Ireland. TASC.

Indecon Research Economists (2017) Indecon Independent Review of the Amendments to the One-parent Family Payment since 
January 2012. Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection. https://www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/DEASP_OFP_
Review.pdf

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Social Protection. (2017). Report on the Position of Lone Parents in Ireland. Dublin.

Millar, M., & Crosse, R. (2016). Lone parents and activation, what works and why: a review of the international evidence in the Irish 
context.

Regan, M., Keane, C., & Walsh, J. R. (2018). Lone-Parent Incomes and Work Incentives. ESRI Budget Perspectives 2019, Paper 1, 
ESRI.

Richards, M. (1998). Single issue. Poolbeg Press.

Watson, D., Maître, B., Grotti, R., & Whelan, C. T. (2018). Poverty Dynamics of Social Risk Groups in the EU: an analysis of the EU 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions, 2005 to 2014. Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) Research Series.



CHILDLINKS Issue 2, 2018  Diverse Families

| 13 |

Kinship Care:  
‘A relative experience’

Our Story
The day Katie Taylor won her Olympic gold medal in 

August 2012 was the day our family’s lives changed 

forever. We were in France on holidays when we got 

a phone call informing us that my triplet sister Úna 

had died suddenly. She was a widow with four young 

daughters and my husband and I were named in her 

will as the children’s guardians. Overnight we went 

from a family of two children to a family of six children, 
aged between eight and 14. 

Six years later we now realise the enormity of the task 
we took on the day Úna died. When she asked us to be 
guardians we had given it little thought. Although she 
was widowed we never imagined the unimaginable, that 
my nieces would be orphaned.

Caitríona Nic Mhuiris, 
Kinship Carer /
Guardian Auntie
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Nothing can prepare you for when this happens. While 
grieving the death of my sister we also had to rapidly 
adjust to a larger family, cook dinners every night for 
eight, change the car for a nine-seater minibus, rent 
and move house a number of times and face parent 
teacher meetings in the multiples. There were not only 
financial and practical challenges to deal with but also 
the emotional impacts of bereavement and trauma, an 
added stressor on relationships and family dynamics, 
which affected the whole family.

Yet despite the challenges of the past six years there 
have been many joys. The joy of sitting around the 
kitchen table at meal times, celebrating birthdays and 
achievements from exam results to sporting success, 
seeing the children strive towards independence with 
confidence, creating new memories from which to draw 
strength into the future. 

Discovering Kinship Care
Kinship Care, or relative care, is the full-time parenting 
of children by grandparents, other relatives, or friends of 
the family.

We now know that we are part of a group of carers known 
as informal Kinship Carers. An invisible group of relatives 
and friends that take on the caring role for children who 
cannot be looked after by their birth parents. Kinship 
Carers are grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, older 
siblings and friends who step in to care for children 
in difficult and traumatic circumstances, because of 
death, parental separation, substance abuse, domestic 
violence, imprisonment, illness, and abandonment.

Kinship Care changes your life dramatically. When you 
step in to care for relatives’ children you do it out of love, 
care and compassion. You don’t think twice about it as it’s 
the right thing to do. You are keeping the family together 
and keeping siblings together. Kinship Care can be a very 
positive solution, one in which children feel cared for 
and secure with family and friends. ‘Kinship Care offers 
children greater continuity, while protecting their sense of 
familial identity and belonging.’ (O’Leary & Butler, 2015)

 Kinship Care, or relative care, 
is the full-time parenting of children 
by grandparents, other relatives, or 

friends of the family.  

Challenges of  Kinship Care
Despite taking on a huge burden from the state by looking 
after children who would otherwise end up in the care 
system, ‘Informal Kinship Carers and the children they 
look after are still an overlooked group who experience 
high levels of poverty and disadvantage with little or 
no statutory support’ (Selwyn et al., 2013). Informal 
Kinship Carers are outside of the care system. They are 
not formal relative foster carers and receive little or no 
supports. There is no specialised training, advocacy, or 
peer support for informal Kinship Carers in Ireland. There 
is no entitlement to medical cards, adolescent allowance 
or student grants to children in informal Kinship Care as, 
in many instances, the Guardians are subject to a means 
test. Kinship Carers often have to give up work to be 
the “always available adult” to children who have faced 
multiple trauma and adversity. 

Kinship Care is the missing part of the jigsaw that is family 
support. It embodies the ideals of early intervention and 
prevention, as it offers children a safe and nurturing 
alternative to non-relative care. When relatives step in at 
times of crisis, when children are at the edge of care, they 
secure positive outcomes for these vulnerable children. 

Benefits of  Kinship Care
Kinship Care has many benefits; ‘The outcomes for 
children in Kinship Care are generally seen as positive 
in terms of identity formation, stability of placement, 
behavioral and mental health outcomes, enabling 
siblings to live together and child protection.’ (O’Brien, 
2012) 

There is greater permanence for children in Kinship 
Care, ‘A systematic review of over 100 research studies 
reports that children in Kinship Care are likely to have 
experienced greater placement stability than those living 
with unrelated carers’ (Winokur, Holtan & Batchelder 
2014). Kinship Carers are more likely to tolerate difficult 
behaviours and as a result ‘Kin Carers were more 
committed to placements and persisted in difficult 
circumstances for longer than unrelated carers though 
not without a cost to their own health and well-being’ 
(Farmer & Moyer, 2008)

For children, there is less stigma associated with Kinship 
Care as it is regarded as ‘a “normal” living arrangement 
and avoided the stigmas of living with (unrelated) foster 
carers (Munro & Gilligan, 2013)

 Kinship Care is the missing part of the jigsaw that is family support. 
It embodies the ideals of early intervention and prevention, as it offers 

children a safe and nurturing alternative to non-relative care.  
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Conclusion
In the absence of parental care, Kinship Care is generally 
considered a better alternative to being fostered by 
unrelated foster carers, as children are more likely to have 
better mental health and behavioural outcomes. ‘Kinship 
Care remains the most frequently used substitute care 
arrangement for children who are unable to live with 
parents.’ (Wijedasa, 2017)

Kinship Care has become more visible in the UK and 
Northern Ireland because of the fantastic work of Kinship 
Care Northern Ireland, Grandparents Plus and Mentor 
Scotland. In response to the Opioid crisis in the United 
States earlier this year, the ‘Supporting Grandparents 
Raising Grandchildren Act’ was signed into law. This Act 
is expected to help 2.6 million children being raised by 
grandparents or another family member. 

Kinship Care in the Republic of Ireland, however, is 
invisible. There is no specific government policy on 
Kinship Care despite the substantial number of children 
who live in foster care with relatives (Black, 2012). Kinship 
Carers are an asset to the State as they prevent children 
coming in to State care.  

To address this invisibility, interested organisations and 
individuals have come together to raise awareness of 
Kinship Care within the health, education and social care 
systems. We are making progress on the development of 
an organisation to support Kinship Care in Ireland and 
would welcome contributions, from Kinship Carers and 
those with an interest in parenting and family support, 
to enable us to develop comprehensive supports for 
Kinship Care into the future. 

You can contact us on

Twitter: Kinship Care Ireland @kinshipcareire  
Email: kinshipcareire@gmail.com

For more information on Kinship Care

Kinship Care Northern Ireland www.kinshipcareni.com  
Grandparents Plus www.grandparentsplus.org.uk  

Mentor National Kinship Care Website for Scotland http://kinship.scot/
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Introduction

1   All policy submissions can be found on IFCA’s website.

The Irish Foster Care Association (IFCA), founded in 
1981, is the representative body for foster care in 
Ireland. Child-centered and rights-based, IFCA promotes 
excellence in foster care for all those involved. IFCA’s 
membership is broad based and includes general and 
relative foster carers, social workers, child care workers, 
academics and others with an interest in or who are 
involved in foster care.

IFCA works to influence policy, legislation and opinion 
through our advocacy work. To this end we meet with Tusla, 
the Child and Family Agency, the Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs and other stakeholders regularly to 
communicate the issues and experiences of our members 
and propose positive solutions to inform best practice 
in foster care in Ireland. As the national representative 
body for foster care, we contribute to consultations on 
key issues with policy submissions1 reflecting the views 
and experiences of our members. Core to IFCA’s work is 
contributing to policy development within Tusla and the 
Department of Children and Youth Affairs. 

Foster care is the backbone of the care system in Ireland 
with 92% of children in the care of the State growing up 
with foster families. At the end of Quarter 1, 2018 there 
were 6,151 children in care, of which 5,666 were placed 
in foster care (27% of these in relative foster care). This 
is quite unique within international trends and we need to 
celebrate the fact that the majority of these children are 
growing up as happy, confident young people. Children 
in foster care are thriving and foster families are offering 
secure, happy, and fulfilling childhoods to children, 
supporting them to reach their full potential. 

Overview of  Foster Care in 
Ireland
The placement of children in care is legislated for in 
the Child Care Act 1991, The Child Care (Placement of 
Children in Foster Care) Regulations 1995, and the Child 
Care (Placement of Children with Relatives) Regulations 
1995, as amended, and the National Standards for 
Foster Care (Department of Health and Children, 2003), 
all of which are underpinned by the UN Convention of 
the Rights of the Child, ratified by the Irish Government 
in 1991. 

Subsequent government policy, the National Children’s 
Strategy (Department of Health and Children, 2000), 
Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy 
Framework for Children and Young People 2014–2020 

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014), the 
National Consultation Policy ( Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs, 2015), and the National Youth Strategy 
2015-2020 (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 
2015), informs national objectives and outcomes for all 
children in Ireland. 

A child comes into the care of the State when it is 
assessed that they are at risk and require care and or 
protection. Children are received into care in either a 
voluntary or court ordered capacity. Foster care is the 
predominant type of care for children in the Irish State 
which is unique comparative to international trends. 
Foster families offer warm caring family life to children, 
tending to their physical, social, emotional and other 
needs, which are underpinned by the stability of family 
life. Foster care can be offered to a child on either a 
short- or long-term basis. Short-term foster care is for 
a period of less than six months’ duration. Foster carers 
support children who may be dealing with issues of 
neglect, abuse or abandonment, and help them to feel 
supported, loved and accepted unconditionally.

 Foster families offer warm caring 
family life to children, tending to their 
physical, social, emotional and other 
needs, which are underpinned by the 

stability of family life.    

Roles and Responsibilities
Tusla, The Child and Family Agency, has the statutory 
responsibility to approve foster carers and place 
children with them. The National Standards for Foster 
Care (Department of Health and Children, 2003) makes 
provision for Tusla to contract other agencies to provide 
foster care on its behalf. There are six private foster 
care agencies in Ireland who recruit foster carers for the 
placement of children with them. The National Standards 
also requires Tusla to ensure that foster care placements 
are adequately supported, that children in foster care 
have an allocated social worker, and that foster carers 
have a dedicated link social worker who provides support 
to the foster carer. 

A child and family social worker visits the child in the 
foster home and maintains a link with the child’s birth 
family. This role centres on a responsibility for the safety 
and welfare of a child. The foster carer is also assigned a 
link social worker who supports them in their role. 

Foster Care     
  in Ireland  
The Rewards and the Challenges
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At the end of Quarter 1 2018, 385 children in care were 
awaiting an allocated social worker and 321 foster 
carers were awaiting a link worker.

The process of becoming a foster carer is rigorous 
and is governed by the Procedures and Guidelines for 
Foster Care Committees (Tusla, 2017), which outlines 
the assessment process of prospective foster carers. 
Foster Care Committees are convened by Tusla and 
they approve foster care applicants. Reports on the 
review of foster carers, recommendations to remove a 
foster carer from the fostering panel, the outcomes of 
investigations of allegations made against foster carers, 
and placement breakdown are also adjudicated at the 
local foster care committee.

Foster carers do not have guardianship of the child, but 
can, following a period of five years, seek enhanced 
rights to sign certain documents on behalf of the child. 
A fostering allowance of ‐325 per child per week is made 
to foster carers for children under 12 years and ‐352 
for children over 12 years. The allowance provides the 
foster carer to meet all of the needs of the child. When 
a young person reaches the age of 18 years they are 
formally not in care.

However, where a young person remains living with 
their foster carer and continues to participate in full-
time education, a reduced after care allowance of ‐300 
is made.

Role of  HIQA
The Health Information Quality Authority (HIQA) is 
the body which is responsible for the inspection of 
foster care services within the context of the National 
Standards for Foster Care. During recent years, HIQA has 
conducted thematic inspections which has highlighted 
areas for improvement in foster care. Such inspections 
are welcome and serve to improve foster care for all 
involved. 

National Perspectives
IFCA as the national representative organisation for 
foster care is in the unique position of hearing the views 
of foster carers as well as those of others in the system 
throughout Ireland. IFCA’s National Support Helpline 
offers callers information and support and is the “pulse” 
of issues which impact on foster carers as well as social 
workers and others involved in foster care. 

Challenges
Foster care is complex and involves many stakeholders. 
It is critical that proactive, respectful and trusting 
relationships be fostered and maintained in the best 
interests of the child and to support those caring for 
them. 

Many children who enter care have experienced early 
life traumatic experiences, it is, therefore, important 
that those working in foster care promote and maintain 
excellent communication to address the complex 
issues which are integral to this area of care. Children 
with adverse early life experiences may require a 
range of additional supports, which may not always be 
available to them, particularly if local services do not 
meet their specific needs. Standard 11 of The National 
Standards for Foster Care requires that children in care 
be prioritised for state services, however this is not 
always the case. Many foster carers find themselves 
advocating for services for children which is their 
right, and this can place pressure on the foster care 
placement, if the required services are not offered.

To seek to improve foster care services in Ireland, IFCA 
and Tusla commissioned research during 2015, which 
brought foster carers and social workers together 
to identify areas of commonality and difference. 
The findings of the report, Foster Care – A National 
Consultation with Foster Carers & Social Workers 
2015 – 2016, will inform the development of Tusla’s 
Alternative Care Strategy. The consultation brought 
together 300 foster carers and social workers to 
discuss the challenges they face in foster care and 
suggest possible solutions to Tusla and IFCA. The 
report highlights the experiences and concerns of 
foster carers and social workers, as well as their 
aspirations for foster care and the children they care 
for. The consultation found that:

�� For 95% of foster carers, knowing they have 
helped a child or family in need is a reward of 
fostering.

�� 84% of foster carers feel appropriately or somewhat 
appropriately supported when seeking advice about 
a child who has experienced abuse.

�� 87% of social workers reported that they feel 
respected by the foster families with whom they 
work.

 Many children who enter care have experienced early life traumatic experiences, it 
is, therefore, important that those working in foster care promote and maintain excellent 

communication to address the complex issues which are integral to this area of care.    
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Supports for Foster Carers
Research indicates that prior to the making of an 
allegation of abuse against a foster carer by a child, the 
foster carer has noted increased behavioural problems, 
and many foster carers had requested respite support 
prior to the allegation being made (REES Centre for 
Research in Fostering and Education, 2016). Similar 
circumstances occur prior to a placement breakdown. 
It is critical that foster carers receive timely supports by 
social workers and other professionals when they seek 
support. Foster carers know the child, they are aware 
when behaviours change and when a timely intervention, 
such as a time away during the day or a short respite, 
will alleviate the tension in the placement. Foster carers 
must have access to on-going support, information and 
training, and IFCA plays a central role in this.

Foster carers are placed in situations where an allegation 
of abuse can be made against them. This can be a very 

stressful time for foster carers who, on most occasions, 

continue to care for the child while investigations are 

underway. Where foster carers are involved in such 

processes, it is essential that clear policies and procedures 

are in place, which demonstrate, fair procedures and 

natural justice and that foster carers are treated with 

respect and children’s welfare and rights remain of 

paramount importance.

It is imperative that clear and transparent policies and 

procedures are in place to manage foster care services. 

IFCA contributes to the development of Tusla policies 

and procedures bringing the voice and experiences of 

foster carers to the fore. It is essential that policies are 

implemented consistently nationally, particularly where 

complex issues, such as allegations against foster 

carers, are made. 
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IFCA’S National Support 
Helpline 
IFCA’s National Support Helpline provides an invaluable 
resource to all those involved in foster care. It is delivered 
by a team of staff and trained volunteers who offer a 
range of supports to those who are in contact, including 
information and guidance on how to become a foster 
carer, related financial issues, how to access appropriate 
supports, how to handle allegations and much more. 

Where IFCA members require more in-depth assistance 
over time, a National Support Volunteer or an IFCA 
Advocate may be assigned to assist the foster carer. This 
may involve frequent scheduled phone contact, meeting 
in person or attendance at meetings with Tusla.

This additional support is only available to IFCA members. 

Celebrating Foster Care 
Each year, IFCA launches Fostering Fortnight, an 
awareness campaign that celebrates the importance of 
foster care in Ireland. National and local events are held 
by foster families and children. This is also an opportunity 
for social work teams to be involved and many Tusla 
areas host foster carer recruitment campaigns during 
this time.

IFCA conducted a survey of its members during Foster 
Fortnight in 2018, which highlighted that;

�� 51% of respondents said they started fostering 
because they wanted to work with children who 
needed support

�� 27% said they wanted their family to be involved in 
something that supported others

�� 45% said they continue to foster because they see 
the difference they make to children who need 
support

�� 34% said the hardest part of fostering was dealing 
with all the different people involved in fostering and 
29% said it was trying to get additional services and 
supports for their foster child

�� 52% advised anyone thinking of fostering to do their 
research and make sure it is right for you and your 
family and 31% said to talk to a foster family before 
going ahead

�� 99% of respondents said they believe fostering can 
change lives

Conclusion
Foster care is the backbone of the Irish Care system and 
requires a robust infrastructure to support it. It is complex, 
and involves many stakeholders, who are required to 
work collegially and always with the best interests of the 
child at its core. To ensure that children have placement 
stability, a range of supports for both children in care and 
for foster carers are required which are underpinned by 
robust policies and procedures.

Catherine Bond, CEO, IFCA, Catherine joined IFCA in 
2016 and has worked and managed services for children 
and families for over thirty years and has extensive 
experience and knowledge of children in care, foster 
care, educational disadvantage, family support and 
education.  

To contact IFCA’s Support Service

T:  Helpline on +353 (1) 458 5123 (Monday-Friday 11am-3pm) E: support@ifca.ie
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Introduction
Families in Ireland are increasingly diverse. Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT)-headed families 
are part of this evolution and while, in the past, LGBT 
parents were more likely to have children from a 
previous heterosexual relationship (Pillinger & Fagan, 
2013), recent advances in rights for same sex couples, 
particularly Marriage Equality, means more couples are 
planning to start a family together. 

For the most part, same sex parents and their children 
have the same joys and struggles as other families. 
However, the lack of legal rights for LGBT-headed 
families remains a challenge in an Irish context, despite 
the recent advances in legislation in this area in recent 
years. With this in mind, this article sets out the current 
situation in relation to legal rights and protections for 
same sex parents, and those planning parenthood, and 
highlights the main difficulties facing LGBT-headed 
families as a result. 

The Children and Family 
Relationship Act 2015
The Children and Family Relationship Act 2015, which 
was signed into law in April 2015, was a milestone 
moment for LGBT parenting rights, as the legislation 
aimed to modernise the law regarding children living in 
diverse family forms. This legislation is very significant 
for same sex parents and for same sex couples who are 
planning parenthood, as it allows the non-birth parent to 
apply for guardianship and enables same sex couples 
to be eligible to jointly adopt a child. The legislation also 
sets out how parentage is to be assigned in cases of 
donor assisted human reproduction (DAHR). 

However, delays in the commencement of certain parts 
of the Act plus some restrictions with provisions relating 
to guardianship and adoption, have left many LGBT-
headed families in a legal vacuum. The key legal issues 
and their impact on the lives of real families is outlined 
below.

 For the most part, same sex parents 
and their children have the same joys and 
struggles as other families. However, the 

lack of legal rights for LGBT-headed families 
remains a challenge in an Irish context, 

despite the recent advances in legislation in 
this area in recent years.   

Guardianship
The Children and Family Relationship Act 2015 sets out 
that a co-parent can apply to the court for guardianship, 
however they must show that on the date of the 
application they:

(i) are married to or in a civil partnership with, or have 
been for over 3 years a cohabitant of, a parent of the 
child, and

(ii) have shared with that parent responsibility for the 
child’s day-to-day care for a period of more than 2 years.

This two-year rule is particularly difficult for same sex 
parents, as it leaves the non-birth parent with no legal 
relationship to their child until the child turns two 
years of age. This presents many problems for families, 
particularly in relation to giving medical consent and in 
acquiring legal documentation such as a passport. 

This is the situation for Elaine and Jenny, who had a baby 
girl in June. Jenny, the non-birth mum, is an American 
citizen, and would dearly love to bring her daughter to 
visit her extended family in the States. However, as her 
daughter is only five months old, Jenny is unable to seek 
guardianship under the Children and Family Relationship 
Act 2015 as the child is less than two years old. Therefore, 
as the law currently stands, she has no legal relationship 
to her child and is unable to establish a legal relationship 
until her daughter is two years old. This is despite the 
fact that the couple are married and planned a family 
together, with the relevant donor consent in place.

In contrast, if Elaine and Jenny were an opposite sex 
married couple, the non-birth parent (the father) is 
presumed to be the child’s parent (even if donor sperm 
is used) and automatically is the child’s legal guardian.

Adoption 
Adoption law was also updated by the Children and 
Family Relationship Act 2015 and subsequent Adoption 
Amendment Act 2017, which extended the right to 
apply to jointly adopt a child to same sex couples. 
However, in the case of second parent adoption (which 
is a mechanism contained in the Act to fast track an 
adoption for the partner of the birth parent), a similar 
two-year restriction applies. This again leaves the co-
parent in a same sex couple with no legal relationship 
to their child for at least two years. 

In reality, the delay with other parts of the Children and 
Family Relationship Act 2015 that deal with assigning 
legal parentage in the case where a couple conceive a 
child together using donor assisted human reproduction 
(DAHR) presents a further obstacle to using these 
adoption provisions.  These parts of the Children and 
Family Relationship Act 2015 provide for both parents 
in a same sex relationship to be legally recognised as 
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parents. When these provisions are in place, the need to 
go through a second parent adoption would not apply. The 
Adoption Authority, therefore, are encouraging parents 
to wait for these provisions to be commenced and are 
very reluctant to process applications for second parent 
adoption in these cases. While this is understandable, this 
again leaves same sex parents in a legal vacuum for now.

What next for same sex parents?
Much work is being done by LGBT Ireland and the LGBTQ 
Families and Allies group (see LGBTQ Families and Allies 
Ireland on Facebook) to push for the commencement of 
all provisions in the Children and Family Relationship Act 
2015. The remaining provisions, Parts 2, 3 & 9 of the Act, 
will allow some LGBT parents to be legally recognised as 
co-parents of their children other than through adoption. 
As the primary focus of Parts 2 & 3 are conceptions using 
donor sperm in a clinic in Ireland, in practical terms this 
is most likely to cover female couples who are able to 
access fertility treatment in Ireland. 

However, not all parenting pathways used by same sex 
couples are covered by the Act. This particularly affects 
female couples who have, or are planning to use, a 
known donor and who don’t need clinical intervention 
and male couples who have, or are planning to, conceive 
through surrogacy.

This is the case for Laurence and Eddie, who have six-
year-old twins, which they conceived using a surrogate 
mother in the UK. Eddie is the legal parent of the twins. 
The woman who was the surrogate for the couple is in 
regular contact with the family and is happy to consent 
to Laurence being recognised the twins’ legal parent. 

The couple have considered pursuing second-parent 
adoption as a way of establishing Laurence as a legal 
parent of the twins, however TUSLA have advised that 
this process isn’t possible at the moment as surrogacy is 
not recognised in Irish law.

One of the children has significant health issues and 
needs regular medical attention and, while Laurence 

does have guardianship of both children, this does not 
recognise his parental relationship to them, which has 
huge implications for the family, as Eddie explains ’I have 
a little boy with a rare genetic disorder which will mean 
he will need care AFTER his other dad’s guardianship 
ends when he’s 18.’

For Laurence and Eddie, and parents like them, the lack 
of legal recognition of their family is of constant concern. 
On the horizon, however, is a Bill (The General Scheme for 
Assisted Human Reproduction Bill 2017) that could bring 
about a legal framework to recognise these families. This 
draft legislation, which includes provisions in relation to 
surrogacy, is at a very early stage in its development and 
needs to be broadened if it is to reflect the reality of 
assisted human reproduction being undertaken by both 
opposite sex and same sex couples today. In particular, 
the Bill does not, as yet, include any provisions in relation 
to recognising international surrogacy arrangements. 

We, in LGBT Ireland, are hopeful that the Assisted Human 
Reproduction Bill will be progressed quickly and will 
extend protections to the existing LGBT-headed families 
who are living in a legal vacuum at the moment. 

Conclusion
All legal advancements in this area need to be based on 
protecting the best interests of the child. In this regard 
we believe the best interests of the child are met through 
laws that recognise the reality of life for the child and 
that ensure that the child can be fully cared for by the 
adults whom he or she regards as parents. 

For children raised in LGBT-headed families, this means 
that the children should have the opportunity of acquiring 
a legal relationship with both intended parents and those 
parents should have all of the legal tools necessary to 
care for the child.

LBGT Ireland will continue to campaign to ensure that 
existing and future legislation recognises and protects 
same sex parents and their children. 

For more information about our work in this area go to www.lgbt.ie/get-information/parenting. 

Contact LGBT Ireland’s Head office   Email: info@lgbt.ie  Tel: 01 685 9280

For support or information please contact 1890 929 539

Paula Fagan, CEO of LGBT Ireland and co-author of LGBT Parents in Ireland  
a national research study published in 2013.
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Useful Resources on   

    Diverse Families
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