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Executive Summary
Irish society has experienced remarkable change in the past 10–15 years: substantial economic 
expansion, rapid population growth, the arrival of a large immigrant community now comprising 
10% of the population, new languages and religions. Changes to the physical landscape have been 
lasting, with the resettlement of large numbers of people in suburban homes around our major cities, 
especially Dublin, and the beginnings of more intensified city living. Social change and settlement 
change are the two dominant trends that will affect the environment in which children now grow up.

Family change has been much slower. Although the past 15 years of the Celtic Tiger have seen 
rapid economic change, many aspects of family life and structure have remained remarkably 
unaffected and some worries about the declining state of Irish family life have been unwarranted. 
Most Irish children belong to stable, traditionally defined families, with marriage more popular than 
ever. Families are becoming smaller, typically one to two children, with parents marrying in their 
late 20s and parenting from their early 30s. Today’s children are generally in good health, well 
educated, ambitious and have strongly embraced and are competent in the new technologies. Set 
in an international perspective, Ireland is a positively rated environment for children. To complete 
the picture, a national policy for children has been put in place with accompanying political priorities, 
structures, institutions, knowledge base and implementation systems.

Ireland’s otherwise positive social trends are undermined by child poverty and the under-
development of children’s services. Significant numbers of children are left behind. The facts:

•  Between a fifth and a quarter of Irish children, or 230,000, live in relative poverty, which 
especially affects one parent families, larger families, those living in areas of concentrated 
unemployment such as local authority estates and families where there is a disability;

• One in nine, or 110,000 children, live in consistent poverty;
•  Early school leaving and large class sizes remain serious problems, with severe reading and 

writing problems in disadvantaged communities;
• Traveller children face a life of inequality, discrimination and adversity;
•  Public services for children at risk are poorly developed, with waiting lists, unmet need, an 

absence of emergency services, lack of appropriate early intervention and inadequate responses 
from the public administration;

•  Ireland has one of the lowest levels of provision for early childhood education and care services. 
They are also the most expensive to parents;

•  About a fifth of children experience at least one of the following problems: obesity, being over 
weight, smoking, drinking, illegal drug use, bullying and some are at risk of abuse from the new 
technologies;

•  Immigrant children face challenges with integration in school in general and in society as a 
whole and how to cope with issues ranging from language to discrimination. Some are more 
vulnerable, such as those in direct provision and separated or trafficked children.
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•  Ireland has a persistently high rate of child poverty, which is always higher than that of adult 

poverty, something which was known as far back as 1973. Although both poverty rates have 

begun to fall in recent years, the decline has been modest and not reflective of the growth in 

national prosperity since the mid-1990s. Even these limited gains are threatened by the range 

of cutbacks now contemplated by Government to respond to current financial shortfalls.

Under the current model of social development, substantial numbers of children will continue to face 

unequal opportunities unless child poverty can be reduced and the critical deficits in housing, health, 

social and early childhood education and care services rectified. The high rates of child poverty 

are a reflection of the low-tax, low-spend, low-redistribution model of development pursued under 

the Celtic Tiger economy. The low-spend feature is an important aspect, for although children’s 

services have expanded in recent years, there remain crucial deficits which not only present 

individual hardship and a negative experience of childhood for those concerned, but add to the 

cumulative problems of disadvantage among children. So long as this continues to be our model 

of development, so will problems of child poverty and childhood adversity persist. Although the 

Government view is that it is possible to achieve a significant reduction in child poverty within the 

existing policy framework, the lesson from other European countries is that child poverty (and other 

forms of disadvantage) may only be reduced in the context of larger programmes of redistribution 

that require a change in our model of social development.

Physical changes in the landscape and new settlement patterns strongly affect the environment in 

which children grow up. Landscape change has been one of the most important trends in Ireland in 

the last twenty years, with the hollowing out of the cities and an exodus from some of the rural areas. 

People have resettled and new families have formed in low-density suburban housing estates in an 

arc of new communities around Dublin and other cities, mainly in the eastern part of the country but 

also in other triangles, polygons and poles of development, as well as in ribbon development and 

once-off rural housing. 

Many young Irish children are now growing up in these new homes and more will do so in the 

future. These environments have many positive features: these homes are new, of good quality, 

offer children more personal space and life that can be socially cohesive, contrary to fears of 

atomisation. They also, though, can have negative consequences for children, with socialisation 

patterns dependent on car transport, longer commutes for parents to work and children to school, 

sedentariness and social and functional segregation. 

This dominant model of suburban development raises many questions as to what is the most 

suitable spatial environment for children. A combination of planning policies and practices, as well 

as commercial pressures, has led to a growth in apartment living in denser urban environments that 

could offer more sustainable homes and communities. To date, on the whole mostly children in poor 

families have lived in apartments, but it is likely that apartment living will become more commonplace 

for more children over the next number of years.

Tomorrow’s  Child
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Based on the social trends analysis carried out here, Irish society faces fundamental challenges: 
making society socially inclusive for children by confronting poverty and neglect; and spatially 

inclusive by planning the physical environment in such a way as to design for the needs and 
aspirations of children. 

Summary of predictions

Table 1: Summary of predictions

     Tomorrow’s Child …

Family Life   •  Will be born to parents in their 30s, who will be in their 40s when the 
child is in secondary school and 50s when the child leaves home.

    • Will be a single child or have one or two siblings, but probably not more.
    •  If born to a lone parent household, within a large family of low income, or 

living in a deprived area is likely to be affected by poverty throughout life, 
with limited educational and labour market opportunities.

Education  •  Will go to an early childhood education or care service, in a variety of 
possible settings, but only if provision is universal and parents can afford it.

    •  Will study for longer, probably completing the Leaving Certificate and go 
to university. Exit from the education system will be at around 21 years.

    •  If belonging to a category or area at high risk of poverty, will leave school 
early, with no or minimal qualifications and the child’s literacy or numeracy 
may be marginal. 

    •  Will have a growing range of curricular opportunities, though schools are 
slow to become more democratic.

Health   •  May engage in health-endangering activities such as over-eating, lack of 
exercise, smoking, soft drugs and excessive alcohol consumption. 

    •  Will eat less fat and less carbohydrate, but ever-denser, already prepared 
food. Some will become less able to prepare their own food at home.

    •  If relying on the public health system, will have difficulty accessing health 
services if income guidelines for medical cards remain low and may also 
experience lengthy delays in diagnosis and treatment.

Safety and Protection •  Will grow up in an environment in which abuse should be better 
understood and reported but only if staff are provided, funding is provided 
and there is confidence in the system.

    •  A small proportion will use illegal soft drugs, more so over the later 
teenage years and a very small number will use illegal hard drugs.

    •  Will be under ever greater Government electronic surveillance and will 
face problems of identity theft and error.



Tomorrow’s  Child
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     Tomorrow’s Child...

Housing / Environment •  Will probably live in a suburban home in the arc around Dublin or one of 

the other cities, or in a ribbon development. 

    •  Will find the environment a more important issue in daily life: climate 

change, house design, energy use, waste disposal, carbon footprint.

    •�  If living in a poor family, will have to wait a long time for the very small 

proportion of social housing to become available. 

Leisure Activities  •  Will have a computer in their bedroom and will be acquisitive of a broad 

range of the new technologies for play, study, information collection and 

entertainment if parents can afford these technologies. 

    • Will spend money on clothes, alcohol, entertainment, technology.

Labour Market  •  May be attracted into business and creative careers and is less likely to be 

interested in traditional professions such as teaching, the public services, 

the bank or police.

    •  Will be expected to work till 70 years old and give early consideration to 

funding a pension or part of one.

    •  Will follow many careers within a career, change jobs many times, be 

mobile, live in another EU country at one stage, be re-skilled, and be 

more self-reliant.

New Communities •  Will face challenges of integration, language and how to cope with and 

respond to discrimination, but will adjust quite quickly.

    •  Will face hardship and adversity while living in ‘direct provision’ and if 

African is at higher risk of discrimination. Some are exposed to risks 

unfamiliar to indigenous society such as trafficking. 

    •  If from an indigenous Irish background will grow up with the children of 

immigrants at school, as friends, in play and later in college and work.



Foreword by Barnardos
For the majority of Irish children, the future looks bright. The changing social and environmental 

landscape of the last 20 years has brought positive change to Ireland and many children have 

benefited from this, generally experiencing good health, access to education, increased competence 

in the areas of new technologies and, overall, feeling ambitious and optimistic about their future. To 

all intents and purposes, tomorrow’s child looks well set to continue to grow and prosper.

However, not all of our children have seen the benefits of this prosperity. The boom years of the 

past decade left many of them behind; those 110,000 children who continue to live in consistent 

poverty, those children who leave school with literacy difficulties, those children who can’t access 

crucial services such as speech and language therapy, those children who experience abuse and 

neglect and whose recovery is delayed due to lack of urgent support services. Without significant and 

continued support to provide these children with the same opportunities and access to vital services, 

the outlook for their future remains one of continued cycles of disadvantage and poverty. In the 

current economic climate, the ranks of tomorrow’s disadvantaged and forgotten children look likely to 

increase. 

Yet our current environment gives us an opportunity to reflect on how we as a society have 

responded to the needs of all our children – what has worked and what hasn’t. Now is the time to 

continue to look forward and analyse the country we have created for children and how we can make 

it better. We now need to plan for all of our futures, but particularly for how we can utilise all of our 

resources to make sure that everyone benefits from the next upswing in our economy. 

We need an Ireland where those who need support can get it, where children’s futures are not 

determined by the areas they live in or their family’s current economic situation but where all of our 

children have equal opportunities to reach their full potential. Barnardos continues to work with some 

of Ireland’s most vulnerable children and their families. We continue to see the very real difference 

the right supports delivered at the right time can make to children, parents and communities.

Barnardos’ vision is an Ireland where childhood is valued and all children and young people are 

cherished equally. We believe that tomorrow’s child deserves to live in a society where they are given 

every resource possible to support them in creating their own bright future. We will continue to work 

towards this and to campaign for society’s investment in tomorrow’s child. 

Fergus Finlay     Norah Gibbons

Chief Executive                Director of Advocacy and Central Services

November 2008
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Introduction
It is a truism to say that there is only one certainty in trying to predict the future, which is that one is 
normally wrong. Throughout recorded history, philosophers, sociologists, scientists and economists 
have tried to do so, with greater or lesser degrees of foresight. The hazardous nature of such an 
undertaking does not invalidate its purpose, though. Voluntary organisations, like Barnardos, who 
take their strategic development seriously are entitled to make an assessment of the environment in 
which they expect to work so they may plan accordingly. Here, this exercise is specifically focused 
on what future may lie ahead for children in Ireland over the next decade and beyond, hence its 
title Tomorrow’s Child. The research is rooted in the present, for it draws on social trends which are 
already observed and documented (though that does not mean that they cannot be reversed). 

The Tomorrow’s Child report attempts to take a broad view of trends affecting Irish children and how 
they may evolve, covering such issues as demography, social issues, play, education, leisure, the 
role of technology and health. Chapters conclude with predictions for the future for tomorrow’s child. 
Ideally, this exercise will inform as well as stimulate people to consider how they should plan ahead. It 
comes with a health warning, for although information on the situation of Irish children has improved 
enormously in the last 10 years or so, our knowledge up to the end of the last century was sketchy. 
Trying to identify trends affecting children over a longer period of time is a challenging exercise. 
Moreover, this research was conducted in spring 2008 at a time when economic conditions were 
becoming unusually volatile, making the extrapolation of trends more risky than usual.

This is a study of social trends, not a policy report. But one cannot and should not separate social 
trends from the economic, social and environmental policies in which children grow up. Although 
there are many positive trends for Irish children today, it is impossible not to be struck by the 
persistence of child poverty, the low level of public services for children in need and unequal access 
to opportunities, education and health because of social class. These are not just social trends, but 
political choices. Accordingly, Tomorrow’s Child is set in the policy context in which children find 
themselves. 

This report was compiled by a combination of desk research and interviews with a small group 
of policy makers and academic experts who kindly assisted through the provision of information, 
advice, knowledge and views. Their contribution was especially valuable in identifying detailed areas 
of research, policy analysis and the checking of issues and information. The views, information and 
analysis presented, though, remain the responsibility of the author.
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Ireland is a country of rapid change, with a high rate of immigration from several distinct groups, 

rising population and economic growth. Traditional family patterns, though, are remarkably stable 

and most Irish children grow up with both parents, both married for the first time. Tomorrow’s 

family will typically have one or two children and we may come to worry about the single child. 

Many will grow up in the new suburban homes that have spread in an arc around Dublin and 

the other urban centres. Some will grow up in apartments in intensified urban developments. 

Increased levels of births will add to pressure on school places over the next 10 years.

Chapter 1    Demographic Trends

1.1   Population and family formation

Ireland is a country undergoing rapid change at one level – but not 

everything is changing. First, the changes. The population has grown 

rapidly and is now 4,234,925 (2006 census, preliminary result). This 

is the highest in the 26 county area since 1861, an increase of 8.1% 

in four years and the most sustained population growth since the 18th 

century. The primary factor driving population increase now is the high 

rate of net immigration, 186,000 in the period 2002–6, accompanied 

by a recovery in the number of births. Historically, the numbers of 

children (0 to 14 years) in Ireland in recent years reached a high point 

of 1.044m in 1981, falling back to 827,000 in 2002, but subsequently 

rising to 865,000 in 2006 (CSO, 2008). The main reason for the 

long-term fall in the numbers was that women had fewer children. The 

fertility rate in Ireland fell to a low point of 1.84 in the mid-1990s but has 

since recovered to almost two children. 

Compared to the 1970s, adults are becoming parents at a later age, the average now 32 for those 

within marriage. Births are now concentrated around the early 30s and appear to be stabilising at 

around this point. Fewer teenagers are having children (less than 6%) as are fewer older mothers 

(over 40). Childbirth is mainly a feature of early 30s, meaning that parents are in their 50s by the 

time their children complete their education. Families are smaller, down from 3.13 children per 

family in 1996 to 2.84 now, a rapid decline in a short period. Large families (more than three 

children) now comprise only 15% of households with children, compared to 40% a generation ago. 

The proportion of three-child households is 25% (stable), two-child households 36.7% (rising) and 

single-child households is 23% (doubled from a generation ago).

Tomorrow’s 
family will 
typically 
have one or 
two children 
and we may 
come to 
worry about 
the single 
child.
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Populations go through a number of cycles and trends, though Ireland’s have been unusually rapid 
(Fahey & Layte, 2007). Ireland had a baby boom, which began in the 1970s and climaxed in 1980. 
There was a decline in births and high emigration in the 1980s. Birth rates began to rise again from 
the late 1990s, especially evident from 2002, when the ‘baby-boomers’ reached child-bearing age 
and are now the parents of today’s young children. The increase in births may also have reflected 
confidence in economic prospects and opportunities. 

There has been some fragmentation in family patterns, if we consider the following:
•  Births outside marriage rose from a very low level, 5% in the 1960s, to over 30% of births 

presently;
•� There has been a growth in the number of cohabiting couples, presently 8.4% of couples, rising 

from 31,000 in 1996 to 122,000 in 2002. Cohabitation before marriage has risen from 
41% of marriages in 1999 to 66% in 2005;

•  There are now families of same-sex cohabiting couples, 1,300 in 2002, some of whom rear 
children;

•  Divorce was introduced in 1996 and the total number of people in the country with divorces is 
35,000 (this figure may include foreign divorces). Annual divorces rose from 2,325 in 1999 
to 3,391 in 2005 and 4,025 in 2006 (CSO, 2007).

These changes belie the fact that underlying family patterns remain remarkably stable. The 
‘traditional’ family of two parents, never before married, remains the norm in two-thirds of Irish 
families, especially those with children. The rate of Irish children living with both parents is 85%, 
a rate that is changing little, the highest rate in northern Europe. These are the current forms of 
household family in Ireland, with and without children:

• 66% ‘traditional’ families of two parents, both married for the first time
• 12% single parent families, in a relationship
• 8% single parent families, not in a relationship
• 8% never married, cohabiting
• 3% two parents cohabiting following divorce, death or separation
• 2% step families (remarried following divorce, death or separation)
• 1% widowed (McKeown & Clarke, 2004).

Stability is evident if we consider the following:
• Marriage rates are rising and at 0.508% are the second highest in the EU;
• The rate of lone parenthood has fallen back from 32% and has levelled off;
•  The divorce rate, although rising, is low, 0.07%, compared to a European average of 0.2% and 

is the lowest rate in the Union (Eurostat, 2005);
•  The proportion of children living in step families in Ireland is very low by international 

comparisons (UNICEF, 2006); 
•  Although the numbers in the cohabitation group have risen, this is normally seen as an 

arrangement before marriage. The imperatives for such an arrangement are essentially financial, 
rather than to make a moral statement (MacWilliams, 2007); 

•  The whirlwind or impulsive marriage is unusual: 56% are to romantic partners of three years 
standing or more, only 11% to less than a year (ACCORD, undated). 

Tomorrow’s  Child
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The trend toward marriage is such that 2005 weddings hit a peak not known since 1974 (20,000 

weddings), with the Irish marriage industry worth €40m annually and growing (Mac Williams, 

2005). Marriage remains very much the ideal for Irish men and women, most citing it as the 

optimum form of relationship between men and women and few wishing to contemplate or anticipate 

divorce. Normally, a first child is born within three years of marriage. The average age of marriage is 

28 for women and 30 for men, the age rising gradually. 

The trend in births outside marriage is probably one of the least well understood parts of this 

process. Although the popular image of birth outside marriage is that it is the outcome of a teenage 

pregnancy and an absent father, most research indicates that the typical birth outside marriage is 

to a woman in her 20s; that many such mothers are in unmarried, informal but nonetheless stable 

relationships; and that birth may be followed by formalisation through marriage. The proportion 

of births to teenage girls aged 10 to 17 fell from 325/100,000 to 295/100,000 from 2000 

to 2004 (OMC, 2006). The supposed instability of lone parenthood may be overstated, for the 

proportion of mothers who consider themselves to be ‘single’ and not in a relationship may be as low 

as 11% (Dunne et al, 2007). 

The other demographic feature to be noted is ageing. Europe’s population is ageing rapidly and 

this will begin to happen in Ireland too, but not for a number of years. Ireland’s life expectancy rates 

have traditionally been low by European standards, but are now 77 years for men and 82 years for 

women. They are expected to rise to 86 and 88 years respectively by 2042, so today’s children will 

live much longer (CSO, 2008).

1.2   Economic and labour force trends

Demographic changes have been matched by significant changes in the economy and labour force. 

The economy has been transformed in recent years, achieving growth rates hitherto the preserve of 

a small number of dynamic Asian countries. This is most evident if we compare Ireland to the other 

countries of the European Union (EU). From the period 1973, when Ireland joined the EU, and for 

the following 20 years, Ireland’s gross national product was less than 70% of the European average. 

With the beginning of high growth rates, Ireland surpassed the European norm in 2000 and is now 

144% of the European average, making Ireland the richest nation state (in income per head); a 

remarkable transformation. When the European economy experienced very low growth rates, as low 

as only 1%, the peak Irish growth rate was 10.7% in 1999 and until 2008 was in a band of 4% 

to 6%. Other economic indicators have followed favourable directions, with an exchequer current 

account surplus, low Government debt (down from 94% to 29% of gross domestic product), high 

employment rate (almost 70%) and inflation historically low (less than 5%). 
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Looking to the labour force change, the most striking features are:
•  A continued rise in service industry employment, already 66% of the labour force. Services now 

account for 43% of exports, a figure expected to rise to 70% by 2025 (Tansey, 2008);
•  Employment of women up from the lowest in the Union to 58%, above the average, though 

including significant part-time employment;
• A stable labour force in manufacturing, around 300,000;
•  A huge expansion in construction, which rose from 120,000 in the 1990s to over 200,000, a 

level which has certainly peaked;
•  Growth in wholesale and retail trade, hospitality, transport, financial services, business services, 

public administration, education and health (IPA, 2007);
•  The decline of the full-time farming population, falling from 93,000 in 1990 to 64,000 in 

2003. Only a minority of people living in rural areas are now farmers;
•  The growth of part-time farmers. These are mainly farmers who take a conventional job but who 

also keep a number of animals and or grow a number of crops. Many farmers and their children 
have found either part-time or full-time off-farm employment (48%);

•  A high proportion of older workers, with 65% of men in the 55 to 64 age group at work and an 
average exit age of almost 63 years, late by EU standards (CSO, 2006).

Irish unemployment at one stage fell to the lowest in Europe at 4% of the workforce, bottoming out 
there but since rising back (now 5.9%). Because the workforce has expanded so much in recent 
years, these are low proportions, but historically high numbers, reaching 240,000 in summer 
2008, with a predicted annual average of 210,000. The long-term unemployment rate is 1.4%, 
proportionally low, but geographically severe, for it is concentrated on areas of multiple deprivation. 

1.3   Physical, spatial and environmental trends

Significant demographic changes of the past number of years have been accompanied by important 
spatial trends:

• People leaving villages and open countryside for towns and cities; 
•  A shift of population growth to the east, where it is concentrated in an arc in the satellite counties 

around Dublin (Kildare, Meath and Wicklow);
•  Very low population growth in the rural, north-western counties (Longford, Roscommon, Leitrim, 

Mayo);
•  Areas of distinct growth, principally the south-western polygon Galway - Shannon - Limerick 

- Tralee; the triangle Tullamore - Athlone - Mullingar (TAM); and the Dublin-Belfast pole, also 
called the Dublin-Belfast economic corridor;

•  Growth in Cork, Galway, Waterford and Limerick (up 26% from 1981 to 2002) – but in 
their suburbs, not their city centres, where populations have declined with homes giving way to 
commerce (‘hollowing out’);

•  A dramatic reversal of ‘hollowing out’ in Dublin (with the 40 inner city wards up 19%, 1996–
2002).

Tomorrow’s  Child
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Dublin has had a slow overall rate of population increase (9.4% over 1996–2005), but there have 

been high fluctuations, with population in the traditional suburbs static, while there has been growth 

in the inner city (50% and 100% in some Dublin inner city divisions) and, more so, in the areas 

around Dublin (28.4% in the mid-east region). 

These developments have been accompanied by important physical changes:

•  The spread of low-density dwellings in private housing estates around cities, towns and villages, 

what is called post-rural, post-urban suburbanisation (Corcoran, Keaveney & Duffy, 2007);

• Continued ribbon development outward from towns;

•  Substantial growth in one-off houses, to the point of a substantial visual transformation of   

the rural countryside;

• Significant rise in second-home ownerships (holiday home or investment).

Dublin has followed a pattern of development echoed in many other parts of the country. The 

dominant influence has been the M50 motorway, which has moved the locus of development from 

the centre to the edge around it, something which the planners call ‘edge city’ (Slater, 2006). The 

roots of low-density development lie in popular adherence to a rural home development model, in 

which space around the home is assigned an over-riding value, combined with an abhorrence of 

apartment living. This low-density model of development, sometimes called prairie planning, has led 

to the spread of Dublin into a westward arc bounded by Wexford, Carlow, Westmeath and Cavan 

around to Louth on a scale large enough to match Los Angeles in California, a city considered 

the ultimate expression of low-density development. Public transport cannot operate economically 

within such a pattern, so the inevitable outcome has been a dependence on cars and car ownership, 

where the M50 and its entry and exit points (N1 through to N11) play a key part in people’s lives. 

Planning has followed what is called a functional zoning model, one in which cities have become 

divided into different zones for living, working, shopping and entertainment, connected only by cars 

(and from which other modes of movement are difficult or even prohibited). The average length of 

daily time spent by a Dublin commuter in a car lengthened to 1.8hr in 2004 and may be longer now 

(Wickham, 2006). Travel to work distances doubled for rural workers from 1982 to 2002 and for 

all workers rose from 10.8km in 1996 to 15.7km in 2002 (Cullen, 2006).

Although low-density remains the dominant form of development, this has been challenged. 

The Government’s own investment in the Financial Services Centre in Dublin and in city centre 

apartments marked the city centre as a new development area counter-balancing the ‘edge’. 

Urban renewal schemes under the Urban Development Act provided a substantial impetus to the 

construction of private apartments in city centres, contributing as much as a fifth of all new housing. 

In 1997, the Department of the Environment began reconsideration of urban density guidelines. 

Since then, there has been a growth of medium-density, medium-height urban apartment schemes of 

varying quality (McDonald, 2000). Although attacked by their critics as ‘high-rise’ and ‘high-density’, 

in practice these developments are more accurately described as medium-rise, medium-density, 

Berlin being the prototypical European city most successfully constructed along such lines. Dublin 
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now features both forms of development. The Dublin City Council 2008 draft strategy Maximising 
the City’s Potential - a Strategy for Intensification and Height identifies a number of suburban 
locations for ‘intensification’ (Kelly, 2008). Now over 100,000 households live in apartments 
(Corcoran, Keaveney & Duffy, 2007). The growth in apartment living has even been reflected in a 
decline in the average size of household pet, with smaller types of both dogs and other animals for 
the adults and children of the household (e.g. hamsters) (Linehan, 2007).

The growth in apartment living is normally associated with childless couples, older people whose 
children have left home, or households of young workers in various configurations. The apartment 
environment is probably still considered an unsuitable one for young Irish children, even though 
millions of young Europeans have been so brought up and historically, many poor Irish urban children 
have been brought up in tenements and small flats. Gleeson (2008) has warned that high-density 
landscapes do not take children and their carers into account with ‘crowded spaces, no place for 
play, no family services and housing designed for the childless’. Irish reluctance to embrace the 
apartment concept is understandable, for the Irish planning system has, excepting a small number 
of developments, never been integrated, to the point of developing apartments, facilities, amenities, 
schools and commercial centres holistically. Wickham (2006), Looking Over the Precipice, makes 
the point that Dublin faces real choices in how it chooses to develop its physical structure that ‘could 
go either way’, between the American model of urban-sprawled, malled edge city of functional 
zoning and prairie planning, or the European model of an intensified, multi-use, compact, sustainable 
city on a human scale. In the end, both forms of settlement may continue to develop. Apartments 
with children are likely to be a feature of development: they are likely to offer more floor area, 
independent social interaction and a wider variety of transport possibilities (walking, cycling, and 
public transport). 

For children living in areas of extreme deprivation, the ‘regeneration model’ is a crucial development. 
The failure of the 1960s Ballymun, Dublin development was attributed to its high-rise nature 
rather than the host of other, complex factors that were more likely responsible, such as the lack of 
integrated planning, facilities or maintenance, compounded by poor governance. A positive outcome, 
though, was the adoption by the Government of the Ballymun Regeneration Programme (1996), 
the principal elements being the demolition of the towers and their replacement by integrated, mixed, 
public and private housing and commercial development, with attention given to the quality of the 
physical environment. Although far from perfect, this programme served as a model for regeneration 
programmes elsewhere, the second such large-scale development being Moyross and Southill 
in Limerick, where work got under way in 2008, involving the demolition of low-density housing 
development. It is likely that these models may be applied to other parts of the country, especially for 
the local authority estates characterised by high level of deprivation. For children, these programmes 
provide opportunities for the welfare of children to be significantly improved in such key areas as 
education, facilities, space, amenities, safety and, later, training and employment, provided that their 
voices and those of the organisations representing them can be heard in the regeneration plans 
and in the subsequent community infrastructure. The use of one particular model of development in 
this process, the Public Private Partnership (PPP), and its recent cancellation is leading to serious 
setbacks for five Dublin development projects.
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New housing has meant newer, larger homes for smaller 

families and more personal space. This can mean that fewer 

activities are carried out communally. This, coupled with different 

members of the family having different times for work and 

school, means that families are less likely to share their meals 

together. Despite this, half of all families still have breakfast 

together and two thirds still have dinner together (Lawrence, 

2008). 

The car has become a more dominant feature in the lives 

of adults and children. Dublin in particular has become an 

unusually car-dependant city (Wickham, 2006). The number of 

private cars grew from 1m to 1.6m between 1996 and 2005, 

up 60% and far ahead of the rate of increase of population. Car 

ownership rose from 20.3% in 1979 to 40.2% in 2005 and 

New housing 
has meant 
newer, larger 
homes for 
smaller 
families and 
more personal 
space. This 
can mean that 
fewer activities 
are carried out 
communally.

is projected to rise to 3m or a rate of 56% by 2020, meaning an extension across gender, 

class and age range. There is evidence of provisional licence drivers becoming ever younger 

(MacWilliams, 2007). This is driven by the growth of incomes, which push car ownership 

up to EU levels, coupled with the lack of availability of alternatives. Car has become the 

main means whereby people go to work, socialise, shop and enable their children to reach 

school. Shopping patterns have added considerably to car use. Until the arrival of the first 

shopping centre in Ireland (Stillorgan, 1960), shopping involved more frequent outings, 

often on public transport, with a level of walking between shops. The malling of Ireland, the 

most recent examples being Dundrum, Liffey Valley and Athlone shopping centres, is based 

on the assumption that most shoppers arrive and depart by car. For children, low-density 

development brings advantages – a sense of space with garden attached to house, but with 

most forms of interaction (school, friends, recreation) requiring car-based movement provided 

by a parent. The use of the car for shopping and other activities has important consequences 

for parent-child time, interaction and exercise. Some manufacturers have come to recognise 

the implications for children and their parents of spending such long times in cars and have 

begun to install entertainment systems for the rear seat occupants. 

The huge spike in oil prices is a dominant economic story. Amarach (2005) anticipated some 
of the changes that may arise from the continued rise in oil prices, especially for those who 
commute to work by car. The conclusion was that oil prices must rise several times further 
before inducing any behavioural change. Car owners expressed strong resistance to any 
prohibitions on car use (e.g. even days/odd days), but were well disposed to public transport 
if it were available. The most interesting finding was a strong preference for compressed 
working (working 10hr for 4 days, with the 5th day off), the most favoured solution, more 
so than distance working. This has significant implications for children, with the prospect of a 
parent at home one day a week more, but returning later on the other four.
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Overall, the environment has been improving. The level of acid rain (principally sulphur dioxides, 
nitrogen oxides, and carbon monoxides) fell from 934 kilotonnes in 1990 (the Kyoto reference 
point) to 590 kilotonnes in 2005. Air pollution levels for Dublin, Cork and Limerick are now a small 
proportion of what they were ten years ago, down 78%, 90% and 72% respectively (CSO, 2006). 
Irish greenhouse gases declined in 2006, albeit by a very small amount, 0.8%, at 69.8m tonnes. 
Water quality shows a decline in serious pollution but increases in slight to moderate pollution, with 
70% of waters unpolluted. The supply of household water is likely to become a major resource 
issue, with proposals already made to pump the Shannon to new settlements around Dublin. The 
principal challenge though is the rise in greenhouse gases (principally carbon dioxide), where Ireland 
is 12.6% above the Kyoto protocol targets. Although the climate goes through periodic warm and 
cool cycles, the present up cycle is higher than the previous upward cycle of 1934–54. In 2008, 
the Government declared climate change to be the greatest challenge facing the state since its 
foundation (RTÉ broadcast, 23rd April 2008). Reports on bio-diversity indicate habitats under 
ever-greater pressure, with species reduced or even facing extinction (NPWS, 2008). At the current 
rate of exploitation, there may be no fish left in the seas around our coasts in 20 years (Rankin, 
2008). The environment has come to feature ever more in the individual lives of adults and children. 
By 2006, Irish recycling rates had risen to over half of all paper waste and almost two-thirds of glass 
waste and the level of landfilling at last began to fall (Carroll, 2008). In 2007, a grant scheme for 
solar panels was introduced and they began to appear on domestic dwellings soon thereafter.

1.4   New communities

We return to a key feature of Irish demography: immigration, which has been especially dramatic 
for a country of traditional emigration. Indeed, the scale of immigration marks it out as one of the 
biggest peacetime movements of people in post-war European history (MacWilliams, 2007; Dimas 
& Almunia, 2004). Contrary to some impressions that immigration has stopped, the number of 
immigrants rose almost continually during the 2000s, with a record 109,500 in 2007 (CSO, 
2008). For children, there are consequences:

• Immigration means that indigenous Irish children 
  must define their relationship with the new communities, 
  a challenge for a traditionally homogenous society;
•  The immigrant community itself has children – 
  either children who arrive as part of immigrant 
  families or, more likely, who are born here subsequently. 
  They must find their role, identity and place within their 
  new host societies.

It is important that first, the issue of ‘immigration’ be 
disaggregated. Those coming into the country may be divided
into a number of groups:
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•  Workers coming from other EU member states; especially from eastern and central Europe 
after the accession of 2004, who account for the largest numbers;  

• Workers on temporary permits from outside the EU (e.g. Philippines, China);
• Returned Irish (Britain and the United States) and migrant workers from Britain;
•  Refugees and asylum seekers, mainly from Africa (e.g. Nigeria, Somalia), the smallest group.

By 2008, immigrants formed 10% of the population, or 400,000 people. The largest single 

in-migrating group comes from the new EU member states (for example, 38% in 2005). The 

largest single country is Poland, with the Polish community in Ireland now estimated in the order 

of 160,000, followed by Lithuania. The rise in immigration from outside the EU may slow: work 

permits issued peaked at 45,000 in 2003. In the area of asylum, applications were originally few 

in number, 39 in 1992, peaking at 11,634 in 2002, subsequently falling back sharply to 3,985 

people in 2007. Although the number of asylum seekers is much smaller than the number of 

immigrant workers, they have attracted more political attention and visibility. 

The term ‘immigration’ requires some qualification. As was the case when Irish emigrants went 

abroad, many come only for temporary periods. Typically, migrants are single persons, they send 

remittances home to their families and they have no intention of staying a long period. As was the 

case with Irish emigrants, in reality many of those coming to Ireland have stayed and been joined, 

over time, by their families, or they formed relationships with Irish people, had children and built ties 

to local communities and institutions (e.g. schools), making their stay more than likely permanent. 

Fifty one percent of members of new communities think it likely that they will still be here in two years 

(Amarach, 2004). Analysis of immigrants issued with social security numbers in 2004 showed that 

four years later 70% were still in Ireland (McGee, 2008). Many have already bought houses while 

the numbers who applied to join the Gardaí in 2006 were indicative of intentions to stay. 

The largest single group of immigrants is in the 25 to 34 age group, the principal child-bearing 

cohort (Barrett & Bergin, 2007). Immigrants have higher levels of skills and qualifications than the 

indigenous population: many enter professional and service jobs, though a recent study by University 

College, Dublin, Getting On, found that many still worked below their true skill levels, especially 

Nigerians (McCormaic, 2008). Although the prototypical image is as a construction worker, more 

are to be found in computers, food & drink, hospitality, science and as social workers for voluntary 

and community organisations. Sixty five percent are in the upper occupational classes, while 38% 

have a third level qualification, twice the indigenous rate (NCB, 2005). Although there are few bars 

on them entering, one area where they are effectively absent is the public service (the Gardaí being 

an exception). It is also evident that within some ‘successful’ immigrant groups (e.g. Poland), small 

numbers have met with difficulty in obtaining work and have presented to food centres and homeless 

service providers.
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One immigrant group which can be overlooked in immigration is the returned Irish emigrant, 

comprising many who left during the 1980s but who returned ten years later. During 1999, 

returned Irish comprised 55% of migrants, falling to 39% in 2002 (McKeown & Clarke, 2004). 

Although their problems of integration should be relatively straightforward, their children often found 

that they were challenged about their identity at school (McWilliams, 2008).

Although the immigrant community has a number of numerically dominant groups, the range of 
groups present is wide. The number of languages known to be spoken in Ireland now totals 167. 
The arrival of new immigrant groups also had an important effect on the country’s religions. Although 
many new immigrants joined already well established religions (e.g., Poles the Catholic Church, 
many Africans the Protestant churches), significant numbers affiliated to other religions hitherto not 
well known in Ireland. In 2006, there were about 32,500 people affiliated to Islamic churches and 
20,800 to the Orthodox churches. Nineteen Mosques have now been built.

1.5   Predictions 

In this chapter and in some of the others we will take a look at some of the predictions for the future 
of children in Ireland. Such predictions have become an emerging science in recent years. Here we 
rely on a number of sources: the Central Statistics Office (CSO), which has extrapolated a number 
of trends from existing demographic and other patterns; the forecasts of the Economic and Social 
Research Institute (ESRI); the Institute of Public Administration (IPA) Ireland 2022 – Toward One 
Hundred Years of Self-Government; National City Stockbrokers (NCB) Vision 2020 – Ireland’s 
Demographic Dividend; the scenario studies undertaken in the past number of years at European 
level (e.g. Scenarios 2010) or further afield (CIA: Mapping the Global Future). Although predictions 
of this nature rarely turn out to be precisely as forecast, they have the merit of making an intelligent 
analysis of existing trends and should be valued in this context. 

Population predictions are the outcome of a complex interplay of birth rates, death rates, in-migration 
and out-migration. Making population projections on the basis of multiple interacting variables is 
a hazardous exercise, especially when migration rates are dependent on economic and political 
decisions that are impossible to foresee. The current projections of the Central Statistics Office 
(CSO) Population and Labour Force Projections, 2011–2041 (2008) foresee the population rising to 
between 4.5m and 5.233m in 2016 and to between 4.6m and 5.6m in 2021. It is possible that, if 
the high projections continue, numbers may rise to 6.4m in 2031 and 7m by 2041, figures similar 
to the mid-19th century. Looking specifically at children, classed here as the 0–14 age group, the 
number of children in the population is expected to rise in line with the population as a whole, but 
retain the same proportion.
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Table 2: Population predictions to 2021, children 0–14

                 2006         2012     2021

      Low projection            866,000       912,000    909,000

      High projection            964,000                 1,074,000               1,166,000

The main effect will be on the primary school population (ages 5–12), which is expected to increase 

by between 30,000 and 68,000 in the theoretical absence of any migration, but by between 

106,000 and 173,000, depending on a range of migration estimates. The proportions in second 

level will gradually decline until 2016, but then start to increase as the effect of the increased birth 

rate over 2002–6 comes to be felt.

The population will continue to drift both eastward and around the polygon of the south-west, 

the Tullamore - Athlone - Mullingar triangle and the north-south development pole running from 

Waterford through Carlow and the Dublin - Belfast corridor up to Coleraine (Skehan & Sirr, 2008). 

It is anticipated that by 2030, some 43% of the population, over 2m, will live in the greater 

Dublin area and its adjacent counties. From 2016, the workforce will begin to age. A growth in the 

proportion of older people (65s and older) is a key element starting in 2011, reaching 13.1% in 

2016 and 14.6% in 2021, then climbing to 25% by 2050. In effect, more children will be living in 

a society that is becoming proportionately older. Labour force participation by women will continue 

to rise, but granted that this is already high among women under 40, the change will be that older 

women will stay in the workforce. 

As late as spring 2008, economic forecasts were optimistic, predicting growth rates lower than the 

1990s but still in the 3% to 5% range in the medium term (Tansey, 2008). It is now apparent that 

there may be a severe downturn for 2008 to 2010, the sharpest since the oil shock of 1973. With 

the onset of the recession, migration from the accession states fell 40% in the first half of 2008, 

but there were still 40,000 people and work permits for non-EU states actually rose (e.g. India) 

(MacCormaic, 2008). Net immigration is expected to decline gradually to 11,000 annually over 

2010–2015, the proportion of immigrants rising more slowly and reaching a plateau at around 

16%. Despite the present recession, Ireland’s prospects in the next decade still appear promising. 

The significant number of young immigrant workers will sustain the workforce for some time and 

delay the rise in the age dependency ratio. Medium and long-term trends for the next 40 years 

suggest that in the area of public spending, education spending will fall from 5% of GNP at present 

to 4.4%; social welfare will rise from 9% to 16%, reflecting the growth in pensions; and health 

spending will rise from 7% to 11% of GNP. 

Despite the fall in farming numbers, the countryside will not be abandoned. There is a small, 

developing and profitable agricultural sector characterised by upscaling, intensification and 
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specialisation. The end of production-based European payments, combined with the Rural 

Environment Protection Scheme, make farming less intensive. The report Agrivision 2015 suggests

that the total number of farms will fall by a further third by 2015, but that there will continue to be 

opportunities for adaptable, entrepreneurial and innovative part-time farmers (Walsh, 2005). In 

an elaboration of this scenario, intensive farming will focus on the south and east, with the western 

seaboard used for specialised production (‘boutique farming’) and set-aside areas reverting to shrubs 

and trees, with improved bio-diversity (Skehan & Sirr, 2008). The environment will play an
ever more important part in daily life. Homes will be ever more careful about how they spend scarce 
resources, like water and energy, with children playing their part in making the home sustainable. 
There will be:

•  Changes to the living environment, homes making more use of insulation, passive design and 
solar heating;

• Gradually much less use of oil-based fuels, as they become more expensive;
• Ever more attention given to the separation and recycling of wastes;
•  Following the introduction of green car taxes in 2008, the increased pricing of carbon-impactful 

consumption;
•  With the need to safeguard water, the introduction of water charges and the supply of water to 

the east coast a major potential planning battleground.

Some countries have already begun a deliberative process of transition to ‘the post-carbon economy’, 
one which will lead to cleaner air, fresh economic activities and the development of new technologies, 
especially hydrogen and solar. Spain already has 40,000 people employed in green technologies.

1.6   Tomorrow’s child

Some of these trends have been very ‘adult’ and here it is important to make children visible within 
them. Contrary to dire predictions of ‘the breakdown of family values’ in Ireland, the background for 
Irish children is a relatively stable one: the rate of family change is far slower than that of the rate of 
economic change. Tomorrow’s child is likely to grow up in a ‘traditional’ family and the numbers living 
in step situations, with cohabiting unmarried parents, is likely to remain small. Tomorrow’s child will 
belong to a family that is small by traditional Irish standards: families with four children or more will 
be quite unusual. Families of two children are already the norm. Sociologists may soon be worrying 
about the plight of lone children. Children are increasingly born to mothers in their early 30s, very 
few to either much younger or much older mothers. Tomorrow’s child will be reared through early 
childhood by 30-year-old parents, through school by 40-year-old parents and to college by 50-year-
old parents. Most children born in Ireland over the next 10 years may reasonably expect to see the 
22nd century, more so girls. Indeed, the child will grow up in a society in which older people will 
become a growing focus of attention. Let us extrapolate further.
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Demography
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will be born to parents in their 30s, who will be in their 40s when the child is in secondary 
school and 50s when the child leaves home.

• Will be a single child or have one or two siblings, but probably not more.
•  Will grow up in a stable family environment. Most will live with both parents and the chances of 

their parent’s marriage breaking up are low. 
•  Will grow up in a family in which both parents work until their 60s. The child’s mother will stay 

working for her lifetime. 
• Will be part of a growing, ageing and more diverse population. More schools will be needed.
• Will live to the year 2100. 

Housing
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will probably live in a suburban home in the arc around Dublin or one of the other cities, or in a 

ribbon development or in once-off housing. It will probably be newly constructed premises. Car 

transport will be an important feature in the child’s life.

• May live in an apartment in new medium-rise, intensified urban developments.

Labour market 
Tomorrow’s child...

• Will probably not be a farmer, but may live in a rural area.

• Will probably work in services rather than manufacturing.

New communities
Tomorrow’s child...

• Will possibly be born to immigrants or to Irish/immigrant families.

•  If from an indigenous Irish background, will grow up with the children of immigrants at school, as 

friends, in play and later in college and work.

• Will grow up in an Ireland of many religions and languages.

Environment
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will live in a cleaner world with improving air and water but with bio-diversity in decline. Fish 

may finally disappear from the menu.

• Will find the environment a more important issue in daily life: climate change, house design, 

  energy use, waste disposal, carbon footprint.

• Will pay more for environmentally costly products (waste, water) and oil-based products.

• Will participate in the transaction to the post-carbon economy.
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Chapter 2    Social Trends

Here we look at core social trends and those which relate most closely to the state’s social policy. 

Ireland’s positive demographic trends are contrasted by unfavourable social trends. Ireland has a 

high rate of child poverty, dense in a number of urban locations and among lone parent families. 

Families living with unemployment and disability are especially at risk of poverty, while Traveller 

children face a lifetime of hardship, adversity and poor life chances. Early childhood education and 

care services are among the least developed and most costly in Europe. A small but significant 

proportion of children continue to be at risk of abuse, neglect, mental ill-health and poor housing, 

compounded by the lack of public services. School children increasingly take on part-time work and 

go to and from school by car. Girls perform ever better than boys at school. Children will grow up in 

a society of good public safety with stable crime rates but will later face a more security-dominated 

world. 

2.1   General social trends

Even as Ireland became a rich European state, it had a high level of relative poverty, at one stage 

among the highest of the member states of the European Union. This gradually fell back in the past 

number of years to 17% in 2006, still above the European average. Ireland’s high level of poverty 

was traditionally attributed to economic under-development, but with the country’s radically improved 

economic situation, this explanation became increasingly unconvincing. Most poverty analysts 

sought an explanation in the manner in which wealth was distributed, pointing to our low levels of 

social welfare (two-thirds the European average in purchasing power standards), inadequate public 

services, the unequal nature of the tax system and the redistributive nature of budgets over 1997–

2003, which sharply directed additional resources upward to the wealthy. 

The Government for its part introduced a new system for the measurement of poverty, consistent 

poverty, defining this as the proportion of people who were not only below the poverty line, but were 

deprived of a number of household necessities1. This approach delivered more favourable figures 

to the Government, with a consistent poverty level of 6.9% in 2006, figures which the Government 

prefers to quote instead of relative poverty figures.

Although poverty is pervasive in Ireland, the geography of poverty is important (Watson, Whelan, 

Williams, Blackwell, 2005). Historically, the poorest counties of Ireland were the western seaboard. 

By the 1970s, due to the cumulative effect of partition, the poorest counties had become the   

1The standard European measurement system for poverty is relative poverty, which is the proportion of people below 60% of median income.  The Irish 
government also uses the term consistent poverty for the proportion below the 60% line and also involuntarily without enumerated necessities of life.
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northwest and border counties, comprising Donegal 
(by far the poorest county), Cavan, Leitrim, Monaghan, 
Mayo, Longford and Monaghan. By contrast, the 
southern part of the western seaboard thrived, due to 
growth in Galway and the Shannon - Limerick - Tralee 
triangle. Affluence is now most evident in the suburban 
arcs around Dublin and the other large urban areas, while 
poverty is most evident in the remoter rural areas and in 
small but dense urban concentrations. The most recent 
and least appreciated trend in the geography of poverty is 
toward the midlands and southeast, counties outside the 
greater Dublin growth belt and which have also done less 
well from either state targeted or private investment (e.g. 
Longford, Wexford). By 2008, the poorest 

By 2008, the poorest 
region in the country 
was no longer the 
border region, but 
the southeast. This 
trend is important, 
for it alerts us to the 
emerging needs of 
poorer children in 
these areas.
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                                                                  region in the 
country was no longer the border region, but the southeast. This trend is important, for it alerts us to 
the emerging needs of poorer children in these areas. Drilling further into the geography of poverty, 
rates are highest in small towns (less than 3,000 people), followed by open country and lowest in 
urban areas (except for concentrations therein). Taking this further, analysis of housing tenure is 
helpful, for the incidence of poverty rises dramatically in local authority estates. 

Table 3: The most deprived areas in Ireland  (Haase, 2007)

  Rural   • Most of Donegal, most of Mayo, west and east Galway, parts of Leitrim, Cavan,  
                             Monaghan, Longford, Roscommon, west Kerry, Wexford. 

  Urban             •�Parts of Cork, Limerick, Galway, Waterford, Dundalk, Drogheda, Wexford.

  Dublin  • The inner city;
   • In north Dublin: Coolock, Darndale, Cabra and Finglas;
   • In west Dublin: Inchicore, Clondalkin, Blanchardstown and Ballyfermot;
   • In south west Dublin: Cherry Orchard, Tallaght, Crumlin, and Walkinstown.

Some groups are more affected by poverty than others. Historically, the largest single group of 
people living in poverty were unemployed people. With the fall in unemployment, unemployed people 
are not as prominent among the groups experiencing poverty, but the risk of poverty for those who 
are unemployed is as high as ever. Those groups which are now most at risk of poverty are:

• People with disabilities
• Older people
• Lone parents
• Unemployed people
• Those at work, on low incomes, urban and rural.



One group whose poverty has been constant is the Traveller community. There are 11,407 

Travellers in Ireland (CSO, 2007), though voluntary and community organisations will give a figure 

closer to 25,000 for the Traveller community as a whole. A range of evidential data suggests that 

their situation remains difficult, with poor hygienic conditions, high infant mortality, low life expectancy 

and only limited participation in the national education system. Progress in providing Travellers with 

standard, group and halting site provision has been painfully slow. The Equality Authority reports 

that discrimination against Travellers remains a major cause for concern (indeed, the largest area of 

complaint) and the scope for legislative protection has diminished. Unlike other European countries, 

Travellers are rarely found in political representation or in positions of medium to higher responsibility 

in the public service. 

Social inequality remains a dominant feature of Irish society, which means that the life opportunities 

for children will always start from an unequal base, compounded by gender inequality (Nolan & 

Maitre, 2007). Overall, there is evidence of upwards social mobility, of people moving up the 

occupational hierarchy into the better rewarded technical, professional and managerial positions – 

but the fundamental relationships and distributions between these classes has remained unaffected 

(Whelan & Layte, 2007). This is compounded by pervasive gender inequality, which shapes life 

chances to the disadvantage of girls, through the gendering of family roles and responsibilities, 

occupational segregation, inequalities of wealth, glass ceilings which hold back the promotion of 

women and the extreme under-representation of women in business, politics and decision-making 

circles.

2.2   Child poverty

Child poverty has been an important aspect of the overall picture of poverty in Ireland. The term 

‘child poverty’ is somewhat of a misnomer, for in effect it refers to families with children that are 
poor. Bearing that in mind, we have information on trends in child poverty dating to the 1970s. In 

1973, the rate of adult relative poverty was 25.5% and the rate of child relative poverty 27.5% 

(Nolan, 2000). The rate of child poverty has been consistently above the adult rate. Thirty years 

later, these rates were improved but the relationship between them not substantially changed, with 

the adult poverty rate at 21.9% and the child poverty rate at 23.4% (Nolan, Layte, Whelan & Maitre, 

2006), or 230,000 children. Taking a series of indicators on child poverty, UNICEF compiled a 

composite mixture and found that Ireland’s overall position was in a small group of nations that did 

worst, the others being Britain, Poland and Hungary. Under the Irish Government’s unique system of 

measurement, consistent poverty, the present child consistent poverty rate is now 11.1%, ahead of 

the overall consistent adult rate of 6.9% (CSO, 2007). This represents 110,000 children.

The most recent data on child relative poverty in Europe are fresh, being published by the European 

Commission in 2008 in the lengthy Child Poverty and Well Being - Current Status and the Way 
Forward. At its present level (23%), Ireland now has the seventh highest rate of child relative 
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poverty, following Poland (29%), Lithuania and Romania which have the three highest rates and then 

Portugal, Italy and Spain which share a rate of 24%. There are some important features of child 

poverty in Ireland:

•  The risk of child poverty is highest in lone parent households at 50%. In effect, the poverty of 

the lone parent of the 21st century has replaced the poverty of widowhood of the 19th century 

(Social Protection Committee, 2008);

•  There is a much increased risk of child poverty in a large family, but this is less important 

because Irish families have become much smaller;

•  There is an increased risk to children among mothers under 30, where earnings are lower and 

the risk of unemployment is higher;

• The risk of poverty for immigrant children is twice the risk of non-migrants.

The European report gives us some clues as to the 

specific reasons why child poverty is so high in Ireland. 

The explanations, it suggests, lie in our responses to 

the problem or the lack of them. Being a lone parent 

should not necessarily mean that one’s child is poor: 

the Scandinavian countries have high proportions of 

lone parents, but low rates of child poverty in these 

and other families. Several countries have extremely 

low levels of risk of poverty for children, suggesting that 

the explanations may be found in social welfare and labour market policies and practices. Looking at 

causal factors in reverse, the labour market is a key factor. The risk of poverty for children where one 

or both parents is working is only 9.4% but for children in jobless households it is 61.6%. 

In its most recent domestic analysis of child poverty, the Combat Poverty Agency observes that the 

duration of poverty for children is similar to adults, but that exiting poverty is especially slow for larger 

families (three children or more) and where there are the most pre-school children, suggesting that 

childcare costs play a decisive role. Using the consistent poverty measure, children stay poor for 

much longer than adults (Nolan, Layte, Whelan & Maitre, 2006).

‘Economic strain’ is also a valuable measure. When families are asked about a range of items that 

they cannot afford (presents/new clothes/warmth/socialising/roast meal), people in poverty find 

themselves not socialising (in the case of children, this can mean such things as attending friends’ 

birthday parties). The levels of economic strain are, on average, three times higher for lone parents 

than any other household. Using another measurement, ‘economic pressure’, a feature of poverty is 

being in arrears or in debt (around 10% of households), unable to cope with unexpected expenses 

(20%) and general difficulty making ends meet (25%). Households with children experience more 

economic pressure than families without children, but this rate of pressure increases twofold and 

threefold for lone parent households.

The risk of poverty 
for children where 
one or both parents 
is working is only 
9.4% but for children 
in jobless households, 
it is 61.6%.
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Although child poverty might appear in some ways to be an abstract concept, the consequences are 

extremely practical, for child poverty is connected to underweight birth and natal mortality (McAvoy, 

Sturley, Burke & Balanda, 2006). Children with low birth weights (less than 2,500g) are likely to 

have bad health, behavioural problems, weak academic performance and a development pattern 

far short of their potential. The low birth weight rate in Ireland is 4.9%, but the rate falls unevenly, 

being especially high for unemployed people, those with the lowest skill levels and Travellers. 

Geographically, low birth weight is a feature of Dublin city, but not Dun Laoghaire. Turning to the area 

of food poverty, 16% of Irish school children report food poverty. The rate of boys reporting that 

they go to school or bed feeling hungry is between 17% and 19% across the teenage years, while 

for girls it is consistently around 14%, which is upper mid-range by international standards (HBSC, 

2002, 2006). In summary, trends in general poverty are downward, but still high by European 

standards, with poverty shifting geographically and concentrating on a number of distinct areas and 

groups (e.g. people with disabilities). Although the trend in child poverty is also downward, it too is 

high by European standards, concentrated on lone parent households, the small number of large 

families, households out of work and the Traveller community. 

2.3   Early childhood education and care

Ireland has followed, but far behind, other European countries in the trend toward early childhood 

education and care services. Irish services are, in comparison to them, under-developed, under-

funded, expensive and largely private (Hughes, Clancy, Harris & Beetham, 2007). International 

assessments indicate that the level of state investment in pre-school education is less than 0.2% 

of GDP, compared to 0.86% GDP in Denmark (FitzGerald, 2004; NESF, 2005). Convergence 

toward the European norm is slow. Data over time are patchy but indicate that:

•  The proportion of pre-school children going to structured early childhood education and care 

has risen from 2.5% in the early 1980s (Aherne, 1983) to 10% in 2005, up four times to 

20,600 children. Just under half of pre-school children benefit from unpaid care by relatives. 

For school-going children, just over half is in unpaid care by relatives. 

•  Costs of early childhood education and care are in the order of 17% to 20% of earnings, 

compared to a European average of 8%. Average annual Dublin childcare fees are €9,600 

a year and for a third of homes the fees are more than the cost of mortgage repayments 

(MacWilliams, 2007). Moreover, the average cost of care is rising, from €106.37 weekly to 

€131.35 weekly from 2002 to 2005 (CSO, 2007). 

•  Availability is more of a problem than in other European countries. Whereas in the EU as 

a whole the proportion of working women who drop out of the labour market because of 

commitments to look after children is 8%, in Ireland it is 20%, the second highest.

A feature of early childhood education and care is the proliferation of settings that have developed, 

generally in an ad hoc way: crèches, playgroups, nurseries, pre-schools, naoinraí, after-school and 

early start centres (Hayes, 2007; Forster, 2007). Employment in the sector has risen from 10,000 
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in 1998 to near 30,000 in 2006. A significant issue is that the educational nature of pre-school 

is difficult to determine: some services may be more ‘educational’ than others. Overall, the slow 

trend toward improvement may be expected to continue. In its Potential Trends, Dilemmas and 
Drivers of Change Likely to Affect Ireland of the Future, the Institute of Public Administration’s Ireland 
2022 suggests that ever more children will grow up outside the home during working hours as their 

mothers continue to make progress toward gender parity, but slowly. 

2.4   Education

There are 3,200 primary schools in Ireland with 430,000 students, 72% being mixed sex schools 

and the prototypical school having 150 students. There are 740 secondary schools with 305,000 

students. Free secondary education in 1966 transformed the secondary education system from 

an elite experience into a mass education system. The rise in the proportion of students taking the 

Leaving Certificate (now 78% for boys, 85% for girls) appears to be levelling off. The proportion 

who continue in education beyond the Leaving Certificate then falls rapidly, down to 62% for 18 

year olds and 48% for 19 year olds (40% boys, 56% girls). There remains a small but persistent 

problem of early school leaving, often intergenerational and affecting boys more than girls. Four 

percent of children leave school without any qualifications, 14% after the minimal qualification, the 

Junior Certificate. Key trends in education are:

•�  Girls increasingly perform better than boys, raising questions that boys will be left behind. Forty 

four percent of Irish women aged 25 to 34 now have degrees, the highest proportion in Europe 

(MacWilliams, 2007);

•  Reading standards are static, not improving at all in recent years. In disadvantaged areas, one in 

three pupils have serious reading or writing difficulties, 10% overall (Barnardos, 2006);

•� At Leaving Certificate level, almost half of all students resort to grinds to improve their results;

•  Irish schools have less consistent outcomes than other European schools, producing higher 

proportions of both well-qualified students and poorly qualified ones;

•  School standards at primary level, which are crucial in shaping educational outcomes, are 

problematical, with large class sizes and an ongoing problem of schools in poor condition. 

Eighty five percent of classes have more than 20 children, one in four more than 30 children. 

Computer provision is 20th in a list of 30 OECD countries. Availability of out of school time 

services remains very low and is available to only 1.2% children aged 6 to 12. This is doubly 

worrying, granted the rising need for primary schooling.

Social class remains the principal determinant of educational outcomes, such as duration of 

schooling, access to grinds, educational performance and likelihood of going to third level. 

Underlying social class inequalities still present dramatic variations in access to third level: if we 

examine Dublin postal districts, rates of third level attendance range from 9% in Dublin 1 to 77% 

in Dublin 18 (McKeown & Clarke, 2004). A small group within the education system, Traveller 

children, is at especial disadvantage, with absentee rates of up to half the school year, especially for 
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those in the most insecure accommodation (Charles, 2008). Only 20% of Traveller children go on 

to second level and only recently have individual Travellers got through the education system so far 

as to enlist in third level education.

The level of part-time working by school students appears to have grown. Among Leaving Certificate 

students, the level of part-time working is 56%, the level rising with social class of parent. The 

numbers of children working have led to an income shift within households: over 1994–2001, 

the rate of growth of incomes in families with under 18s was greater than that of families without 

children, mainly attributable to children going out to work, mostly part-time work (Nolan & Maitre, 

2007). The primary motivation appears to be to generate independent income, rather than strict 

economic necessity. This trend continues into third level, where the proportion of students with 

regular jobs rose from 7% in 1991 to 40% in 1999. These jobs have little or no skills or learning 

connection to either school or college and reduce educational performance (Smyth, McCoy, 

Darmody & Dunne, 2007). 

There are significant trends in how children actually get to their school. In the 5–12 year age group, 

the proportion walking fell in a generation (1981 to 2002) from 47% to 26%; the proportion going 

by bus is stable (around 18%), the proportion cycling fell two thirds (4% to 1%) and the proportion 

being driven rose from 19% to over 50%. A bizarre cause-and-effect chain has set in in which 

safer cars lead drivers to go faster, with resultant growth in fatalities for pedestrians and cyclists. 

In response, pedestrians and cyclists take to their cars, leading to a fall in pedestrian and cycling 

casualties, simply because there are fewer pedestrians or cyclists to kill. The relevant result here is 

that adults and children spend more time in cars and exercise less. Going to and from school has 

become an enterprise which requires parents as well as children to complete. A further consequence 

is that the use of the car for school has meant a widening of parental choice of school, parents 

being less likely to choose a local school if a better one can be found further away, even if there is 

a driving time penalty attached. The car-to-school trend has some exceptions, which is that some 

poorer children are more likely to still walk to school: a recent study found that the walk-to-school 

rate is 9% in Clonskeagh but 66% in Jobstown. A consequence is that in carless, disadvantaged 

areas, the childhood overweight and obesity problem is diminished, because children are still walking 

(Wickham, 2006). 

2.5   Public safety and crime

There is a perception that today’s children grow up in an ever more criminal environment, a view 

reinforced by many high-profile violent crimes in recent years. Perhaps the most disturbing feature 

of rising homicide levels has been the random and wanton nature of such violence, as typified by the 

Club Annabel incident in 2000 (Inglis, 2006). 
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Ireland traditionally had a very low crime rate. This rose from the 1970s, but stabilised at around 

the 100,000 offences a year mark, with periodic peaks in 2002 and 2006 (O’Donnell, 2007). 

Rates of theft, vehicle theft, burglary, assault and rape have not changed greatly in recent years (with 

improved enforcement, the principal growth area has been in tax evasion). Homicide rates, though, 

rose sharply, from very low figures in the 1970s to the 30s in 2003–4 and to 60 by 2006, the 

recent rise associated with gangland crime. Despite this, Irish urban homicide rates are well in line 

with European urban averages and range from 0.8 to 1.4 /100,000 (Cullen, 2006; HSE, 2008). 

The level of road homicide is down from 564 in 1980 to 368 in 2006. Within those figures, 

child road homicide levels fell 41% between 1997 and 2006, although they are still very high by 

European standards (Road Safety Authority, 2008). Overall, set in an international context, Irish 

crime rates are among the lowest in Western Europe. Dublin is rated as one of the safest European 

cities (Healy, 2008). Although there is public concern about crime, its rating as a concern has 

generally come in at around the sixth or seventh concerns of citizens, but not higher. 

Despite the fall in crime, the average numbers in prison have risen in ten years from 2,400 to over 

3,000. Irish imprisonment combines a high rate of imprisonment with one of the lowest prison 

populations in Europe – a paradox explicable by the fact that many people are committed for short 

periods of time, resulting in a high turnover. The prison population has changed, with the replacement 

of prisoners associated with the conflict in Northern Ireland by those associated with gangland and 

drug homicide.

Juvenile crime accounts for about a fifth of total crime, around 20,000 offences a year, a level which 

appears to be stable, mirroring that of adult crime (McCullagh, 2006). The normal international 

pattern in criminality is for criminal behaviour to begin at age 10 years, peak at 17 and decline quite 

rapidly in one’s 20s (O’Mahony, 1997), so to that degree juvenile crime is a ‘normal’ feature of a 

criminal trajectory. 

Juvenile offending patterns are different from adults in some respects, the main juvenile offences 

being alcohol-related, theft, criminal damage, public order and driving-related. In Dublin, car and 

public order offences are especially prominent. There has been a rise in public order offences, but 

this could be attributable to the issue being given more police attention. The 1990s saw a downward 

trend in juveniles prosecuted, falling nearly a half, and a downward trend in referrals to the National 

Juvenile Office (Quinn, 2002). This was matched by a rise in cautions, to the point that two-thirds of 

young offenders are now dealt with by means of formal or informal cautions, with significant numbers 

referred to the Garda Juvenile Diversion Programme (17,517 in 2005). Average numbers detained 

in residential schools fell in recent years from 125 to 80 over 2000–4. Most offenders in Irish adult 

prisons and their juvenile equivalents come from backgrounds of extreme poverty. An especially 

striking feature is that many come from large families, where there is an elevated risk of child poverty.

Dealing with a specific crime, illegal drug use, the Irish drug user community is young by international 

standards, but this may reflect the higher proportion of young people in the population and the 

36



accessibility of services (Department of Health & Children with Health Service Executive, 2005). 

Trend data from 1998 and 2002 from the Health Behaviour in School Age Children (HBSC) 

surveys show:

•  Cannabis use overall ranges from 14% in boys to 12% in girls. The rate of current use (in the 

past 30 days) is 8% for boys and 5% for girls. The rate rises from a percentage or less at 10 

to 11 years to 30% for boys and 19% for girls by school leaving age. Overall, the rate is stable 

and Ireland is mid-range by international comparisons;

•  Glue and solvent use of 8% and 5%, with rates of use of LSD, heroin, ecstasy, crack, cocaine 

and amphetamines in the 2% to 7% range, with these rates declining in the course of the 

1990s;

•� The median age of first use is 13, falling slightly during the 1990s;

•  Problems of drug misuse appear to be more severe in the greater Dublin area.

•  Gender is an important factor here, rates of misuse of drugs, both legal and illegal, being overall 

much higher for males (e.g. binge drinking [McKeown & Clarke, 2004]).

The most recent trend figures (Department of Health & Children, 2005) suggest a decline in soft 

drug use, with the use of hard drugs (heroin, cocaine), glues and opiates remaining low (low single 

figures) with no significant upward trend. The numbers of all ages using heroin rose a small amount 

from 1996 to the present, up from 13,000 to 13,500, but the numbers receiving treatment almost 

doubled, from 5,000 to 9,000 (Lally, 2008). 

‘Securitisation’, as it is called, is a growing feature of modern societies. Governments responded 

to the 9/11 attacks with systems of mass surveillance on citizens, principally the use of biometric 

passports, the accumulation of personal data for the United States, with the likely use of identity 

cards in Ireland if they are adopted in Britain. In other contexts, citizen movements are increasingly 

monitored domestically through closed circuit television and on entry to and exit from continental 

Europe (e.g. Schengen Information System). Children are likely to grow up in an atmosphere 

whereby surveillance is routine, with attendant dangers of abuse of state powers and identity error 

and theft. The European institutions are now finalising proposals that children be fingerprinted from 

the age of six years and the present generation of adults is probably the last not to be routinely 

fingerprinted. In publishing his 2008 report, the Data Protection Commissioner warned of the 

increasing intrusion of the security agenda into people’s everyday lives to the point that they infringed 

on the privacy of citizens and civil liberties (Cullen, 2008). 

A final point that should be made in the section on safety concerns trends is the punishment of 

children. Greater humanity in the treatment of children was evident in the prohibition of corporal 

punishment in the Children Act, 2001. Parents, though, are still permitted to use corporal 

punishment under the term ‘reasonable chastisement’, contrary to international human rights law 

(Hammarberg, 2008). 
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2.6   Vulnerable children

In any society, a small proportion of children may be vulnerable, neglected and exploited. Here, we 

look at a number of categories of particular social risk, with further forms of vulnerability explored in 

Chapter 3. 

Historically, children at risk were sent to institutions for their protection however it since transpired 

that once there they were at even greater risk of brutality and sexual abuse. Ireland used industrial 

schools intensively until the 1970s when numbers began to fall and most had closed by the end 

of the 1990s (Raftery & O’Sullivan, 1999). Many children from the industrial schools ended up 

homeless on their discharge and they still constitute a significant proportion of the older homeless. 

The closure of the industrial schools has now, according to O’Sullivan (2005), contributed to the fall 

in youth homelessness in Dublin.

Statistics of child sexual abuse are problematical. Child sexual abuse has been known as a problem 

from the 19th century (O’Sullivan, 2002), even if the language used to describe the problem was 

different then. It is possible to put forward the hypothesis that the actual level of child sexual abuse 

in society may be relatively constant. Figures in recent years saw a rise in reporting of child sexual 

abuse from 37 cases in 1983 to 2,441 in 1995, while sex crimes known to the Gardaí rose from 

397 in 1990 to 968 in 1998, but these may reflect improved reporting. Looking at broader figures 

for all forms of child abuse, the level of reported abuse has shown a short-term downward trend 

from over 8,000 cases a year in 2000 to over 6,000 cases in 2004, a prevalence rate of 0.81% 

to 0.61%. The number of children in care rose from 4,424 in 2000 to 5,060 in 2004, up from 

0.43% to 0.50%, but this may reflect the level of services provided rather than a true surge in 

demand.

In the 1960s and 
1970s, social 
housing, on which 
poorer families are 
dependant, routinely 
totalled a quarter of 
national output, this 
fell to less than 7% 
in 2006.

Children in poor housing conditions are vulnerable to 

ill-health and growing up in an environment ill-suited 

for their educational and personal growth. The large 

majority of Irish children are well-housed, many living in 

relatively new homes. The amount of space available per 

person has improved steadily, from 0.64 persons per 

room in 1991 to 0.5 in 2006, this improvement being 

most evident in rural areas. Despite this, there remains 

a distinct problem of poor housing. The proportion of 

dwellings per 1,000 persons in Ireland is third lowest 

of European countries (NCB, 2005, Dimas & Almunia, 

2004). The persistence of housing problems has been
obscured by a high rate of housing construction, rising from 25,000 a year in the 1970s to a peak 

of 93,400 in 2006. Composition is critical: whereas in the 1960s and 1970s, social housing, on 

which poorer families are dependant, routinely totalled a quarter of national output, this fell to less 
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Homelessness is the most extreme form of deprivation of housing. Overall homelessness rose from 

1,491 in 1989 to peak at 5,581 in 2002 and then fell back, especially in Dublin where there has 

been a substantial investment in services through the Homeless Agency. The numbers of homeless 

children counted in the Homeless Agency area (Dublin and environs) fell from 210 in 1999 to 140 

in 2002 and to 62 in 2005 (OMC, 2006; Mayock & Vezik, 2006). The national rate of youth and 

child homelessness counted by health services has fluctuated around the 50/100,000 mark, falling 

from 58 in 2000 to 49 in 2007 (O’Brien, 2006). At the other extreme in the housing picture, 

the Celtic Tiger period saw an expansion in holiday homes, 10,000 in 1996–2002, especially 

in western parts of the country, meaning that children in these homes would have the benefit of 

additional recreational opportunities (NCB, 2005), but highlighting the disparity between children 

with two homes and those with none. 

The vulnerability of people with disability to poverty has been well established. Irish people 

with disabilities have, by European standards, low employment and welfare rates (only 30% in 

employment). Disability statistics have been collected only in recent years, so it is difficult to establish 

trend data, but Quin (2006) noted the following:

•  Falling overall numbers of children with disabilities, marking the decline in the proportion of 

children in the general population;

•  Longer lifetimes due to advances in medicine, post-illness and post-accident recovery, with 

greater numbers of people with disabilities living to middle age;

•  Because of improved survival at birth, a higher proportion of children with more severe 

disabilities.

Children with a physical disability or intellectual disability are doubly vulnerable because of the 

historic low investment in disability services in Ireland and because disability is known to be one 

of the highest risk factors of poverty. The number of children with a physical or sensory disability 

is 13,035 and the number of children with an intellectual disability is 4,456 (National Council 

for Special Education, 2006). Of these, 70% are moderately disabled, 25% severely and 5% 

profoundly so. About 190,000 children, or 18% of children, would fall within the definition of having 

special needs under the Education for Children with Special Needs Act, 2004. Information on 

children with special needs is unsatisfactory, for they show only those children who obtain schooling 

and not those who do not. Students with special needs in ordinary schools make up 2.1% of school-

goers, while a further 1.6% of school goers are students in special schools (FitzGerald, 2004). The 

number of students in special schools has fallen from 7,228 to 6,627 but the number of special 

needs students in ordinary schools is up from 8,743 to 9,296 from 1999 to 2005 (CSO, 2007). 

than 7% in 2006. The local authority waiting list grew from 19,376 households in 1989 to 48,413 

in 2002, falling back to 43,684 in 2005. The number of children on the housing waiting list rose 

from 17,773 in 1996 to 22,335 in 2005 (OMC, 2006). Although there was some improvement 

in the early 2000s, the most recent figures show more Travellers living in unauthorised sites, sharing 

and in private rented accommodation, with fewer on serviced sites (Holland, 2007).
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We also know, through the figures for the Domiciliary Care Allowance, that 14,000 children with 

severe disability are cared for at home. 

The area of mental illness in children presents us with difficulties, for statistics are only collected 

for the small number of children admitted to in-patient psychiatric care. Here, figures fell from 

452 in 2002 to 333 in 2005, but figures for the much larger numbers of clinically diagnosed 

non-admissions do not appear to be collected. Evidence of mental health issues affecting children 

and adolescents is available from Martin & Carr (2006), though in the absence of trend data it 

is difficult to draw conclusions: they showed that almost a fifth of children (18.7%) had a mental 

health issue or psychological disorder, the principal ones being anxiety (affecting 43%, more so 

in girls), oppositional defiant disorder (affecting a quarter, disruptive problems being more evident 

in boys) and ADHD (affecting a fifth). In mental health, the proportion ‘feeling low’ was 20% for 

boys and 30% for girls, generally among the lower proportions in Europe. Recent self-assessments 

of mental well-being give figures in the 20% range for those with low self-assessments, but this 

crosses a range from mild to severe, regular to occasional (Keenaghan & Kilroe, 2008). McKeown 

& Haase (2007), in their study of children in Limerick, found 8% to be in the abnormal range and 

9% borderline, the main problem areas being conduct, hyperactivity and emotional problems. They 

found high rates of depression among mothers with medical cards, with a fifth on sedatives and anti-

depressants, many experiencing difficulty with parenting and their mental health a strong predictor of 

the health of their children. 

The national strategy for mental health services, A Vision for Change (O’Connor, 2006), takes 

the view that at any time 2% of children will require a clinical mental health intervention, but did 

not present any trend data. The absence of trend data makes it very difficult to assess whether 

the mental health of children is improving or disimproving or whether new forms are manifesting 

themselves. 

2.7   Tomorrow’s child

The social future of tomorrow’s child is highly class-dependant. For most children, there are 

prospects for improved quality of life. For the children of parents who are poor, then their outcomes 

are already largely determined. Unless interventions are made and supports are put in place, they too 

will be poor.

Tomorrow’s  Child
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Social
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will go to an early childhood education or care service, in a variety of possible settings – if 

provision is universal or parents can afford it.

•  If rates of child poverty gradually fall, is less likely to be brought up in poverty. 

•  Is, if born to a lone parent household, within a large family of low income, or living in a deprived 

area, likely to be poor throughout life, with limited educational and labour market opportunities.

•  If a Traveller, faces a life of hardship and adversity.

School
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will study for longer, probably completing the Leaving Certificate and go to university. Exit from 

the education system will be at around 21 years.

•  If a girl, will greatly out-perform boys.

•  Will probably take part-time work from mid-teens.

•  May take grinds to improve exam results.

• Will probably be driven to and from school, which may be further from home.

• If belonging to a category or area at high risk of poverty, will leave school early, with no or  

       minimal qualifications. The child’s literacy or numeracy may be marginal. 

Safety and crime
Tomorrow’s child...

• Will grow up in a relatively safe environment.

•  A small proportion will use illegal soft drugs, more so over the later teenage years and a very 

small number will use illegal hard drugs.

•  Will be under ever greater Government electronic surveillance and will face problems of identity 

theft and error.

• Will probably be routinely fingerprinted.

Housing
Tomorrow’s child...

• Will probably live in new and ever-larger homes with more personal space.

•  But children in poor families will have to wait a long time for the very small proportion of social 

housing to become available. 

Vulnerable children
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will grow up in an environment in which abuse should be better understood and reported – but 

only if staff are provided, funding is committed and there is confidence in the system.

•  If the child has a disability, is likely to live longer than previous generations but at high risk of 

poverty.

41



 



43

Chapter 3   Living Trends

Here, in Chapter 3, we look at broader living, educational, health, technological, civic and 

commercial trends. The typical new home for a modern Irish child has a strong sense of personal 

well-being and social cohesion. Parents have more time with their children and fathers are gradually 

accepting more responsibility. School curricula have improved but schools have yet to become 

more democratic. Children favour school subjects in arts and entrepreneurship but show little 

interest in science as a career option. Irish children share international trends in ill-health (like 

smoking, alcohol consumption, drugs, obesity and suicide): although some of these trends are 

improving, there is a substantial group of children at high risk, vulnerable and needing protection. 

Tomorrow’s children will make much use of the new technologies, often from their own bedroom, 

for study and leisure. They are open to civic engagement, but not likely to be formally religious. 

Children of the new communities have high levels of educational aspiration which should make their 

integration easier. Tomorrow’s child will have a sense of identity that is both Irish and international. 

3.1   Sense of well-being and good living

Barnardos has expressed the aspiration that Ireland be the best possible country in which children 

can grow up. But has this elusive goal already been achieved? In 2004, the Economist Intelligence 

Unit (EIU) rated Ireland as the best of no less than 111 countries in which to live. In making such a 

rating, the unit used 11 indices to measure quality of life: 10 of these measurements were social, 

only one economic, so the outcome cannot be attributed purely to the country’s economic good 

fortune. Ireland rated so strongly because of the stability of its family life and sense of community 

participation and cohesiveness. Elsewhere, Eurobarometer, the European polling system, has 

consistently found Irish people to rate themselves as among the most happy with their social 

situation among their member states (Dimas & Almunia, 2004). Dublin is adjudged as a European 

city with one of the highest qualities of life, using a broad range of economic, social, cultural and 

environmental criteria, its position actually improving (Healy, 2008). Despite high rates of poverty, 

probably the greatest blight on Ireland’s performance, Irish people show a high rate of perceived 

social integration. Few see themselves as socially excluded. 

Economic growth, coupled with the patterns of spatial resettlement outlined in Chapter 1, is popularly 

considered to have brought high levels of personal stress. Although many people feel that their lives 

are more ‘stressed’, this does not necessarily translate into ill-health. To the contrary, examination of 

mental illness figures show a long-term decline over 40 years (McGinnity, Russell & Smyth, 2007). 

The upsurge in employment, especially for women, has brought an improvement in mental health. 

Although the prototypical dual-earner, young family household is supposedly under unprecedented 
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stress, in reality such families indicate the highest satisfaction levels with their situation. Recently 

married couples, for all their reported stress, return extraordinarily high happiness and life satisfaction 

rates (79% in 2005) (ACCORD, undated). The proportion feeling that either financial pressure or 

work was stressing their marriage was only 8%. Amarach (2004) found that quality of life indicators 

are highest in families with children, lower with single and older people.

Psychological distress remains most acute among unemployed people, those working full-time in 

the home and other non-employed groups. Because their proportions have fallen, so too has the 

overall national level of distress (this is not for a moment to minimise it for those who suffer, quite 

the contrary). The application of Goldberg’s General Health Questionnaire to assess psychological 

distress in the community found it markedly higher in local authority tenants than in private 

households, with an additional level of strain for urban local authority tenants (Nolan & Whelan, 

1999).

UNICEF‘s ‘happiness research’ shows that Irish children have especially strong indicators for quality 

of family and peer relationships, lifestyles, sense of well-being and neighbour relations (Bradshaw, 

Hoelscher & Richardson, 2006). Self-assessments of physical, emotional and psychological well-

being are high (Keenaghan & Kilroe, 2008). The Barnardos Childhood Poll 2007 found a high rate of 

happiness among children (73% in the 80%+ range), with three-quarters believing their childhood 

to be better than their parents. Domestic research into children’s perceptions of their own happiness 

confirms the international picture. Happiness rates are 50% very happy and 41% quite happy, falling 

with age, higher for boys than girls, up on 2002. Life satisfaction ratings are 77%, falling with age, 

slightly higher for boys than girls (HBSC, 2002, 2006). Ireland’s positive ratings in happiness 

research and quality of life for children are dragged down in the all-round international performance 

ratings by high levels of child poverty and related issues (Sweeney, 2007). 

3.2   Home

The rapid growth in housing construction means that a larger proportion of children than ever may 

be growing up in physically new homes. Combined with smaller sizes of families, such homes are 

increasingly able to ensure that each child has a room of his or her own. Communal socialising 

is more likely to be eclipsed by children spending more time in their own rooms, with their own, 

independent desk computer or laptop and mobile phone access. 

The most prominent form of household growth in Ireland in the past ten years has been in the 

suburban home in the arc around Dublin and in the suburbs of other cities and provincial towns 

(Chapter 1). This form of ‘new urban living’ has been the focus of much sociological attention in 

recent years and has been portrayed negatively in some media. In-depth study (Corcoran, Gray 

& Peillon, 2007) suggests that patterns of social cohesion, the development of social capital, 

neighbourliness, civic participation and the formation of associations quickly reasserted themselves 

44



in the new suburbs. Families living in them find them to be generally favourable environments for 

rearing children, although traditional inequalities in gender roles remained unaffected. The principal 

problems faced by these new suburban communities are not their own lack of social cohesion, but 

addressing the physical, infrastructure and institutional problems of unregulated development. 

Time poverty is considered to be one of the great stress points of the new economy, especially for 

dual-income families with young children. It is certainly true that surveys of parents indicate that 

they do not feel that they spend enough time with their children (62% in Barnardos Childhood Poll). 
On the other hand, 79% of children believe their parents do spend enough time with them, which 

may be a more relevant finding. Smaller families should mean that parents have more time with 

their children. For all the problems of time poverty, weekly working hours in Ireland are around 40, 

less than the European average. The average time available for leisure (which is defined to include 

voluntary and religious activity and excludes household work, sleep, care activities and study) is 

almost 5hr daily on weekdays and 7hr daily at weekends, roughly five to seven times more than the 

time people spend on travel (McGinnity, Russell & Smyth, 2007). This should also enable parents 

to spend significant amounts of time with their children, especially younger children. It is possible 

though that older children themselves may be at home less, given the proportions of secondary level 

students who take part-time work. 

The most striking aspect of domestic activities around the home is their gendered nature (National 

Children’s Strategy, 2000). The most common activities that children identify in the home are 

shopping (mainly with mothers), doing things around the house (mainly with mothers), trips and 

outings (mothers and fathers equally) going for walks or to the park (mainly with mothers), homework 

or reading together (mainly with mothers) and playing (mainly with fathers).

Parenting has changed slowly but definitely over the years (McKeown, Ferguson & Rooney, 

undated). The original study of the Irish family dates to Arensberg & Kimball (1942), a pioneering 

anthropological study which found families to have a complete separation of tasks, with fathers as 

distant authority figures and mothers carrying out a role of nurturing domesticity. Children, especially 

those in two-income homes (now the norm), grow up in families in which:

•  Fathers accept the principle of sharing and carry out an increased (albeit much less than equal) 

burden of domestic duties;

• Fathers fulfil at least some nurturing role, with varying level of engagement, accessibility 

  and responsibility for children;

•  The sharing of duties between father and mother is open to negotiation. More tasks are shared 

between the two, depending on the circumstances;

•  Fathers take on a number of specific tasks, such as repairs, DIY, play, outings, organising 

breakfast, putting children to bed, supervising homework, but still avoid shopping, food, cooking, 

cleaning and kitchen tasks. 
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In family management, there is evidence that families are less authoritarian and more democratic, 

with children and young people having more of a say as to the decisions that affect them, principally 

education (Smyth, McCoy, Darmody & Dunne, 2007). The National Children’s Strategy has 

documented those issues about which children feel that they should have the freedom to negotiate 

with parents. The most significant, where 60% or more of children want the freedom to negotiate, 

are their clothes, hairstyle, friends, reading and what they eat. In the 50% range are what they 

watch on television or video and bed time. Thirty percent look to negotiate whether they can go out 

on their own. The study did not give any outcomes on some of the traditionally more contentious 

negotiation issues, such as sexual relationships and attendance at religious services, but separately 

the Barnardos Poll, in looking at issues where parents set rules, found sex coming in sixth in order of 

priority, 37%. Fifty four percent of under 18s felt that having sex was not something in which they 

should participate (conversely, 46% may have felt comfortable about doing so). 

3.3   School

Although reforms are intended to make education a more positive experience, one which develops 

a broader range of talents, relationships within the school environment itself have been little affected 

(Smyth, McCoy, Darmody & Dunne, 2007). The Education Act, 1998, established the principle of 

student councils in schools and three-quarters set up such councils in the five years that followed. 

It is uncertain whether these councils have yet been successful in promoting an improved and 

more respectful relationship between students and teachers within schools. A disjunction between 

Government and adult perceptions on the one side and students on the other of problems within 

school is evident in the establishment of the Task Force on Student Behaviour: for students, 
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A fifth has a negative 
experience of 
school, to the point 
that it was the most 
negative aspect of 
their lives.

The importance of the school environment should not be 

underestimated, for children spend more waking hours 

of their childhood there than in any other single place or 

set of places. The past 10 years have seen changes in 

the nature of schooling, with the introduction of the new 

primary curriculum in 1999, the diversification of 

qualification streams (e.g. Leaving Certificate Applied, 

Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme) and the 

liberalisation of the curriculum to incorporate a broader range of subjects and themes (e.g. 

Civic, Social & Political Education; Social Personal & Health Education; development of 

transition year programmes). Most Irish children like school, 72% of girls and 62% of boys, 

figures which go gradually down during teenage years. Most children have a positive experience 

of school. Between a sixth and quarter, though, report problems of troublemakers, lack of order, 

unfair discipline and failure to deal with bullying, the rates rising according to the lowest level 

of qualification. A fifth has a negative experience of school, to the point that it was the most 

negative aspect of their lives (Keenaghan & Kilroe, 2008)
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though, the principle problem is teacher behaviour, for which there was no task force (Smyth, 

McCoy, Darmody & Dunne, 2007) (emphasis added). The proportion of children feeling that they 

participated in their school fell from 32% to 23% over 1998 to 2002, the second lowest rate 

set against international comparisons (OMC, 2006). Participation is likely to be affected by the 

quality of school and in disadvantaged areas, both students and teachers may face more immediate 

problems of class size, lack of space, school costs and delays getting psychological assessments 

(Barnardos, 2006). Some aspects of school life remain relatively unaffected by recent changes. All 

but a small number of schools are under church control and a significant number remain single-sex 

(28% at primary level), both unusual in a European context.

An important trend in primary education is the feminisation of the workforce, which means that 

students are increasingly likely to be taught by women teachers. The proportion of male teachers fell 

from 22% in 1997 to 16% in 2006 (CSO, 2007). 

For children, the quality of peer relationships is an important one. Bullying was identified in the 

Barnardos Poll as the most important issue affecting children, both by parents and children 

themselves. The proportion of children reporting bullying at school is 24% overall, 26% boys and 

21% girls, with overall regular bullying at 8%. Bullying tends to fall from early teens to late teens. 

Rates are stable and low by international comparisons. The proportion who admit to having bullied 

others is 22%, 29% for boys and 14% for girls. These figures are falling gradually, more sharply for 

boys, and are low by international comparison. 

3.4   Careers

School is the point at which children begin to formulate their career expectations. We have little trend 

information on children’s intended career paths or aspirations, but where we do they can tell us a lot 

about changing priorities (in 1961, a third of all university students took theology while the religious 

life was a much treasured career or vocation [Duncan, 2002]). Over the period 1997 to 2006, the 

career choice patterns shown in Table 4 were evident (% taking subject, Leaving Certificate higher 

level).
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Table 4: Changing patterns in subject choices

Growth areas            Stable                   Declining

English, up from 48% to 60%   

Geography, up from 30% to 35%

Biology, up from 28% to 33%

Business studies, up from 25% to 29%

Art, up from 11% to 15% 

Music, up from 0% to 8%

Construction studies, up from 9% to 13%

Agricultural science, up from 3% to 6%

Spanish, up from 1% to 3%

 

One should not make too much of this list, for it reflects many other factors in play, such as the 

availability of teachers, the changing patterns of points necessary for university places and the 

perceived difficulties of particular subject areas. The trends, though, do indicate patterns which 

tomorrow’s child may follow. The striking features from this table are the continued attraction of a 

number of traditional topics (e.g. English, geography, biology) and the growth in creative subjects 

(art, music). Also evident, though, is relatively stagnant interest in science and languages. Despite the 

importance of science to national well-being, the proportion of science, technology and mathematics 

graduates has been static for a number of years (CSO, 2006). The streaming of boys and girls 

into different subject areas becomes ever more obvious from university onward, a precursor to later 

occupational segregation.

A survey of Irish youth found that almost half expressed an interest in living and working abroad 

(Amarach, 2004). The idea of studying abroad has been strongly promoted by the EU, with many 

Irish students taking advantage of the Erasmus programme introduced in 1987 to study in a 

European university for a year, making it a routine consideration in a university course. The Irish 
Graduate Careers Survey, 2008 provides information on the ambitions and values of current Irish 

graduates, which may provide some pointers to the direction of tomorrow’s children, albeit with the 

reservation that graduates represent less than half of those progressing through the education system 

(Faller, 2008). They were ambitious, hoping for good work, high pay and looked forward to owning 

their own house or flat. Many aspired to travel extensively (both for work and holidays), expected to 

work in numerous organisations during their life (the single-job career-for-life idea is gone), most 

wished to work for a large national or international company. Many felt the need to go on to post-

graduate study to improve their qualifications. Only 11% had ever participated in a student protest.

Career choices are also influenced by those professions that are seen to be prestigious or not. 

MacWilliams (2005) examined those careers which were gaining in status and income, those losing 

and those stable:

French, Irish, maths, 

history, accounting, 

German, economics, 

engineering, technical 

drawing, chemistry, 

applied mathematics, 

classical studies, 

physics & chemistry 

Home economics
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•  Gaining – entrepreneurs, builders, artists, writers, musicians, media, creative/innovative

•  Stable – doctors, solicitors, journalists, IT workers, politicians

• Losing – teachers, university lecturers, civil servants, bank managers, Gardai, priests.

3.5   Health and fitness

The health of Irish children has emerged as a major area of concern in recent years. First, though, 

there are some improved trends. Irish life expectancies traditionally lagged behind the rest of the 

EU but have nevertheless moved upward (see Chapter 1). Due to medical advances, survival 

rates for low weight babies improved. The national infant mortality rate fell to 0.51% (UNICEF). 

Mortality rates of Irish children fell to 0. 8%, although this is not as good as other parts of the Union 

(e.g. Scandinavia, 0.5%), with large variations across social class. Improved life expectancies are 

a function of rising incomes, healthier life styles, improved health services and falling death rates, 

especially in a number of key areas (e.g. circulatory diseases, cancers). Breast-feeding rates, which 

improve child health, rose from 36% in 1999 to 40% in 2003 (breast-feeding only rates, without 

bottle) (OMC, 2006). Thirty three percent of children report that they are in excellent health and 

54% report good health, both rates rising (HSBC, 2006). Forty seven percent of boys and 42% 

of girls report that they are generally happy about life, rising slightly and in the international 

mid-range. A little noticed but potentially non-criminal safety issue for children is sports injury, but 

here we have little information.

This is an appropriate place to mention one group sharply different from the national average, 

namely the Traveller community. Infant mortality is more than twice the national norm, 1.81%. Life 

expectancies are much lower, with only 1.3% of Travellers reaching 65 years or more (compared to 

11% in the settled population), a profile which the settled community passed in the 1940s. 

Medical statistics do not tell us, though, of the 

problems of accessing the health services. 

Only 29% of people have access to the 

General Medical Services (GMS) (medical card),

 which means that over two-thirds must pay for 

primary care at point of use and unless they 

exceed a high limit, the cost of prescription 

medicines. This GMS figure actually overstates 

the access to the service, for it includes substantial 

numbers of older people who have automatic 

entitlement regardless of means, so the real figure 

for access to the GMS for families with children is closer to 20%. The means test level for a medical 

card is an income of €184 weekly (single person, 2008 figure), well below the minimum social 

welfare income of €197.80, thus creating a significant poverty trap. The Programme for 

The present system 
disincentivises 
parents from seeking 
medical treatment 
for their children and 
creates financial 
strain for those who 
do, placing children 
at risk.
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Government gave a commitment to index medical card thresholds and to double the income 

eligibility limits for parents of children under 6 years (and treble them for parents with children with 

an intellectual disability under 18 years), but the present system disincentivises parents from seeking 

medical treatment for their children and creates financial strain for those who do, placing children at 

risk. 

Much attention has been given in recent years to negative trends among the health of Irish children. 

Principal of these are obesity, lack of exercise, suicide and alcohol consumption and we examine 

trends here in turn. Here, we use the studies Health Behaviour of School Age Children undertaken in 

1998, 2002 and 2006, which give us good short term data (HBSC, 1998, 2002 and 2006).

3.5.1   Obesity, exercise & eating
We now have improved information on issues of height, weight, eating habits and exercise among 

children. The principal problem is that we lack trend data, there being a long gap between the 

two main national nutrition surveys of 1948 and 1998 (Whelton, Harrington, Crowley, Kelleher, 

Cronin & Perry, 2003). Trend data shows a gain in children’s height from 1948 to 2002. In the 

case of 14-year-old boys, height rose from 146cm to 170cm and girls from 147cm to 163cm. 

Weight rose proportionately more, from 37kg to 61kg for boys and from 40kg to 59kg for girls. 

International experience suggests that height gain may slow, but weight gain not necessarily so. The 

National Task Force on Obesity warned that childhood obesity had reached epidemic proportions, 

with 300,000 overweight and obese children on the island, rising at 10,000 a year, with children 

consuming large amounts of energy-dense foods especially outside the home and taking insufficient 

exercise, setting up a chain of consequences of diseases (e.g. diabetes II) and premature death 

(Treacy, 2005). Obesity is likely to be higher in lower income groups and those with less education. 

Diabetes has been described as ‘Ireland’s disease of the future’. Issues of overweight and obesity are 

a concern at a number of levels: psychological embarrassment during childhood and youth, ill-health 

and reduced life expectancy.

 We must set these figures in context. Children shared in the general rise in obesity in the 1990s, 

which rose 250% in men and 125% in women, so it is far from a children’s problem alone (Cullen, 

2006).  The proportion of obese children (aged 13 to 17) rose from 4% in 1985 to 5% in 2003, 

being higher for boys than girls (up 6% and 7% depending on age). Other data points, based only in 

Dublin, give a lower starting level of 1.9% in 1990 to 6% presently. Overweight figures range from 

20% at a low point to 23% and 28% at a high point, depending on age. Children appear to have 

a growing awareness of the problem: the phenomenon of dieting has almost doubled since 1998, 

placing Ireland in the middle international league. Thirteen percent of Irish children report that they 

diet, the rate being much higher for girls (17%) than boys (6%). The rate rises sharply from younger 

teens to older teens, from 7% to 24% among girls. A further 20% acknowledge that they need to 

lose weight (15% boys, 26% girls) (HBSC, 2006).

Tomorrow’s  ChildTomorrow’s  Child
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Obesity and being overweight are undoubtedly linked to eating habits, exercise and lifestyle, 

with those eating the most dense foods and exercising the least being most likely to be obese or 

overweight. From 1948 to 1990, although consumption of carbohydrate fell, the intake of fat 

energy rose from 29% to 36% (subsequently falling back to 33%), while protein energy rose from 

13% to 18% (all ages). Obesity and being overweight are associated with the more frequent eating 

of denser foods (e.g. sweets, crisps, chips and hamburgers) and types (e.g. take aways, restaurants). 

Overweight rates are higher in the Republic than Northern Ireland, which could be attributable to 

the lower costs of healthy food and leisure facilities in the North. An incidental consequence of the 

greater use of ready-to-go food may be a falling ability or skill to prepare food in the home.

The proportion eating sweets daily is 39%, rising slightly. Consumption rates are roughly the same 

across the teenage years. Daily soft drink consumption is 26%, rising slightly across the ages and 

more evident among boys. Looking at ‘good’ eating patterns, the rate of daily fruit consumption is 

19%, but much higher among girls (23%) than boys (16%). It varies a lot between the age groups, 

as high as 80% among 15-year olds, at which age, presumably there is a higher consciousness, the 

third highest in the EU. The rate of daily vegetable consumption is 18%, slightly higher for girls and 

increasing slightly, but we do not have trends. 

We have little trend data on the amount of hours spent on more sedentary activity. Children aged 4 

to 14 watch 2hr 43mins of television each day, children overall 2hr 33mins. Some researchers give 

higher figures, 3hr a day (McGreevy, 2008). The proportion of children exercising four times a week 

or more is 59% for boys and 38% for girls, which is high by international comparisons. Seventy 

percent of children take part in sport either weekly or more frequently, rates being higher at second 

level than primary level, for boys rather than girls and lower in disadvantaged areas. Participation in 

organised sports among children overall is 79% (Barnardos Poll) and Ireland is among the top 10 

European countries. Exercise levels decline over childhood, from 60% to 70% in the 9 to 11 year 

age group to 50% for 17 year olds and 12% of children exercise less than weekly or not at all.

3.5.2 Suicide
 A second high-concern area is suicide. The rate for young men (15 to 24 years) rose from 

0.0579% in 1980, to 0.1452% in 1990 and 0.2593% in 2000, to the extent that it is a more 

likely cause of death than road homicide (Greene, 2006). Forty percent of suicides are young men, 

under 30. Again, contextualisation is required, for according to Corcoran (2001), Irish suicide rates, 

which were low in the 1970s, effectively converged to the European norm in the 1990s, rising to 

a peak of 14/100,000, since falling back to 10/100,000 (CSO, 2007). Suicide rates are the 

outcome of complex factors in rapidly evolving societies under particular types of stress, strongly 

linked to unemployment, low social class and perceived economic failure. The numbers of suicides 

fell from a peak of 519 in 2001 (13.5/100,000) to 409 in 2006 (9.6/100,000) (National Office 

for Suicide Prevention, 2007). Overall, Irish rates are the seventh lowest in the EU, but the youth 

level (under 25s) is higher, something which probably reflects the higher number of young people in 
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the population. Closer investigation of the figures suggest that suicide is at the older end of these age 

groups. 0.6% suicides are 14 and under and 9% are aged 15 to 19. If we look at rates, suicide is 

low for children of 14 and under, 20/100,000 for 15 to 19 year olds, peaking between the ages of 

25 and 30 to 38/100,000, but not falling to below 20/100,000 until the 65s and over. Rates for 

boys are much higher than for girls, falling from 8.3/100,000 to 6.0/100,000, with girls rising from 

1.7/100,000 to 1.8/100,000. Suicide rates in the 15 to 24 age group show an overall downward 

trend from the late 1990s (Bates, 2008). Although youth suicide accounts for a higher proportion 

of all teenage deaths, one reason is that other deaths are falling, principally road homicide.

3.5.3 Alcohol and smoking
Alcohol consumption rates among children have become a cause for concern in recent years. These 

should be set in context, for adult rates are generally far higher than children rates in categories 

such as drink, smoking, fitness and obesity (Donnellan, 2008). Turning first to alcohol, consumption 

in Ireland among all ages rose 40% from 1989 to 1999 at a time when it was falling in other 

European countries. Although Irish consumption rates may reflect a certain catching up due to 

improved economic circumstances, they do not explain the extremely high liquid volumes consumed, 

which per person are even higher granted that Ireland has, though this is little realised, a high level 

of total non-drinkers. Irish beer consumption per head is reported at 155 litres a year, above the 

European average (Linehan, 2007). 

 It is reasonable to presume that young people have shared in the adult trend. Half of Irish children 

have taken a drink by 12 years, with regular drinkers (once a month or more) rising from about 

12% at this stage to about 50% by 15 years (higher for boys than girls) and a third reporting binge 

drinking. The most recent figures (HBSC, 2006) give a level of current drinking at 26%, very low 

in the early teens and much higher in the late teens, higher for boys than girls (30% for boys and 

10% for girls). A particular problem in Ireland is binge drinking, with a reported rate of 32% among 

15 and 16 year olds, the highest in the EU in that age group. Leaving aside the direct medical and 

personal dangers, binge drinking is linked to anxiety, depression, suicide and attempted suicide. 

Binge drinking appears to rise to a peak among males in their mid-30s and then fall back.

 Again, the broader context is important, for the frequency level of weekly alcohol consumption for 

15s is at the lower end of the European scale. The proportion of children who have ever been drunk 

is 31.2%, the proportions rising from the early teens (3% to 6%) to school leaving age (56% to 

59%), rates for boys being higher, but these rates are low by international comparison. Overall, 

47% of all children report that they have never had an alcoholic drink ever (52% girls, 43% boys). 

Overall drinking rates have been stable for the past four years, even falling for 15 to 17-year-old 

boys (HBSC, 2006).

 Smoking by children and young people is very much related to age. It rises from around 3% in early 

teens to 30% at school leaving age. The overall smoking prevalence rate for 12 to 17 year olds is 
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16%, but we have no trend data (Office of Tobacco Control, 2006). Overall, though, the Irish rate 

of school age smoking is low by international comparisons and falling slightly. School age smokers 

have more active social lives, but a poorer health and school experience than non-smokers. The 

most recent figures (HBSC, 2006) give us an ever-smoking rate of 36%, down on 2002, higher 

for boys than girls, higher for older ages. Current smoking rates are 15%, higher for girls than boys, 

down on 2002, with a class gradient emerging. Adult smoking rates have fallen to 29%, but appear 

to have bottomed out there.

3.5.4 Sexualisation
 Data on the sexual behaviour of teenagers are extremely limited. The age of first sexual intercourse 

fell from over 20 years prior to the 1950s to 16 years in the 1980s, at which point the trend 

was flattening out and there is evidence that this trend was accompanied by an increased number 

of sexual partners in a lifetime (Fahey & Layte, 2007). There is no more recent information on 

early sexualisation and although there is anecdotal and local area information to suggest that first 

sexual intercourse happens earlier, no such trend can be proven (Mayock & Byrne, undated). In the 

Barnardos Poll, 7% of parents with teenage children believed that their children were having a sexual 

relationship, but we do not have information from children to check this. The poll found that 91% of 

parents believed that changes in society were contributing to the early sexualisation of children and 

almost all were unhappy about this. We do know that the number of reported sexually transmitted 

infections rose five times from 1989 to 2003 and that under 25s shared in this increase (Layte, 

Nolan & Nolan, 2007), but this is insufficient for us to draw significant conclusions. 

3.6   Family life, shopping, consumer and commercial trends

We have little information specific on the spending patterns of children, but what data are available 

suggest important overall shifts which impact on children. 

Table 5: Spending patterns of children (Linehan, 2007)

 Spending in decline            Spending rising

�• Food & non-alcoholic drink              • Household improvements, services, DIY

�• Clothes                • Foreign holidays

�• Electrical goods              • Eating out & take aways

�• Fuel                • Meals out, entertainment

  

We need to treat these figures carefully, for the decline in spending has reflected areas where prices 

have come down relative to the rise in income, enabling newly freed up discretionary spending 

to move into entertainment and holidays. We have some information on the spending priorities 
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of working secondary school students: most of the income generated goes to ‘lifestyle’ spending, 

notably entertainment, clothes, music and alcohol (Smyth, McCoy, Darmody & Dunne, 2007). An 

analysis of the youth market suggests that children and young people:

•  Are ever more demanding of a quality product. The youth market is smaller compared to 20 

years ago, but, because so many older children are working, more affluent. Quality will replace 

volume and children will seek more branded products;

•  Will spend on alcohol, ‘going out’ entertainment (e.g. cinema), mobile phones, and sports;

•  Use multiple media outlets, the most favoured being The Star and Independent, TV3 for 

television, 2FM (98FM in Dublin) for radio;

•  Are responsive to advertising through mobile phones (texting) and sponsorship;

•  Foresee their top spending priority as a car, with the use of the credit card as a means of 

purchase (Amarach, 2004). 

Holiday or leisure abroad peaked at 10.3m visits in 2000 and have since fallen back to 8m (CSO, 

2007), but this is still high for a country of only 4m people (MacWilliams, 2007). Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that children are now travelling much more, be that with parents, on their own, in 

school groups, or later, on gap years and we have some specific information on the proportions of 

children going on a family holiday abroad: they rose over the years 1998–2005 from 77% to 83% 

for boys and 74% to 84% for girls (Keenaghan & Kilroe, 2008).

3.7   Technology

Technology is a rapidly-changing aspect of children’s lives. Children have embraced the new 

technologies must faster than their parents. Although we tend to think of the ‘digital divide’ in terms 

of ‘rich-poor’, ‘urban-rural’, it is equally a feature of age (school surveys find that the differences 

in ownership of desirable high-tech accessories differ surprisingly little between advantaged and 

disadvantaged communities). 

With mobile phone penetration at 121% of all persons in the state, including children, old people and 

infants, the rate of mobile phone use in Ireland has passed saturation point. Among young people, 

the age of acquisition of first mobile is moving downward, reached almost 20% in 4 to 8 year olds 

in 2004 and is likely much higher now. The other growth areas of new technologies for children and 

young people are:

• Computer (desktop, laptop, palmtop), internet

•  DVD Player

• Television point (cable or Sky)

• Multipurpose communications tools (iPod etc.)

Ownership by children and young people extends outwards from affluent households (social groups 

A, B, C1s) to poorer. Increasingly, children have their own computer: 52% of households with 
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internet now have wi-fi, which suggests a high access 

rate for children in their own rooms, rather than

through a communal family computer. Technological 

accessories of the household are available to the child 

more and more in his or her own bedroom (the 

‘electronic bedroom’): Barnardos Poll found that 28% 

of younger children (aged 5–9 years) and 43% of 

older children (aged 10–14 years) have their own 

television. 

Research on the use of the internet by young children has been limited, so we must make inferences 

from 15 year olds and over and from household patterns as a whole. The early 2000s saw a 

majority of Irish households with internet access (Amarach, 2008). Adult internet use rose from 

13% in 1998 to 59% in 2007 and is projected toward 82% in 2010. The overall national 

broadband rate is 54%, but converging rapidly toward the higher European norm (77%). European 

experience suggests that internet use is differentiated, being higher by social class, urban areas and 

youth, lower by disadvantaged areas and groups and old age (over 60s) and, of course, affected by 

issues of connectivity. Likewise, in Ireland, internet use is 80% for 15 to 24s while only 25% for 

over 65s and is much higher in Dublin than Connacht/Ulster (Downes, 2008). For those who do 

use the internet, time spent online is higher for younger people (9hr/week for under 25s, compared 

to 3hr/week for over 65s). Gender differences at this stage are no longer significant. 

It is anticipated that by 2009 most Irish homes will have broadband and that by 2010 a majority of 

adults will have 3G and mobile broadband. There will be a convergence of services provided both 

on mobile communicators and on domestic communications (combined digital satellite television, 

internet, music and video). Within these broader trends, there are a number of sub-trends:

•  Web 2: the growth of social networking sites and personal blogging, used intensively by 

children. Already, 17% internet users have their own blog and 50% update their personal 

space. Figures for weekly accessing social networking sites (Bebo, My Space or YouTube) 

range from 52% (Barnardos Poll) to 69%, with a third accessing such sites on a daily basis 

(Walsh, 2008). The most popular of these sites is Bebo, which rose from almost no users in 

2005 to 750,000 presently, most of whom are teenagers (Durrant & Boulton, 2008).

•  The growth of e-commerce.This is less used by children and young people because of lack of 

ability to buy through their own personal credit cards. Within e-commerce, there are significant 

trends, such as food shopping (low level, stable) and a limited number of consistently high-use 

areas (holidays, banking, bills, entertainment), with the growth areas in clothes and electronic 

equipment. 

•  New working options for parents. Already, 20% of internet users ‘work remotely’, the rate 

being highest among 27 to 35 year olds, which suggests that it is combined with family-rearing 

responsibilities.
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Possibly because of their ease with the technology, younger people tend to drive some forms of 

innovation on the internet: for example, YouTube has the highest level of use among under 24s, with 

rates declining by age; on-line music tends to be ‘youth’ music; and younger people tend to use the 

internet for more purposes than adults (skyping, sending SMS messages). Googling is used more 

by younger users, suggesting that their growing use of the internet is for information collection. 

Downey, Hayes & O’Neill (2005) observed a number of trends in play and technology. They found 

that younger children (under 14) used the home internet, in descending order, for information and 

hobbies, games, homework and chat. New technologies are strongly favoured gifts for Christmas. 

These developments spark concern for the safety of children. Children are generally much more 

technically competent than their parents, making it difficult for parents to understand the new media 

and monitor their children’s exposure to risk. Some seem quite aware of the dangers of the new 

technologies, but clearly, significant risks are presented, crossing a wide range from the criminal 

to the irresponsible: attempted sexual predation, harmful content, posting personally sensitive 

information on social networking sites, suicide sites, even situations in which the child may act 

incorrectly (e.g. illegal downloading or copyrighting, using parental credit cards without consent) 

(Durrant & Boulton, 2008, Sheridan, 2008). New technologies are intrinsically difficult to regulate. 

In the past two years, information has come to light suggesting that around 10% of Irish primary and 

secondary school children had experienced some form of cyber-bullying, text messaging being the 

most common form (Winton, 2008) and rates of 1 in 7 have been reported for older age groups 

(Ryan, 2008). The Barnardos Poll found that 68% of parents do monitor internet use by their 

children (conversely, a third do not).

The growth of the internet has led to the danger that television will be overlooked, but it will remain 

an important source of information and entertainment. In Ireland, the emerging dominant provider 

is Sky television, partly because it offers a larger number of channels than any other provider (up to 

96) but also because the satellite system by-passes inadequate broadband networks. The rate of 

growth of Sky has been in the order of over 100% a year, with a national penetration rate of 26%, 

but 40% in the Dublin arc (MacWilliams, 2005).

We lack any long-term trend information on children’s informal play habits. There is a perception 

among adults that outdoor play spaces have declined and become more dangerous. Despite 

that, children’s most favoured form of play, more so for young children, is still to make their own 

play with their own friends out of doors. Injuries to children are most likely to come in or around 

the home or from supervised sports, rarely from informal play. Despite the popularity of the new 

technologies, 35% of children still report that reading is one of their favourite activities, but with 

much higher rates for girls (48%) than boys (23%) (OMC, 2006). About a third of young people 

take part in associational recreational activity (e.g. youth clubs). Overall, the dominant forms of 

personal recreation are, in descending order, television, music, computer games (more so for 

boys) and reading. The main impediments to more recreational activities are, in descending order, 

study,transport and money. The Irish rate of computer gaming is below the European average.
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3.8   Civic and religious participation

National voting trends have followed a downward path for some time, general election turnouts falling 

from 77% in 1969 to less than 63% in 2002 but recovering to 67% in 2007. Voting, though, 

appears to have a relationship with age. The voting rate for young voters in 2002 (under 30s) was 

between 40% and 53%, with evidence of uninterest in and disengagement from the political system 

(Hughes, Clancy, Harris & Beetham, 2007). The National Children’s Strategy gives the lower rate of 

40%. 

Laver (2005) looked at voter turnout in the three votes over 2001–2. He found that turnout rose 

with age, but it was not the only variable, for voting was also strongly affected by location (higher in 

rural areas) and social class. He was uncertain whether younger people would vote more as they 

aged, which is what previous experience suggested, or whether this was a cohort of new non-voters 

who would continue not to vote. Studies of voting patterns indicate that parental political allegiance 

is still a strong predictor for the voting allegiances of their children. There is no significant evidence 

of younger people being more or less prepared to join political parties than they used to, although 

a generation ago parties became sensitive to the need to open their ranks to younger members 

(e.g. Ógra Fianna Fáil, Young Fine Gael). There is evidence from other countries of there being 

more opportunities for people to join pressure groups and causes, especially vanguard groups (e.g. 

environment, human rights), where many seek to recruit young people for, hopefully, a lifetime’s 

engagement. Such participants tend to be better educated, higher social class and ‘serial joiners’ 

(i.e. they join several organisations). British research suggests that even if there is alienation from 

mainstream politics, this does not necessarily imply a withdrawal from civic participation, which may 

be as alive as ever (Giddy, 2006). Amarach (2004) found 7% of young people expressing an 

interest in joining a political party, which is actually above the adult rate (5%). A relevant factor is the 

loss of confidence in public institutions, which has recently fallen steeply for the Gardaí, church, legal 

system, media, Government, commerce and health service (Amarach, 2004). Whether or how this 

will affect voting behaviour or civic participation in the future is not known. 

Materialism is difficult to measure and what data we have applies mainly to adults. There are 

indicators that preparedness of people to give money to a good cause or ‘to enjoy oneself more’ 

shifted from the former to the latter from the 1980s to the 2000s (Cullen, 2002). Giving to charity 

is known to have declined since the early 1990s. 

Despite the high importance assigned to religion in our school system, information on children’s 

religious practice and belief is surprisingly limited. The level of adult religious service attendance 

declined from 83% in 1981 to 59% in 1999 and more recent figures of 45%, falling among 

young people from 75% to 23%. Attendance rates are generally much lower in urban and 

in working class areas. Attendance does not necessarily tell us much about the level of actual 

religious belief, which is generally higher than observance. Ireland would appear to be moving 

toward the pattern of continental European Catholic countries, where there is a residual high rate of 
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nominal adherence to religion, a high rate of support for some core religious beliefs coupled with 

a disregard for church teachings in defined areas (notably sexuality), a low rate of attendance and 

public decision-making becoming secular, rather than informed by religious values. In the 2006 

census, 93% still stated a religious affiliation (only 6% identified themselves as no religion or did 

not identify themselves as having a religion), but only 18% of couples attended religious service 

together weekly and a larger proportion, 23%, never (ACCORD, undated). The total number of 

civil marriages rose from 928 in 1996 to 3,683 in 2002 and 4,762 in 2006, still upward but at a 

slower rate (CSO, 2007). Overall, Irish religious attendance is trending down toward the European 

norm of 10%, marking the transition from a fundamentalist society to a secular one (Rifkin, 2004). 

The number of annual ordinations in the Catholic church fell from 46 in 1996 to nine in 2006 

(McGarry, 2008) and three in 2008 (by contrast, there were 20 in the Church of Ireland in 2007). 

The denominational picture has changed sharply, migrants contributing to the arrival of hitherto 

unrepresented religions (Islam, Orthodox) and the regeneration of some Catholic but more especially 

Protestant churches. Although there has long been a Humanist Association in Ireland, which is now 

recognised by the Government for purposes of Government dialogue with the churches, one could 

not say that there is an explicit, strong, active secular tradition with a significant following.

A changing approach to religion is evident in the movement for multi-denominational schools. These 

are not secular schools, but schools which value tolerance between religious denominations and 

mark a significant step away from the traditional single-faith model that was the rule. There was 

one such school in 1970, three in 1984, 44 in 2008 and a further 12 due to open by 2009. 

Naturally, many are located in many of the areas of suburban population growth, for example five in 

Lucan. Up to the present, 3,000 of the state’s primary schools and 400 of the state’s 700 second-

level schools are under the patronage of the Catholic church (and some of the balance under other 

churches). In 2007, the organisation for multi-denominational schooling, Educate Together, applied 

for registration as a sponsor of second-level schools (Flynn, 2008). The arrival of many non-

Catholic immigrant children forced a crisis in 2007 to the mainstream school system when many 

of these children were unable to access their local Catholic schools (Hammarberg, 2008). This led 

the Catholic church to announce that it would take a much more inclusive approach to education and 

welcome people of different faiths through the use of a quota of one-third non-Catholic places (Irish 

Catholic Bishops Conference, 2008). Catholic bishops subsequently made it clear that there would 

be no retreat by the church from the educational field.

3.9   New communities

Because immigration is so recent, we know little about its effects on either adults or children. So 

far, there are a number of positive indicators of the immigration experience. Nineteen non-nationals 

contested the local elections of 2004, one subsequently being elected lord mayor of Portlaoise. 

An attitudinal survey dating to 2003 indicated Irish attitudes to immigrants to be the second most 

positive in Europe, second to Sweden (Hughes, O’Connell, McGinnity & Quinn, 2007). The UCD 
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study Getting On report indicated moderate to high levels of integration (McCormaic, 2008). Trying 

to measure the level of discrimination, the most recent ESRI and Equality Authority figures indicate 

that 31% of members of ethnic minority groups recorded an experience of discrimination in the 

previous two years, ranging from 25% among Asians to 40% among black people, the baseline of 

white experience of discrimination being 12%. 

For indigenous Irish children, their first encounter with immigrant children is likely to be at school. 

Twelve percent of primary school students and 7% of secondary school students are the children 

of foreign-born parents (McGarry, 2008). For immigrant children, there are particular difficulties, 

such as adjusting to a different type of education system. Children, parents and teachers all face 

the challenge of language, especially for new arrivals whose knowledge of English may be limited. 

A striking feature of the experience is the much higher expectations by immigrant children that 

they will go on to university (Keogh & Whyte, undated). Teachers find immigrant children to be 

highly motivated and eager to learn, making the teaching experience a positive one by international 

standards. In some parts of the country, immigrant communities provide additional classes for their 

children at the weekend at their own expense (MacWilliams, 2007). The classes not only inform 

children of their own cultural backgrounds and origins, but compensate for poor instruction in Irish 

schools, notably in maths.

Devine & Kelly (2006) examined the experience of primary schools of the students belonging to 

ethnic minorities, finding a complex world in which children from both indigenous and immigrant 

backgrounds negotiated new social relationships and boundaries. Devine (2005) examined a 

cluster of primary schools in which minority ethnic groups comprised from 4% to 24% of 

students, the principal minorities being Africans and east Europeans, but a situation for which the 

Irish schooling system was not well prepared. In their most recent study, Devine, Kenny & MacNeela 

(2008) found abundant racism in Irish schools, of varying 

nature (e.g. name-calling), consistency (in and out of 

friendship groups) and intensity (mild to severe), despite 

the best efforts of teachers to prevent racist behaviour. 

Some immigrant children, through both sports or intellectual 

achievement, were able to surmount some of these 

obstacles. Immigrant school children tend to be appreciative 

of the school system, unassertive and tried not to draw 

attention to themselves. Remarkably, the level of stigmatisation 

applied against Irish Travellers was worse than immigrant children.  

Within the new communities, some children have attracted particular attention. About 5,300 

separated children have arrived in Ireland, a group associated with refugees and asylum seekers, 

their official term being ‘unaccompanied minors’, a small and distinct group (Mooten, 2006). Most 

are aged 15 to 17, but some are younger, the main country of origin being Nigeria. From what we 

know, the experience of being separated in Ireland is quite stressful, many children having been 
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traumatised. They now face an uncertain future while their status is resolved. Fifty percent have been 

placed in care by the HSE, 45% reunited with families. Many appear to drop out of education and of 

special concern are those who disappear from HSE care or disappear out of the system altogether, 

their numbers now in the order of 350 to 400. Barnardos (2008) has raised serious concerns that 

many of these children may have been trafficked before, during or after arrival and their numbers 

may be much higher than international reports indicate (Department of State, 2008). The Council 

of Europe views the arrangements made for these children as seriously inadequate (Hardenberrg, 

2007). A coalition was formed by a number of non-governmental organisations, including 

Barnardos, called Action for Separated Children in Ireland to highlight the needs of this group.

Children living in direct provision have been the focus of particular attention. Refugees and asylum 

seekers, while awaiting the outcome of their cases (a process which can take many years), are put in 

‘direct provision’ which means that they are housed in communal hostels and provided with a small 

weekly allowance (€19.10 for adults, €9.60 for children, unchanged since 2001). The view of non-

governmental organisations is that children living in such a situation are in poverty and under serious 

threat to their well-being, development and socialisation, a view firmly rejected by the Government.

Quite recently, immigrants have been brought as a defined group into ‘happiness research’ 

(Amarach, 2004). This finds that members of the new communities quickly adjust to the high quality 

of life indicators of the indigenous community (emotion, physical, family well-being), but lag behind in 

their sense of financial well-being. Despite this, the majority still find the quality of life better than had 

they not come at all.

3.10   Sense of identity

We conclude this chapter by looking at more intangible areas, such as sense of identity. Fears 

have been voiced that Irish children will lose their sense of identity in the face of the overwhelming 

influence of the international media, entertainment, shopping and consumer world, whose cultural 

values are strongly driven by the United States. This is sometimes portrayed as a new danger, 

although globalisation is far from a new phenomenon, having been first identified in the 19th century. 

The international environment does have subtle effects on the contours of identity and expectations. 

The outcome, though, is that the younger generation appears to absorb international identities without 

necessarily losing national affiliation. Eurobarometer research indicates that people see themselves 

as holding a combination of sometimes overlapping identities – national, European and none. Data 

on children here is limited, but the proportion of people ‘proud’ of their Irish identity rose from 55% 

in the 1980s to 72% in the 2000s, with the inference of similar sentiments in the younger age 

groups (Greene, 2006). 

Here, the Irish language is a useful barometer of the sense of identity. Historically, Irish language 

policies aimed at the restoration of the Irish language as the first language and preferred language 
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Science literacy

Mathematical literacy

Educational achievement

Duration in education

Time with children

Relationships in family

Relationships with peers

Self-reported health

Experience of school
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Drunkenness

Cannabis use

Bullying

Infant mortality

Child poverty

Books in the home

Immunisation (2nd 

worst)

Health & safety

Fighting

of choice, an objective in which it conspicuously failed. The policy instead achieved an unintended 

objective: a radical growth in the numbers of people familiar with Irish as a second language, even if 

the level of competence therein was modest. The numbers able to speak Irish climbed gradually after 

a low point of 1926, but accelerated from 1991 to 2006, with 1.6m now able to speak the language 

(CSO, 2007). Irish children today are more prepared than previous generations to identify with the 

socialisation processes around the Irish language, if we look at viewing figures for TG4 and listening 

figures for Raidió na Gaeltachta and Raidió na Life. Irish children today are probably more exposed to 

socialisation influences around the Irish language than previous generations, such as the displacement 

of international first-names for children by Irish language names. Perhaps the most compelling 

evidence of this socialisation process is the growth of Gaelscoileanna from 25 in 1980 to over 200, 

the fastest-growing feature of our educational system. MacWilliams (2005) has gone to some trouble 

to explain how today’s parents have managed to achieve an unexpected fusion of both international 

and national cultures.

3.11   Balance sheet and predictions

This chapter has looked at a series of ‘soft’ trends affecting children and young people. To place 

Ireland in an international context, it may be useful to return to the UNICEF study (2005), which 

evaluated Irish trends against a wide backdrop and made a balance sheet of Ireland’s performance. 

Table 6: Ireland’s performance in the UNICEF study

Trends where Ireland Average trend performance Trends where Ireland 
did well         did poorly

Reading literacy

Educational outcomes

Family structure stable

Life satisfaction

Sense of belonging

Own sense of well-being

Eating breakfast daily

Eating fruit every day

Physical activity

Not smoking

Least risky behaviour  

Reference: Based on Bradshaw, Jonathan; Hoelscher, Petra & Richardson, Dominic: Comparing Child Well-being in OECD 
Countries - Concepts and Methods. UNICEF, Florence, Italy, 2006.
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For subjective well-being, Ireland came out fifth best among 

industrial nations, behind the Netherlands, Spain, Greece and 

Austria and third best on health behaviour. The UNICEF view 

is very much in line with the trends reported here and in earlier 

chapters. Despite the many worries expressed by parents and 

adults about children, most Irish children grow up in a positive, 

balanced environment, one in which many key trends are 

improving. Those children with significant health problems and 

issues, poor opportunities, who are vulnerable, neglected or 

facing adversity are a minority in the 15% to 20% range. 
This is not to diminish the problems: to the contrary, the failure 

to address them is all the less excusable, especially child poverty. 

Looking to the future, Callanan (ed.) (2007) in the scenario painting exercise Ireland 2022 predicted 

a number of potential societal futures. These ranged from some gothic futures of violence, the 

decline of the social fabric and the environment, dominated by extreme individualism and cyber 

reality, to more inclusive societies in which poverty was reduced, sustainability was achieved and 

equality promoted. It is interesting that in the more inclusive futures, well-informed, educated, tolerant 

and inventive young people played a key role, showing a high return from investment in children from 

the earliest possible age. They illustrated the importance of building on positive present living trends 

while confronting the most negative of the current social trends affecting children.

3.12 Tomorrow’s child

Home
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will grow up in a more democratic home, with more negotiations over decisions with parents.

•  Will still grow up in a gendered environment, but one in which fathers gradually take on more 

responsibilities.

• Will have his or her own room and more personal space (electronic bedroom culture).

School
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will have a growing range of curricular opportunities, though schools are slow to become more 

democratic.

• May go to a multi-denominational school or Gaelscoil.

• Will probably have women teachers.
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Careers
Tomorrow’s child...

• Will be interested in taking, at Leaving Certificate, English, geography, biology and creative   

  subjects like art and music. The child is less likely to follow science or languages.

•  May be attracted into business and creative careers and is less likely to be interested in 

traditional professions such as teaching, the public services, the bank or police.

Health
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will have good and improving health.

•  If relying on the public health system, will have difficulty accessing health services if income 

guidelines for medical cards remain low and may also experience lengthy delays in diagnosis 

and treatment.

•  May engage in health-endangering activities such as over-eating, lack of exercise, smoking, soft 

drugs and excessive alcohol consumption. Older teenagers are more at risk. The proportion 

engaging in these activities is around 10% to 20% at present and falling slightly.

•  Will eat less fat and less carbohydrate, but ever-denser, already prepared food. Some will 

become less able to prepare their own food at home.

• Will be more aware of the dangers of poor health and be prepared to change behaviour (e.g.  

  diet; eat more wisely; stop, reduce or not start smoking; exercise more).

Living patterns
Tomorrow’s child...

• Will spend money on clothes, alcohol, entertainment, technology.

• May travel more frequently and may work abroad for a while out of choice.

• Will form a smaller but more quality, branded market.

• Will communicate through and be reached by advertisers through mobile phones.

• Will read tabloids, watch Sky television and TV3, listen to 2FM and local radio.

Technology and recreation
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will have a mobile phone from an ever-earlier age.

•  Will have a computer in their bedroom and will be acquisitive of a broad range of the new 

technologies for play, study, information collection and entertainment. 

•  Will drive the development of the interactive web (web 2) and social networking.

•  Will still prefer to make their own play with their own friends out of doors as a first choice, 

especially young children. There is still an interest in reading (particularly in girls).
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Civic and religious participation
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will be well disposed to civic participation and will have abundant opportunities to join 

associations, groups and political parties, including youth sections. 

•  Will vote along parental lines of allegiance but may not vote till much later in life. 

• Is unlikely to attend mass or religious services, because the parents do not either.

•  Will probably be aware of and formally affiliate with a religious denomination. The child will 

develop religious beliefs but will not follow church teaching in specific areas, notably sexuality. 

Religion will not inform political decisions and Ireland will continue its transition to a continental 

European secular state.

New communities
Tomorrow’s child from the new communities...

•  Will face challenges of integration, language and how to cope with and respond to 

discrimination, but will adjust quite quickly.

•  Will expect to go to university and follow a professional career.

•  Will face hardship and adversity while living in ‘direct provision’ and if African is at higher risk of 

discrimination. Some are exposed to risks unfamiliar to indigenous society (e.g. trafficking).

•  If an indigenous child, will increasingly grow up in school, play and communities with children 

from the new communities.

Identity
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will consider himself or herself as Irish and proud of such an identity, but will also have a sense 

of European identity as well as further overlapping sets of identities and loyalties.

•  Will achieve some proficiency in Irish as a second language, will be favourably disposed to it 

and, depending on personal interest, may use it to a greater or lesser degree.
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Chapter 4    Policy Trends

 Irish children grow up in a society that has chosen a low-tax, low-spend model of development, one 

 which has serious consequences for disadvantaged children. Children did not appear within the  

 national political - administrative discourse until the 1970s and an architecture of children’s policies 

 was not set in place until the early 2000s. The policy frameworks for children, both in dedicated 

 children’s policies and in flanking areas, are now extensive. Recent years have seen a re-focusing 

 of children’s services around early childhood and integrated provision, with an emphasis on the 

 voice of children, but statutory services for children continue to suffer from under-investment. There 

 are key policy challenges to rectify these defects and deliver new policies in frontier areas such 

 as preventative health, mental health and the integration of new communities. The environment for 

 non-govermental organisations may become more challenging.

4.1   Broad social policy trends

Ireland inherited its social policies from Britain, no less so than in the area of the welfare of children, 

where the governing law of the new state was, for many years, the Children’s Act, 1908. The social 

policy of the Irish Free State was very conservative (Lee, 1989). In many respects, Britain moved 

on but the politically insular Irish Free State did not follow. The key period was probably 1945–51, 

an important turning point when Britain adopted the welfare state and a national health service. 

Although similar proposals were made here, they collapsed with the 1948–51 Government 

(O Cinneide, 2000). To this day, Irish social spending remains low by international comparisons. 

In the late 1980s, Ireland adopted a more explicit low-tax, low-spend model of development, one 

which persists to the present day and which has been repeatedly endorsed by the electorate. In 

political circles, this is called the Boston, American model of development, contrasting with the Berlin, 

continental European model of high taxes, spending and welfare. Irish spending on social welfare is 

15.9% of GDP, compared to a European average of 28% and figures well over 30% in the social 

democratic countries (Healy, 2007). Irish rates of spending on health, education and housing are 

also low by European standards. Low spending has been reflected in low levels of public services, 

poor health outcomes, housing need, inequality and high levels of poverty. 

Even the relatively primitive level of social development was threatened when the Government 

announced in summer 2008 that it would make savings in public spending of €400m in 2008 and 

€1bn in 2009, so as to meet shortfalls in revenue following the economic recession. The first cuts 

to be announced were those in the Department of Social and Family Affairs, followed by the threat 

to dismantle a substantial part of the State’s social policy architecture, such as the Combat Poverty 

Agency.
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The present broad iteration of the Irish State’s 

approach to social policy may be found in the 

National Economic and Social Council’s The 
Developmental Welfare State (National 

Economic and Social Council, 2005), which 

stressed the importance of improved public 

services. Here, the forum argued for a 

‘services dividend’, namely that the prosperity 

of recent years should be channelled into 

significantly improved and delivered public 

services. The Council singled out children’s 

services, highlighting their historic under-development and making the case that an up-front 

investment in children’s early years was the key to positive social outcomes in later years. 

This message was taken to heart across Government, where The Developmental Welfare State 

has become an influential document. The Government decided to establish a Centre for Effective 

Services, which was developed as a project between the Office of the Minister for Children and 

Youth Affairs (OMCYA), the Department of Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs and Atlantic 

Philanthropies. This is a north-south venture intended to improve service design, test for quality, 

promote good practice, assess innovation, make evaluation more rigorous and build scientific, 

organisational and technical capacity in the academic, policy and practice communities. Because of 

the involvement of the OMCYA, children’s services will be a particular interest.

4.2 Development of policies for children

Although the idea of policies for children is now taken for granted, in reality it is a recent addition to 

the battery of state policies for the welfare of all its citizens. The idea of children as a distinct policy 

field did not enter the public discourse until the very late 1960s. In the early period of the Free 

State, children’s welfare was the private domain of charities and religious orders, mainly following 

the institutional form developed in the Victorian period, industrial schools (Curry, 1993). In contrast 

to Great Britain and Northern Ireland, where child welfare became a more public concern, the Free 

State and Republic actually intensified private institutional care. The welfare of children continued to 

be governed by the Children Act, 1908, until the Child Care Act, 1991.

Children began to appear as a distinct group with the formation of a group of social workers, 

academics and activists to campaign for the reform of the law affecting children, CARE. This led to 

the 1970 report by Ms Justice Eileen Kennedy, which was to mark the end of the industrial schools. 

Putting a new, more enlightened system of law and services in their place was an overwhelming 

challenge. The reforming Cosgrave Government made a bright start by appointing a Task Force 

on Child Care Services (1975). Progress was obstructed by a series of legal, political, financial 
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and administrative obstacles and legislation was not enacted for another 15 years (the Child Care 

Act, 1991) and even then many sections were not commenced for some time. The 1991 Act 

by no means resolved issues around the legal protection for children and some issues awaited 

finalisation in the Children Act, 2001 and the Criminal Justice Act, 2006. In his chapter Litigation 
and Children’s Rights, Whyte (2002) outlined how, even after the Act was passed, advocates for 

children found themselves obliged to take a series of court cases to ensure that accommodation was 

provided for homeless children and that education was provided for children with severe learning 

difficulties. Despite decades of complaint, young offenders have been jailed with adults, contrary to 

international norms, a situation likely to persist until a new child detention facility is completed in north 

Dublin in 2012. 

In the event, the full series of legal, administrative and political reforms recommended by Ms 

Justice Kennedy were not enacted for 30 years. It is unlikely that there was a single catalyst, but the 

scandals of child sexual abuse in the early 1990s probably played a large part (Hughes, Clancy, 

Harris & Beetham, 2007). Keenan (1997) attributes to the Kilkenny incest case (1993) a particular 

prominence in unblocking the reform that had stalled for 20 years and the subsequent Government 

(1995–97) appointed a junior minister with unique responsibility for children crossing several 

departments, with the Department of Health adding ‘and children’ to its title in 1997. These changes 

culminated in 2000 with the introduction, by the Department of Health & Children, of the National 

Children’s Strategy Our Children - Their Lives, which is reviewed next (4.2.1) followed by its most 

recent refinement in the national social partnership agreement, Toward 2016 (4.2.2), with plans for a 

national longitudinal study to follow (4.2.3).

4.2.1 National Children’s Strategy
 Our Children – Their Lives was important for having gone through an extensive consultation process, 

for adopting a comprehensive approach to childhood development and for accepting the notion 

that children should have a voice (Dáil na nÓg). The strategy made recommendations in the area 

of children’s services (basic needs and special needs), designed to address key themes in early 

childhood, educational opportunity, well-being, sport and recreation, technology, the built environment 

and protection from abuse and exploitation. Specific measures were outlined in the areas of child 

poverty, accommodation, juvenile justice, disability and the Traveller community. The idea of 

children ‘having a voice’ is probably quite a radical one within an Irish political culture unused to the 

questioning of authority, for example in such places as schools or hospitals (Coyne, Hayes, Gallagher 

& Regan, 2006).

 Implementation mechanisms were an important aspect of the strategy: the Office of the Minister for 

Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA), the Ombudsman for Children’s Office (OCO) and the National 

Children’s Advisory Council (NCAC). The purpose of the OMCYA is to raise the profile of children’s 

issues, bring coherence to policy-making, ensure the more effective implementation of policies 

across Government departments, harmonise and mainstream issues affecting children and promote 
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research and knowledge of children’s issues. The role of the independent Ombudsman for Children 

is to promote the rights and welfare of children and, specifically, to investigate complaints made 

against public bodies, schools and voluntary hospitals. The NCAC comprises 31 members who 

are representatives of the research community, scientific community and children’s organisations. 

The Council monitors the National Children’s Strategy through regular reports and advises the 

minister. In 2007, the Government established the Children Acts Advisory Board to advise ministers 

on the operation of the 1991, 2001 and 2006 legislation in the areas of policies, services and 

coordination. To complete the institutional architecture, the Health Services Executive has an expert 

advisory group on children to advise the chief executive on policies and services.

4.2.2. Toward 2016
The current articulation of policy is to be found in Toward 2016, the national framework social 

partnership agreement which covers the period 2006–15. This marked an important advance in 

policy for children in Ireland, for it adopted what is called the lifecycle approach, in which distinct sets 

of policies are geared around people in the three stages of their lifecycle: childhood, working age and 

old age (with disability as a transversal stage). Accordingly, sections 30-31 are devoted to children, 

with commitments given to childcare, educational outcomes, health outcomes; income support; 

the promotion of recreation, sports, arts and culture; and families. Three innovative measures are 

outlined: a youth justice service, the testing of integrated services at local level and the promotion of 

participation by children and young people. Building on this, the Programme for Government for the 

Government elected in June 2007 gave commitments to progressing constitutional protection, the 

extension of childcare, health and well-being, the tackling of childhood disadvantage, recreation and 

play, child protection, foster care and youth justice. 

4.2.3 National longitudinal study
An important aspect of the 2000 National Children’s Strategy was the need to improve our baseline 

knowledge of children and for this a national longitudinal study was approved and funded: Growing 
Up in Ireland follows a tradition of longitudinal studies that were first designed in Britain in 1945. The 

aim of the study is to compile, analyse and interpret the key information on how children grow 

up – educationally, emotionally, physically, developmentally, behaviourally and in their relationships. 

Two main groups are to be sampled: infants, who will be reviewed again at three and five year points; 

and nine year olds, who will be reviewed again at 13 years. The sample group is large, with 8,500 

nine year olds and 10,000 nine month olds and also involves parents, teachers and significant 

carers. The aim is to draw a picture of the prototypical Irish child, but the study is of course expected 

to identify groups where children experience particular difficulty. The study starts with the child, but, in 

what is called an ecological framework, aims to work outward to identify the main factors that affect 

the child’s development, such as family, school, the community, policy and services. It should be able 

to identify those factors that protect children and the financial and services interventions that work, 
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so it should be a valuable tool for policy-makers. In addition to the baseline, biennial reports on the 

state of Ireland’s children are issued and there is a National Children’s Research Dissemination Unit 

responsible for dissemination.

4.3 Developments in related policies

Policies for children do not exist in isolation, but are flanked by a range of policies in related areas. 

Some of the key developments and trends are outlined here: 

Child poverty: The Government has accepted the case that child poverty should be at the forefront 

of the general problem of poverty. From the mid-1990s, budgets increased the levels of those 

social welfare benefits likely to impact most on families vulnerable to child poverty. Raising Child 

Benefit was at the core of this strategy but in recent years the level of increase has been lower, 

raising the question that the momentum of earlier years had been lost (Combat Poverty Agency, 

2008). The Qualified Child Allowance was not increased over 1994 to 2007, its value falling 34% 

during this period. As we saw in Chapter 2, inroads on child poverty have been limited. The revised 

National Anti-Poverty Strategy Building an Inclusive Society (2002) set down specific targets for 

the reduction of child poverty, such as reducing the proportion living in consistent poverty, reducing 

illiteracy, reducing low birth weight, raising school completion rates and maintaining the value of child 

income support. The Government responded specifically to the case that the children of lone parents 

are most at risk of child poverty, for in 2006, the Minister for Social and Family Affairs published 

Supporting Lone Parents, which proposed a combination of increased payments and activation 

measures. These were piloted in Kilkenny and Coolock, with a view to a national scheme by 2009. 

Education: Government policies to widen educational opportunities for children date to the 1960s 

with the introduction of free secondary education (1966) and the abolition of fees for third level 

education (1994). Programmes to address disadvantage in education date to the 1970s and have 

since been through numerous iterations (e.g. Breaking the Cycle). The present main programme 

addressing educational disadvantage is Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS). 

Supports have been put in place to tackle disadvantage, such as the Home School Community 

Liaison Scheme, the Schools Completion Programme and, in the area of students with learning 

difficulties, the National Educational Psychological Service. An educational disadvantage committee 

was established in 1998. The Education (Welfare) Act, 2001, set down a child’s entitlements to 

education, governed education outside schools and established the National Education Welfare 

Board. Despite these developments, problems of literacy in disadvantaged groups remain extreme, 

with one in three children in disadvantaged areas still experiencing serious literacy problems 

(Barnardos, 2006).

Early childhood education and care: Although the first national report on childcare dates to 

1983 (Aherne, 1983), advocates of improved early childhood education and care services were 
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able to make remarkably little impact in improving provision. Even then, prompting from the EU was 

required for the Government to set services in place, these being supported through the European 

Social Fund, €350m over 2000–06. Not until 1999 was a policy published, the National Childcare 

Strategy. The Government gave attention to early childhood education with the convening of the 

Forum on Early Childhood Education (1998), the white paper on early childhood education Ready 
to Learn (1999) and the formation of the Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education 

(CECDE) in 2001. However, the CECDE has not had its funding renewed and is due to close by 

end of 2008. The present programme is the National Childcare Investment Programme, which 

provides €153m per annum to support childcare services, the grant level varying according to 

size of service and the parental income. Although the Government claims this as a significant 

investment, it must be set in the context of a low base line and much higher spending elsewhere in 

Europe. Only 10,000 of the new childcare places will be for the 3 to 4 year age group or 2,000 

places a year. Serious problems of availability, accessibility and affordability remain. Critics have 

long suggested that the recent expansion of such services has been due to a desire to press women 

into the workforce more than a desire to provide children with quality early childhood education 

and care, despite the knowledge that later educational outcomes are determined in early childhood 

(McKeown & Clarke, 2004). The Government approach has been to address demand, providing 

financial support directly to parents to enable them to purchase services on the open market, rather 

than to improve the quality of supply by investing directly in services. An Early Years Supplement, 

costing €400m a year, was introduced to all parents for children aged under six years to assist with 

childcare costs, but with the rate being €1,100 per child per annum it falls far short of the true costs 

of childcare. The policy of addressing demand has still not impacted on the cost of childcare, which 

remains high. Although initiatives have been taken to improve quality through Síolta and the National 

Framework for Early Learning, there are question marks over their implementation (Hayes, 2007). 

Pre-school Regulations (2006) still focus on health, safety and welfare, rather than educational 

objectives. 

Hayes & Bradley (2006), in their analysis of Irish early childhood education and care in a broader 

context, described the pace of development in Ireland as slow. They typologised Ireland as a low-

investment, mixed market model, driven by weak policies and poor coordination, spending less than 

0.5% of GDP, contrasting Ireland with the high-investment development-orientated international, 

especially Scandinavian models (over 1% GDP) and low to mid-investment educational childcare 

followed in most continental European countries. An underlying problem is that the pre-school 

group is primarily seen as one requiring childcare, rather than early cognitive and developmental 

education. The under-investment in early childhood education and care not only has direct effects 

on the development of the children concerned, but ultimately retards broader economic and social 

development. There are no signs yet of Ireland moving away from the market-led model and 

following continental models of early childhood education and care, or even following English-

speaking countries that have reformed their services, such as New Zealand, or England, where 

children’s centres are now being introduced (Moss, 2007).
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Vulnerable and abused children: Although the 

vulnerabilityof children to abuse was known within 

the health services in the 1970s, it took 20 years 

and a number of highly publicised scandals for 

Government to respond with a notification system 

(Children First, 1999), a Social Services Inspectorate (1999, now part of the Health Information 

and Quality Authority) and the introduction of vetting procedures. The Springboard initiative (1999), 

designed to facilitate early intervention with children at risk, was a significant step. Critical gaps 

remain, though, in the provision of social work services. The Government has attempted to improve 

services available to women and children who are the victims of domestic violence, doing so through 

improved legislation, the funding of organisations assisting victims (e.g. Women’s Aid) and through 

improved coordination of policy (COSC in the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform). 

In the case of youth homelessness, the Government developed the National Youth Homelessness 

Strategy, subsequently made part of the national integrated strategy on homelessness.

Justice: Although the reform process begun in 1970 led to the Child Care Act, 1991, the 

area of juvenile justice was left to separate legislation, the Children Act, 2001 (amended by the 

Criminal Justice Act, 2006), which raised the age of criminality from eight years to 10 and 12 

years, depending on the offence, placing the emphasis of judicial response on the child’s welfare, 

the support of parents and the use of custody as a last resort. The need to continue the process of 

reform was underlined when in 2005 the Council of Europe’s Committee of Social Rights found that 

the failure to fully ban corporal punishment was a breach of Ireland’s human rights obligations.

Alcohol and drug abuse: The Government adopted the National Strategy on Alcohol (1996) 

and established the subsequent Task Force on Alcohol (2004) which aimed to reduce the level 

of alcohol consumption, including addressing the vulnerable situation faced by young people. 

Recommendations were made to the Minister for Health & Children on how to reduce alcohol misuse 

by young people and have drawn attention to the possibilities of successful public health campaigns 

along the lines of the smoking ban (Peyton, 2003). Problems of implementing the task force 

strategy, setting targets and timelines, remain. On the legislative side, the Government established 

the Alcohol Advisory Group in 2008 to look at legislative means of curbing alcohol consumption 

and this was followed by the Intoxicating Liquor Act, 2008. For illegal drugs, the main strategy is 

the National Drugs Strategy, 2001-8, currently in revision. There is not yet, though, a coordinated 

combined strategy against drugs and alcohol. 

Internet safety: Parents have long been concerned about internet safety for their children. 

Harmful content on the internet covers a wide range, such as pornography, incitement to hatred, 

health damage (e.g. pro-anorexia sites), the glorification of violence, suicide websites, even contract 

killing services. Ireland has a legislative framework in place against those most criminal practices 

(Child Trafficking & Pornography Act, 1998) with the Gardaí mounting a series of operations (e.g. 

Operation Amethyst) and recently establishing the Office of Internet Safety (OIS) (Durrant & Boulton, 
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2008). In a related area, Department of Education and Science guidelines on tackling bullying now 

reference text bullying and cyber-bullying while the National Centre for Technology in Education has 

developed policy guidelines and advisory notes for schools and parents, accompanied by an internet 

safety campaign Think b4 u click. Schools must have an Acceptable Usage Policy (AUP) in place 

before they connect to broadband.

Mental health: Vision for Change (O’Connor, 2006) held out the promise of an improvement of 

mental health services, a long-neglected part of the health service (mental health spending as a 

proportion of the health budget fell from 13% in 1984 to 7% in 2004). Only 5% to 10% of its 

€623m budget is estimated to be for children and young people, where there are significant gaps 

(the 13-17 age group) (Irish College of Psychiatrists, 2005; Barnardos, 2006). Vision for Change 
promised 41 Child and Adolescent Mental Health Teams of 11 to 12 persons each. Two years later, 

the HSE was only able to report that eight of the teams were ‘progressing’. 

Immigration: Ireland has now developed two framework policies: Integration - A Two-Way Process 
(2000) and Migration Nation (2008). The latter saw the formalisation of a range of structures to 

support integration, such as an Office of the Minister for Integration, a Commission on Integration, 

a Task Force, Ministerial Council, accompanied by support for NGOs and new investments in 

education and research. To date, the Irish approach to policy has been described, compared to other 

European countries, as ‘weak multiculturalism’. The experience of the Bosnian community in Ireland, 

which goes back to the early 1990s, raises questions as to its suitability and effectiveness (Halilovic 

- Pastuovic, 2007). Political parties did not appear at all prepared with policies for the immigrant 

community (Chadamoyo, Fanning & Mutwarasibo, 2007). Few public service employers have 

attempted to recruit people from the new communities (the Gardaí are an exception). The legislative 

debate has tended to focus on issues of control (e.g. Immigration, Residency & Protection Bill, 

2008). Although the Bill aims to put in place an integrated strategy framework for immigration and 

asylum policies and services, NGOs have serious concerns as to whether it adequately meets the 

needs of vulnerable children. Positively, the Government acted against trafficking with the Criminal 

Law (Human Trafficking) Act, 2008. The relationship between the immigrant community and the 

indigenous community will be a key one for tomorrow’s child. Although the integration process has 

been regarded so far as a relatively positive one, commentators have warned that this could change 

in an economic downturn (MacWilliams, 2007). This is not just a social issue but an economic one, 

for tolerant societies tend to attract talented people who contribute to societies that perform well, a 

virtuous circle (Florida, 2002).

4.4   Trends in services

Examination of trends in services for children is an excruciatingly difficult undertaking, for there is 

no national inventory of services for children. Fitzpatrick Associates (2004) undertook an exercise 

to estimate public spending on disadvantaged children but found that although there was a policy 
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framework for action for children, there was no national self-contained budget for children’s services. 

Spending in other departments which, to a greater or lesser extent, benefit children was so general 

as to make it impossible to identify those parts which specifically did so. The need to measure and 

report on children’s services was anticipated by section 8 of the Child Care Act, 1991, which 

required health boards to present annual regional reports on their services for children (though note, 

not a national report). These Section 8 regional reports have been periodically published, however, 

the first nationwide reports covering the child and family services in 2005 were not presented until 

2008. 

From their introduction in 1970, the health boards provided a number of generalist support services 

for children, principally ante-natal and post-natal care (e.g. through public health nurses) and 

specialised services to assist children at risk (e.g. child guidance centres, community care teams). In 

the twelve years that followed the introduction of the Child Care Act, 1991 the Government funded 

850 new posts within the childcare services (Richardson, 2005). The Government gives figures for 

child protection and preventative family support services of €78m in 1996 and €375m in 2004 

(National Children’s Office, 2005). Despite this, the number of child protection staff in the health 

services fell back from 737 in 2005 to 718 in 2008 (RTÉ, 2008). 

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs), or voluntary and community organisations have been 

important providers of services for children. The original voluntary organisation working with children 

was the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), which became the 

Irish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (ISPCC) in 1956 (Keenan, 1997). The 

1980s saw the ISPCC pioneer the development of family centres, also called family resource 

centres, which especially targeted families and children at risk (Richardson, 2005). The importance 

of families to the well-being of children was recognised by the Commission on the Family (1998), 

which recommended the establishment of a hundred family resource centres (FRCs) throughout 

the country, now under the responsibility of the Family Support Agency and reaching 106 centres. 

In tandem, the Government launched the Springboard initiative of family support projects working 

directly with vulnerable children and their families, funded by the HSE and delivered by different 

agencies, including Barnardos (McKeown, Clarke & Little, 2003). NGOs expanded their advocacy 

role from casework to systematic advocacy directed at Government and policy makers for policy and 

legislative change in the interests of children (e.g. Barnardos has an advocacy department). 

The idea of a ‘voice’ for children expressed in the National Children’s Strategy is matched in the non-

governmental sector by formation of a national umbrella for children’s NGOs, the Children’s Rights 

Alliance. The Alliance is best known for organising the shadow Irish non-governmental reports that 

follow the Irish Government’s reports to the United Nations on the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. Its members’ list (87) gives us a good idea of ‘the children’s sector’ within the NGO sector 

as a whole. There are very few generic national child welfare organisations (the two most prominent 

are Barnardos and the ISPCC); there is a number of specialised services dedicated to children 

(e.g. Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association, Headstrong [mental well-being], Focus Ireland 

75



Tomorrow’s  Child

[homelessness]) and a larger number of groups who, although it may not be their primary concern, 

are interested in promoting the welfare of children among a number of objectives. Lacking a national 

system for the registration and categorisation of voluntary organisations, it is not possible to paint a 

picture of whether the children’s sector is expanding, contracting or stable, but there is every reason 

to believe that it has grown in line with the voluntary sector as a whole (Acheson et al, 2004).

Services for children provided by voluntary and community organisations have traditionally been 

funded by health boards under discretionary section 65 grants, named after section 65 of the Health 

Act, 1953 (these subsequently became section 39 grants under the Health Service Executive Act, 

2004). The manner in which the health services worked with voluntary and community organisations 

generally began to change in the late 1990s, following publication by the Department of Health & 

Children of Enhancing the Partnership and Widening the Partnership. This introduced Service Level 

Agreements (SLAs), whereby the health services set down an extensive and ever more complex and 

demanding set of requirements of the funded organisation, which only extremely professionalised 

groups will be able to meet. Of concern to organisations working for children’s welfare is that 

the most recent iteration of the SLA template effectively prohibits campaigning work by funded 

organisations (Health Services Executive, 2008). A new stage in this process is competitive 

tendering, whereby Government agencies (in this case, the Health Service Executive) define the 

need for a particular service, in this case for children, and invite potential providers to apply, selecting 

the most professional service offering the best value for money. Up to 60 for-profit organisations 

already provide children’s services on contract, so the indefinite provision of services without an 

open and transparent process would be no longer practicable under competition law. It is expected 

that open tendering will be introduced to children’s services over 2008–09. Adjusting to this SLA 

and competitive regime will be a major challenge for children’s NGOs.

Within this broader pattern, several distinct trends in service development are evident. The first is an 

emphasis on early childhood services, based on the axiom that the earliest possible investment in 

the child’s development and learning, accompanied by the support of parents, is the most effective 

way of ensuring balanced development, or conversely, preventing behavioural problems at a later 

stage. Early childhood development programmes were exceptionally slow in developing in Ireland, 

the first being the Rutland Street project in 1969, but not followed by a State programme until Early 
Start in the 1990s, since followed by others like Community Mothers, Homestart and more recently 

the Lifestart programme, with 16 projects in both parts of the island (Fallon, undated). Although the 

desirability of such approaches is well accepted, its translation into universal practice and widely 

available services remains a challenge.

The second is an emphasis on integrated services, attempting to bring together the broad range of 

voluntary and statutory providers to provide more coherent, impactful services. The first example is 

the Prevention and Early Childhood Intervention Programme for Children, funded by €18m by the

Government and €18m from Atlantic Philanthropies to those parts of Dublin most affected by child 

poverty (Tallaght, Ballymun and the Northside communities). Formally launched in early 2007, the 

76



programme aimed to confront and prevent the root causes of child poverty through early, targeted 

interventions in key areas (e.g. ante-natal services, early childhood education, pro-social behaviour, 

healthy schools, safety, parent support, teacher/parent/child relationships and literacy). Outcomes 

and evaluations are eagerly awaited. The second is the Children’s Services Committees, established 

by the National Children’s Strategy Implementation Group under Toward 2016 to improve multi-

agency planning, coordination and delivery, initially in four locations: South Dublin, Donegal county, 

Limerick city and Dublin city local authority areas.

4.5   Trends in the policy discourse

The discourse on child policy began with the CARE campaign in the late 1960s and has been 

a lively one. The Government has come under frequent fire for failing to prioritise policies for 

children or to develop services on a sufficient scale to match their needs. The two principal lines of 

development in the current discourse on children are rights (4.5.1) and services (4.5.2). 

4.5.1 Rights of children
 In 1992, Ireland acceded to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, with the Irish 

Government subsequently reporting on how it met its obligations under the Convention. The United 

Nations system makes provision for NGOs to issue shadow reports, to which Governments

are challenged to respond. The Convention marked an important psychological shift, with an 

emphasis of greater respect for children and Governments being required to explain inaction, rather 

than they should be persuaded to act in the first place. The Children’s Rights Alliance presented the 

commentary of the non-governmental sector in Small Voices, Vital Rights (1997) and From Rhetoric 
to Rights (2006), both being critical of Government performance and implementation of policy. 

In its response to these representations, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child 

expressed its concern for the need to implement and resource the existing children’s legislation and 

strategies, the need to bring children in detention within the scope of the Ombudsman for Children’s 

Office, the importance of improved children’s standing within the courts, the need to end physical 

punishment in the home and the need for improved resourcing of social services (United Nations, 

2006).

The issue of rights began to make 

progress in recent years, though 

prompted by unexpected circumstances. 

The Kilkenny incest report (1993) was 

the first to recommend that children be 

given improved constitutional, as distinct 

from purely legal protection. This was 

endorsed by the subsequent Constitutional 
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Review Group (1996) and the All-Party Oireachtas Committee on the Constitution (2006), but 

given a practical edge in the CC case and the Baby Ann case, both in 2006, where in the latter 

an adopted child was returned by the courts to her now-married natural parents who invoked 

the supremacy of marriage in the Constitution. Barnardos and other NGOs campaigned for a 

referendum to amend the Constitution to affirm the rights of the child, arguing that it was necessary 

to ensure that the child’s welfare would be explicitly taken into account in a balanced way when 

decisions affecting them come before the courts. The Government accepted the principle and an 

Oireachtas committee to agree the terms was formed in 2007 and is due to report by the end 

of 2008. However, during the summer of 2008 the Government was beating a retreat from the 

amendment idea, arguing that the same objectives could be achieved by legislative means (O’Brien, 

2008). 

4.5.2  Services for children
The issue of services for children has proved to be less tractable. Because of the low level of public 

health spending in Ireland, comprehensive services have been slow to develop, leading to strong 

criticism of the absence of particular services (e.g. children with disability, psychological services, 

speech therapy) and long waiting lists. The National Council for Special Education (2006) made 

sharp criticisms of the gaps in services for children with special needs. The juvenile justice system 

came under sustained criticism for failing to provide appropriate services with children still placed 

in adult prisons because of lack of sufficient juvenile places (Hughes, Clancy, Harris & Beetham, 

2007). McKeown & Clarke (2004) made the point that although there is a range of services 

available for children and families, there are a number of distinct gaps, such as support for families 

experiencing separation, families with adopted children from foreign countries, parents whose 

children have been taken into care and the need to make services father-friendly. Daly & Clavero 

(2002), examining services for children in a European context, point out that Ireland is one of the 

least generous supporters of families, ‘consistently low’, with limited forms of support, its social work 

services underdeveloped. The most recent media investigation of children’s services (RTÉ, 2008) 

painted an unhappy picture of unmet need in responding to child sexual abuse, physical abuse and 

neglect:

• Lengthy delays in responding to referrals;

• The premature closure of cases;

• The failure to intervene in life-threatening situations;

• The rejection of all but the most urgent cases;

• Long waiting lists for attention, including priority cases;

• Cases not allocated to social workers for intervention;

• The de-prioritisation of ‘neglect’ cases;

• Intervention delayed until risk has escalated severely;

• Even after intervention, the absence of or long waiting lists for onward services.
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Information from the Irish Association of Social Workers indicates that in summer 2008 there 

was a waiting list of 374 social work cases in north Dublin that had not yet been fully assessed; a 

year-long waiting list in central Dublin and a waiting list of three and a half years in Kerry. Some 

3,000 children were on the waiting list for psychiatric assessment, waiting for up to five years, while 

others obtained adult assessments (Hammarberg, 2008). Some 650 children in state care had 

no dedicated social worker because of staff shortages in child protection teams (O’Brien, 2008). 

In 2007, 200 children, some as young as 14 years, were admitted to adult psychiatric hospitals, 

presumably because suitable facilities for children were not available, while a Health Research Board 

report found that hundreds of children under five years were not receiving necessary speech and 

language, occupational therapy or physiotherapy (O’Brien, 2008). 

The adoption of the National Children’s Strategy brought a sharper focus on the discourse on 

children. The strategy included a mid-term review mechanism (Peyton & Wilson, 2006) which made 

a number of key points:

•  Several key objectives of the strategy had made little progress: child poverty, child protection 

and the level of services for disadvantaged children;

•  There was a lack of clarity of agreement about the work of the OMCYA. It was supposed to have 

been an independent body under the Public Services Management Act: instead, it remained an 

integral part of the Department of Health & Children, compromising its original intended role. 

It did not have the budget or mandate to be an effective driver of change (there is a vigorous 

contrary view that being positioned within the Department will ultimately, over time, prove to be 

more effective); 

•  The National Children’s Advisory Council had only limited part-time staffing from the 

Department of Health & Children, which meant that its role was limited. Buy-in from other 

government departments was questionable. Council meetings had not been structured in such a 

way as to obtain maximum contribution from children’s organisations and child welfare experts. 

  There is a general view that there is an implementation problem with the National Children’s 

Strategy. A glaring problem is the line of command within the new, unitary Health Service 

Executive, which lacks a single pillar responsible for children’s services. Recent proposals to 

decentralise the HSE will, most likely, exacerbate the problem. 

  Lack of resources to engage with families at risk at an earlier stage leads to families receiving 

intervention only when the situation has escalated to a crisis stage. The present crisis management 

approach contravenes both policy and legislation based on the principle that support for families 

is essential to the support of children. The Agenda for Children’s Services (Office of the Minister 

for Children, 2007) emphasises the need for a partnership approach of working with children, 

their families and communities. Supporting families is the central concern underlying children’s 

protection and welfare services, stressing the need for assessment and evaluation to ensure that 

appropriate supports are in place. Organisations working with children believe that families can 

solve many of their own problems if appropriate and adequate supports are given, with intervention
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operating along a conceptual continuum of child welfare, child protection, juvenile justice and mental 

health. This continuum is reflected in the Differential Response Model as a method of engaging 

with families at risk at an early stage thereby hopefully preventing escalating violence and abuse of 

children. The model focuses on the assessment of needs, flexible and coordinated responses by 

voluntary and statutory agencies and follow-up family support provision while retaining traditional 

investigation of child abuse. The HSE is currently exploring this model. 

Kilkelly (2007) itemises the mountain that must still be climbed to realise the promise of the 

children’s strategy and the services which must be delivered, cataloguing a series of general 

shortfalls in the educational and social fields and highlighting specific issues in criminal justice, care, 

immigration, Travellers, abuse and neglect. Remedying this will require making children visible in 

policy-making, legal changes, advocacy systems and remedying historic under-investment in these 

services to date (health, play, leisure, family support and housing). In the more specific area of child 

poverty, Daly & Leonard (2002) put forward a range of specific proposals in the area of low-income 

families with children, notably the increase of income payments and supplementary schemes, early 

childhood interventions and integrated services.

4.6   Trends and predictions 

If we look at the evolution of policy trends for children over the span of time, we see:

• The invisibility of children from the start of the Free State until the late 1960s;

•  The statement of what must be done by the Kennedy report in 1970, followed by three lost 

decades when plans for progress were frustrated by a series of obstacles, state action not finally 

being mobilised until the abuse scandals in the 1990s;

• The setting in place of a policy and institutions in 2000;

• The breakthrough of the concept of children’s ‘voice’ and rights;

•  The challenge of implementation of the 2000 strategy, with the sufficient resourcing of services.

A constitutional amendment will not introduce a revolutionary upheaval in the situation of Irish 

children, but it will mean that their welfare will be taken into account in a balanced way when 

decisions affecting them come before the courts. 

The Callanan predictions (Ireland 2022) envisaged a smaller public service and the agentification 

of Government (departmental functions increasingly carried out by public or even private agencies) 

and State services smaller, more results-driven, orientated not around ideas but performance. One 

scenario plotted the emergence of a Department of Multiculturalism; in others, the State increasingly 

used voluntary organisations to deliver a range of services. Whether children’s welfare can really be 

delivered by such a ‘smaller but better’ model remains to be seen.



We cannot predict the outcome for tomorrow’s child  but we can predict what the critical factors will 

be that determine that outcome:

• Rights: whether any constitutional amendment will embed rights for children more firmly within  

  the constitutional, court, legal and administrative systems of the State, or whether the project will 

  even be abandoned;

• Services: whether the State will rectify the long-standing deficits in child and family services,  

  especially its success in addressing child poverty and the problems faced by the most vulnerable   

  children;

•  Coordination: whether the OMCYA will bring about coherence between the key state players 

(e.g. Children’s Act Advisory Board, Ombudsman for Children, National Children’s Advisory 

Council) so as to achieve quality service delivery with a positive impact;

•�Advocacy: whether the right of voluntary and community organisations to work on behalf of  

  children’s rights and welfare will be curtailed or enhanced; 

• Strategy: whether the deficits already identified in the National Children’s Strategy will be now 

  addressed (e.g. the resourcing of the NCAC as a driver of change);

• New policies: to what degree the State develops its policies in the areas of health behaviour, 

  integration of the new communities and mental health;

•  Investment: whether there is political will to increase investment in services for most vulnerable 

children or whether, as appears likely in the short-term, that Government savings to respond to 

the recession would target social spending and the social policy architecture.
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Chapter 5    Broader Trends

Tomorrow’s child will grow up in an environment shaped not just by changes in Ireland, but further 

afield and especially Europe in general and the European Union (EU) in particular. Leaving aside 

the issue of the nature and level of Ireland’s future participation in the EU, broader social trends 

are at work in Europe that will affect Ireland, notably in the labour market (flexicurity) and the 

consequences of ageing. Tomorrow’s children will live longer, but they will also work longer – until 

their 70s – and will need to think of pension provision from their teens onwards.

5.1   European trends in the labour market

The EU has been an important driver of change in social policy in Ireland, from the promotion of 

gender equality in the 1970s (e.g. equal pay) to pressure in the 1990s to extend early childhood 

education and care services so as to enable women to participate effectively in the workforce. 

European policies in the area of social inclusion have prompted Ireland to give higher attention to 

issues of poverty, including child poverty. In the labour market, the EU has promoted mobility by 

young people, who have been encouraged to study and then work in other countries in Europe, 

assisted by the mutual recognition of qualifications. In the environmental area, the EU has attempted 

to construct environmental ideas, ideals, policies, practices and standards to shape the living 

environment in which children will live in the future. Examples are promotion of public transport, the 

phasing out of carbon in favour of new fuels (e.g. hydrogen), urban planning, house design, river 

management, reduced emissions and rural development (e.g. nitrates, habitats directives). 

As a result, the EU has exerted a distant, variable, but nonetheless real influence on Irish political 

priorities and the leading edge for some of these changes and their formalisation into Irish law 

and practice may come from the EU (Daly & Clavero, 2002). Whether it will continue to do so 

will depend on the terms of Ireland’s continued participation in the European Union in a political 

environment made very uncertain by the country’s rejection of the Treaty of Lisbon. Assuming at 

least a modest level of continued participation, the two current policy issues that are likely to exert the 

strongest influence may be those of flexicurity and the prolongation of working lives.

Flexicurity has emerged as a distinct theme within the European labour market policy debate in the 

past number of years. Flexicurity is an ugly amalgamation of the words ‘flexibility’ and ‘security’ and 

starts from the axiom that European economies are inefficient compared to their global competitors 

because workers are over-secure, ‘inflexible’ in their work practices, cushioned by single career 

‘jobs for life’ and over-compensated if they do lose work. The idea behind flexicurity is to reduce that 

inflexibility, enable ‘old’ and unneeded jobs to disappear and rapidly retrain workers for newer, better 

jobs in a faster world of work. The concept borrows from the Danish experience, where there is a 



high investment in retraining (this process is called activation) and where periods out of work tend to 

be short. On the part of workers and social activists, there are grave reservations about the flexicurity 

model, which they fear will reduce worker protection without providing the corresponding training and 

subsequent jobs. Flexicurity is a theme that runs through the labour market debates in many member 

states and has added credibility through its adoption as an instrument for change at Commission 

and Council level and as a leading idea among the European political elite. Flexicurity has important 

implications for how young people and children see their future careers, which allied to some of the 

other developments noted earlier are:

•  The need for children and young people to develop a range of skills and think in terms of many 

different jobs in different places in the course of their lives, including mobility to and from other 

EU countries;

• Development of an education system that trains for high levels of self-reliance;

• The concept of working in different countries, cultures and languages;

•  The expectation that people out of work will be swiftly provided with useful, effective activation 

services.

5.2   European trends in ageing and pensions

The dominant demographic feature of European populations for 

the past 10 years or more has been their rapid ageing, a trend 

which Ireland will eventually share. This has raised large, 

inter-related questions about a shrinking workforce and the 

sustainability of pension systems. European policy makers 

have responded with the twin policies of financial adjustment 

and the prolongation of working lives (European Commission, 2008). 

Policies pursued by many European Governments in the 1980s to persuade over 50s to exit the 

workforce early so as to make way for young workers are now considered to have been unwise. 

Countries with the most advanced age profiles have already faced a crisis in state pension schemes 

(e.g. Italy), leading Governments to reduce the entitlement to state pensions and to increase the 

scope for private pensions. Ireland already shares in this dynamic and here, proposals have been 

made to raise mandatory retirement ages and the Government has given consideration to raising 

the pension age to 70 (O’Brien, 2006; Hennessy, 2005). Although the idea that tomorrow’s child 

should start to address issues of old age income in the teenage years seems absurd, these changes 

will have implications for how children consider their life plans and career trajectories:

�����• Their working lives will be longer than is the norm at present; 
•  They will be expected to start thinking of private pensions at a much younger age (20s). We 

may expect that these two issues will be factored into civics education, career guidance and life 

skills planning. 
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5.3   Tomorrow’s child

Assuming that Europe’s influence on Ireland over the next 30 years continues to be broadly in line 

with Ireland’s experience of its first thirty years of membership of the Union, we may anticipate the 

following trends for tomorrow’s child.

Europe
Tomorrow’s child...

•  Will live in a Europe more pre-occupied with the situation of older people.

•  Will be expected to work till 70 and give early consideration to funding a pension or part of one.

•  Will follow many careers within a career, change jobs many times, be mobile, live in another 

member state at one stage, be re-skilled, and be more self-reliant.

•  Assuming Ireland continues to participate in the European project, tomorrow’s child will continue 

to benefit from the EU’s efforts to drive up Irish standards in social policies and environmental 

standards.

85



Tomorrow’s  Child

86



Closing Comments

This report has surveyed a broad range of experiences, trends and future expectations for Irish 

children, ranging from poverty to internet safety, health to school democracy, multi-culturalism to 

pensions. What has emerged is that many social trends are positive, Ireland is a good place in which 

to grow up and should continue to be so. Many concerns about the disintegration of the social fabric 

are unwarranted. 

The most striking feature arising from the research is that about a fifth of Irish children face difficulty 

or hardship now and are likely to continue to do so. This is a large minority, by any standards. Irish 

society has a significant task of addressing child poverty and providing a modern range of children’s 

services. These challenges confront us with our social model of development. They require a set of 

political, financial, and administrative responses ranging from the large scale right down to detailed 

changes in how our public administration operates. Unless this happens, many Irish children will 

continue to face a bleak future of adversity. 
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