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Reality of Life for Children and Families Struggling with Recession 
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Introduction 
Barnardos services across Ireland are seeing daily the impact of the recession on children 
and families, many of whom are struggling to cope against a backdrop of reduced household 
income and widespread cuts to public services. Many of these families were already 
struggling before the recession and the current national economic climate is exacerbating 
what was already a dire situation for many children. The accumulative affect of closures and 
cutbacks has resulted in an increase in demand for many public services along with an 
application of a higher threshold for assessment of need which correspondingly impacts 
negatively on all aspects of family life.  
 
Increased levels of poverty 
Nearly all the families that Barnardos works with have seen their household income reduced 
in the past two years. This is largely due to cuts in social welfare, Child Benefit, adult training 
grants and the removal of the Christmas bonus. Families are struggling with every day costs 
such as food, heat and rent. Unpaid bills are common and the threat of being cut off from 
essential services such as heat and gas is significant. There has been an increase in the 
number of families resorting to money lenders who charge exorbitant interest rates and 
weekly debt collections are common in many of the areas Barnardos works. The vicious 
cycle of debt and poverty is becoming more and more entrenched as families struggle to pay 
for necessities, borrow to get by and then face increasing financial hardship due to low 
incomes coupled with huge interest repayments.  

For children increased financial difficulty at home can mean coming into services hungry. In 
many of the Barnardos’ early years services, staff are now providing extra food on Mondays 
as children seem hungrier after the weekend. Some children are asking if they can bring 
food home and many are asking for second helpings at breakfast or lunch. In one service, a 
child told staff: “I feel like my stomach has cobwebs in it”. In afterschool sessions, children 
are constantly asking for food. 

Although many families need assistance at expensive times of year such as Christmas and 
sending children back to school, in reality many of the families we work with are always 
struggling. Summer holidays are proving extremely stressful with some youth services now 
charging for their summer programme where they didn’t have to before. Increasingly children 
are unable to host or attend birthday parties or to attend school trips or participate in any 
extracurricular activities.  

Being under constant financial stress can lead to increased familial conflict. Disagreements 
over how money is spent, how to manage the debt, disappointment that the children are 
missing out and concern that idle teenagers are at a greater risk of becoming involved in 
anti-social behaviour can be common. Presently in some areas there is a waiting list of 
between three to six months to be seen by a MABS advisor. The threat of further cutbacks to 
an already meagre income looms in the forthcoming Budget which is an additional cause for 
concern for these families.  
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Cutbacks to educational supports 

Despite a Governmental u-turn on many of the cutbacks proposed for the education sector, 
in reality the delays in assessment and loss of essential support teaching services are 
already impeding children from reaching their educational potential.  
  
The allocation of Special Needs Assistants (SNA’s) is an area of particular concern. 
Frequently there are lengthy delays in getting assessments done and when allocated SNA’s 
are now working with 3 to 4 children when they have actually only been assigned to one 
child. One school reported to Barnardos’ staff that they have three National Educational 
Psychological Service (NEPS) assessments for the whole year for a pupil population of 250. 
This places huge strain on classroom resources and affects the school’s ability to keep a 
child in need of support in the education system especially for those on reduced timetables 
or who have been suspended or expelled from school. For children, the inconsistent access 
to SNA’s and other support teachers mean that they can become socially isolated, bullied 
and their academic progress seriously suffers.  
  
Cuts to the Home School Community Liaison Officers also means that the vital link between 
home and school is lost, placing increased pressure on teaching staff and resulting in 
children’s needs not being noticed early on. This can also lead to increased stress for 
parents trying to cope with issues facing their child and can lead to feelings of isolation for 
the child resulting in increased absenteeism and eventual early school leaving. 
 
Cutbacks to public services 

All areas of public services have been hit by reduced staff and cutbacks to service provision. 
For the families Barnardos works with the impact has been widespread including reduced 
maintenance on local authority housing, fewer staff and transport facilities for the Traveller 
Community and those seeking asylum and less discretion with the Community Welfare 
Officer.  
 
However, it is cutbacks within the HSE that are having the greatest impact. Staff who leave 
posts or go on maternity leave in areas of childhood developmental assessments and 
interventions, e.g. speech and language therapists; occupational therapists, child and  family 
workers and family support workers, are not being replaced.  Children are not being 
assessed and so can’t access services that will help them to reach their full potential. One 
child in a Barnardos service has been held back from school as she has had no assessment 
despite being on the waiting list for 3 years. This is the second year she has been prevented 
from attending school due to no assessment being carried out.. Another service is working 
with twins who were receiving speech and language therapy and occupational therapy.  Both 
therapists went on maternity leave and have not been replaced as a result of which one of 
the twins regressed.  
 
There has been a rise in mental illness amongst both parents and children as families are 
trying to cope under pressure. Parents report increased incidences of domestic violence, 
emotional abuse and depression which affect their capacity to parent. Their emotional 
responsiveness is poorer and children often express fear and anxiety in these contexts. 
Many children in Barnardos’ services are reporting feelings of suicidal ideation. The lengthy 
waiting lists for child and adolescent mental health and psychiatric services are further 
exacerbating issues for children and exposing already vulnerable children to greater risk. 
 
Families have no faith in public services and their ability to meet their children’s needs. They 
feel helpless and alone in an increasingly pressurised environment.   
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Cutbacks to child protection services 

There has been an increase in the number and scale of child protection concerns identified 
by staff across Barnardos. Child protection social workers are unable to respond adequately 
or in a timely way to child welfare concerns meaning that familial situations are allowed to 
escalate placing children at increased risk. The inability of child protection staff to respond to 
the need in the community is largely due to a shortage of staff and the increasing complexity 
of cases. In the current situation, only crisis situations are being dealt with leaving many 
children and families who could be supported at an early stage to cope with mounting 
difficulties until the risk is great enough to warrant attention from social services.   

Given the high level of staff turnover, even when child protection social workers are assigned 
they are frequently overburdened by cases and children are left without the care they need. 
One child in contact with Barnardos has had five different social workers over the space of a 
few months and as a result does not receive consistent or effective case management. 

Children deserve to grow up free from harm or abuse. Where they do experience harm or 
abuse they must receive immediate and appropriate intervention and support. The current 
situation leaves too many children in situations that can have a lasting impact on their lives. 
Children at risk have a right to expect the Irish State to protect them from situations of 
neglect and abuse. Child protection services must reflect this.  
 
Conclusion 
Barnardos has been working with children and families in Ireland since 1962. Our staff see 
on a daily basis the reality of life for those children and families who continue to live in 
disadvantage throughout the country; a reality which most of society never see and very 
often choose to ignore. Our services are seeing the impact of the recession on children and 
families more and more and the picture they paint is one of children, families and 
communities on the margins, struggling to survive in a system that hits them from all angles. 
Cuts to incomes and services are having multifaceted affects on these children and families 
and it is clear to those working directly with them that there is little left to give. Further cuts 
will push them over the edge and entrench cycles of poverty and disadvantage for 
generations to come.  


