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his year marks the |Oth Anniversary 

[@ the International Year of the Family 

and this edition of ChildLinks is devoted 

to the theme of “Changing Families”. The 

structure and demography of the family in 

lreland have changed dramatically in recent 

years. Irish family life has been affected by 

many social changes including greater 

economic prosperity, growing inequality and 

the widening gap between the rich and poor, 

the increased labour force participation of 

women, the arrival of growing numbers of 

immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers and 

the increasing birth rate. 

In her article “Family Change in Ireland over 

the Past Decade” Dr Finola Kennedy sets out 

the significant demographic changes that 

have contributed to the changing profile of 

  

        

  

  

the family and family life. The topic of 

developments in family policy in the context 

of changing socio-economic conditions Is 

explored by Dr Valerie Richardson. The 

question of family well-being, what contributes 

to the well-being of children and families, is 

addressed by Dr Kieran McKeown in his 

article “Family Well-Being: What Makes a 

Difference?” Reporting on a study published 

in 2003, he concludes ‘that the physical and 

psychological well-being of parents and 

children are shaped primarily by family 

processes, particularly processes involving 

the ability to resolve conflicts and arguments 

and by the personality traits of the parents”. 

The Barnardos approach to family support |s 

described by Suzanne Connolly, including the 

principles underlying Barnardos’ family work 

practice, as well as the range of interventions 

provided, Services include universal services 

such as information, resources and training 

provided by the National Children’s 

Resource Centre, to the more targeted 

interventions Family Welfare 

Conference projects and early years work. 

such as 

The issue of work/life balance is relevant to 

policy makers, employees and employers 

alike. Caoimhe Gleeson in her article has 

shared the learning arising from the Tipping 

the Scales project which has focused on 

implementing work/life balance policies and 

practices in three local authority agencies in 

the North West. 

The final article by Bill O'Dea sets out the 

role and strategy of the Family Support 

Agency which was established in 2003. 

  

The changing nature of the family and family 

life in Ireland is reflected in the recent report 

compiled by Professor Mary Daly on the 

public consultation fora organised by the 

Department of Social and Family Affairs. The 

key themes which emerged from the for a 

were: Definition of Family in Irish Society; 

Parenting and Childhood; Reconciliation of 

Employment and Family Life; Relationship 

Difficulties; Family as Carer; and_ finally 

Addressing and Changing Policy. 

The commitment by the Minister for Social 

and Family Affairs to draw up a “clear, 

comprehensive, integrated strategy for 

strengthening families” by the end of 2004 is 

to be welcomed. 

Anne Conroy Editor



    

FAMILY CHANGE 

IN IRELAND 
over the past decade 

  

Everyone is aware of family change. In this year which 

marks the tenth anniversary of the UN International 

Year of the Family in 1994, there can be few people 

who do not know a lone-parent, an elderly person ina 

nursing home, or a divorced or separated person. The 

likelihood of such first hand knowledge has increased 

over the past decade. 

In February 2004 the Department of Social and Family Affairs 

published a report, Public Consultation Fora on the Family, 

undertaken at 5 locations in the State in 2003. In her 

introduction the Minister for Social and Family Affairs, Mary 

Coughlan, TD, states that the greatest challenge facing families 

today is change. The Minister says: 

‘Changes include growing female participation in the workforce, 

increasing separation and divorce, declining birth rates, and more 

cohabiting couples, lone parents, migrant families, and older 

people living alone: 

Looking at each of the features named by the Minister, though 

not necessarily in the order named, provides a good enough 

picture of key changes in family life in recent years. First the issue 

of ‘declining birth rates’ needs to be clarified. Although the 

Minister referred to ‘declining birth rates’, births have not, in fact, 

been in decline since 1994. They did decline markedly prior to 
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1994. Total births fell from a peak for the 20th Century of 74,000 

in 1980 to 48,000 in 1994. Since then births climbed back to 

60,000 in 2002. In the final three months of 2002, 15,600 babies 

were born in Ireland, a figure last recorded in the summer 

quarter of 1986. In 2002 over 8,000 babies were born at the 

National Maternity Hospital in Holles Street, the first year since 

1983 when the number of births in the Hospital exceeded 

8,000. At present Ireland is experiencing a boom in births. 

The decline in births which occurred between 1980 and 1994 

was entirely due to a decline in births within marriage as births 

outside marriage rose steadily. Since 1994 most of the increase 

in births has taken place outside marriage. Of the increase in 

total births per annum of | 1,000 between 1994 and 2002, 

almost 9,000 of the increase took place outside marriage. By the 

early years of the 21st Century, births outside marriage in Ireland 

appear to have stabilised at around 31% of total births compared 

with about 20% ten years ago. Many European countries record 

a much higher share of births outside marriage than does Ireland. 

At the turn of the millennium 65% of births took place outside 

marriage in Iceland, 55% in Sweden, 49% in Norway and 45% in 

Denmark. In France the figure was just over 40% and in Britain it 

was almost 40%. 

Interpretation of the recent increase in births is complicated 

by the rising number of births to non-nationals. The birth 
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notification form does not provide for 

nationality, so the figures are based on 

ancillary data from the maternity hospitals 

and the Department of Health. In 2002, 

20% of the births in Holles Street and in the 

other Dublin maternity hospitals were to 

women who are non-nationals. 

A not insignificant number of births are to 

young women below the legal age of 

consent which is 17 years. In 2002 there 

were nearly 300 births to women aged |6 

years and under, all but 8 of which were 

non-marital births. With regard to the 8 

marital births to women aged 16 years and 

under, it is possible that these births, or 

some of the births, were to women who 

had been married outside Ireland according 

to the laws of a different culture or religion. 

The increase in births outside marriage has 

clearly contributed to the increase in the 

number of lone parents. Around 80% of 

children who live in household units, live 

with both their parents while the 

remainder, under 20% live with a mother or 

a father. Lone- parenthood can arise from a 

variety of factors — widowhood, marital 

breakdown, breakdown of a cohabitation, 

or birth to a mother who is neither married 

nor cohabiting. In the latter case the child 

most often resides with the mother, but 

sometimes resides with the father 

The number of families in the State 

increased by over 30% in the period 1981 - 

2002 with most of the increase taking place 

between 1996 and 2002.The average size 

of private households fell from 3.14 in 1996 

to 2.94 in 2002 and the fastest growing 

category of family was couples with no 

children. Since 1981 their number has 

increased by 79.2%. There was strong 

growth in families with | or 2 children, while 

the number of families with 4 or more 

children has almost halved since 1981.Over 

75%of families in 2002 had 2 children or 

less. In 1981 this figure was 61.8%. The 

average number of children per family has 

fallen from 2.2 to |.6 since 1981. 

Cohabitation has increased rapidly. The 

1979 Census was the first to record 

cohabitation. In that census, 417 persons, 

either single or widowed, stated that they 

were living as a couple. This rose to 819 

persons in the 1981 Census. By 2002 there 

had been an almost 200-fold increase in 

cohabitation. A total of 75,000 couples, or 

150,000 persons returned their state as 

cohabitation. Of these about 6,000 couples 

  

|,000 persons stated they had annulments. 

A total of 4,000 persons, slightly more men 

than women, had divorced in another 

country. By 2002 there were 98,779 

LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN 1994-2003 

Year STTaysi (3) Married 
a 
M0) 

1994 492 

2003 63:3 

were in households together with other 

persons while 42,000 cohabiting couples 

lived together without other persons or 

children. The remaining 27,000 cohabiting 

couples had children, on average two 

children, so that a total of 51,000 children 

have parents who are cohabiting. The 

increase in cohabitation, signalled in the 

recent census returns, is one indicator that 

marriage has become something of an 

optional dessert on life’s menu, rather that 

the main course. A factor which may be 

contributing to the rise of cohabitation is 

the increase in life expectancy. A marriage 

contracted early in the last century 

between 2 persons who married at the 

average age, might be expected to last for 

25 years. Today such a marriage has the 

potential to last for 50 years, giving a whole 

new dimension to ‘till death us do part’. 

Notwithstanding the increase in cohabitation, 

since 1994 marriage numbers have rallied 

by almost one-fifth, passing 20,000 in 2002. 

But divorce and marriage breakdown have 

also increased. Since the introduction of 

divorce following the referendum in 1995, 

marriages may include remarriage subsequent 

to divorce, thus introducing a new element 

into marriage statistics. There may be a 

‘Daniel and Majella’ factor at work, i.e. older 

age at marriage and at least one partner 

previously married. 

The 1986 Census was the first census to 

provide information on marriage 

breakdown. At that census over 37,000 

persons were returned as separated. The 

largest single category, 13,000, were 

described as separated ‘other than legally’, 

with | 1,600 persons ‘deserted’. Just over 

7,000 persons were legally separated and 

Widowed Separated / Divorced 
¥ 
70 

  

n/a B57 

58.9 

separated, including deserted, persons in 

the State. Of these 57,000 were females. 

Since the Family Law (Divorce) Act, 1996, 

which came into effect on 27 February 

1997, there has been a steady rise in the 

number of divorces to 3,000 in 2001. The 

total number of divorces granted in 2001 

was equivalent to 15% of total marriages 

contracted that year At the 2002 Census 

35,000 persons were returned as divorced 

and of these | 8,000 were females. 

Separated and divorced women have the 

highest labour force participation rate of 

any group of women on the basis of marital 

status as illustrated in the table below. 

The labour force participation of women 

has risen from 36% to 51% since 1994. 

There has been a marked increased in 

every category — single, married, and 

widowed, with the highest participation of 

nearly 60% of women who are separated 

or divorced. 

As more and more people, young and old, 

live alone, there is a long run increase in the 

number and share’ of non-family 

households. The share of one-person 

households in total households has grown 

from one in twelve in 1926 to almost one 

in four today. Around one in three women 

and one in four men over 65 live alone. 

Population ageing is the future of Ireland 

and Europe. In the 60 years from 1936-96 

the number of persons aged 65 years and 

over, increased from 290,000 to 410,000. In 

the 35 years between 1996 and 2031 the 

numbers are projected to double to 

800,000. If anyone thinks that 2031 is far 

into the future we are already well on the 

road there. 

 



  

  

The growth in 

full-time employment 

of mothers of very 

young children may 

suggest changing 

parental preferences, 

freely expressed, 

or it may reflect 

economic necessity 

as house prices 

and living costs 

drive up need for 

additional income. 

Child’ né« 

Looking back, does 1977 seem so far away? 

The increase in numbers of elderly, as well 

as the increase in the share of elderly in the 

population, has significant implications for 

pension and care costs. The increase in 

labour force participation of women in 

the prime working age groups means that 

less women are available for elder care of 

family members. 

A striking aspect of family change is the 

increase in the number of immigrant 

families, some related to the desire of 

immigrants to give birth in lreland and thus 

ensure the benefits of EU citizenship for the 

children. The steady increase in the number 

of births to non-residents is stretching 

resources in maternity hospitals, as noted 

for example, in the Annual Reports of the 

Coombe Women's Hospital and Holles 

Street Hospital. According to census 

estimates between 200,000-225,000 non- 

nationals came to Ireland between 1996 

and 2002. Of these, it seems that about half 

remained. Some already had children while 

some have had children since they came to 

Ireland and these children are adding vitality 

to school classrooms and playgrounds 

around the country. 

What is to be made of all the changes 

which have taken place in ‘the family’ in 

Ireland over the past decade? In the space 

available, and given the particular focus of 

Barnardos on children, the remainder of the 

article will focus on some aspects of the 

changes affecting children, specifically the 

priorities of childcare. Increasing numbers 

of children are growing up in households 

where both parents are in the labour force 

as well as in households in which only one 

parent resides, placing the principal charge 

of care on that parent. 

Professor Mary Daly of Queen's University, 

author of the thematic report on Families 

and Family Life in Ireland which incorporated 

the findings of the Public Consultation Fora 

on the family, made the following observation: 

‘People read current policy and recent 

changes to it, to signify that in the eyes of 

the government and the powers that be 

economic activity is more highly valued 

than family-related forms of activity such 

as caring for children and other family 

members.As evidence of this, people cited 

the recent changes in the tax code (which 

favour couples where both are employed) 

and the representation of childcare as an 

issue mainly for two-earner families’. 

Daly says that there Is a feeling that people 

should not be penalised for staying at home 

as Is seen to be the case with recent tax 

reform. Daly quotes a woman at the Dublin 

Forum who put the issue strikingly: 

‘at the present time if neighbours decide 

to swop (sic) the care of their children 

then they would be recognised economically 

but if they care for their own children they 

are penalised. 

Over half of all mothers in Ireland with 

children aged from birth to 16 years work, 

and almost 28% are in full-time employment. 

For mothers with very young children aged 

from birth to 3 years of age, the proportion 

in work is over 50%, with 26% in full time 

employment.’ The growth in full time 

employment of mothers of very young 

children may suggest changing parental 

preferences, freely expressed, or it may 

reflect economic necessity as house prices 

and living costs drive up need for additional 

income. It may be that the tax incentives 

which favour work force participation are 

influential. In general the reasons why 

people take up paid work instead of caring 

for their children are varied. One way or 

another childcare is a central issue. 

Some who opt for the workplace carry a 

burden of guilt. Harpers Business, published 

from time to time as a supplement to 

Harpers & Queen, put together a panel of 

successful business women to discuss 

matters crucial to women today. One 

question examined was whether the 

working mother has moved beyond the 

feeling that she is either neglecting her 

children and her home, or short-changing 

her work and her professional talents. One 

of those on the panel was Olga Ramos- 

Esteban, media director of Chanel. 

  

 



She made the following contribution: 

‘Something that really made a difference 

to my son was the day | gave him my 

business card and said, "You call me 

whenever you want". He's got this little 

card-holder, and he carries it around all 

the time. It sort of clicked that there was 

this link; I'm working but I'm available’. 

The world of Harpers & Queen and nannies, 

is not the world of the majority. For most 

people, making ends meet, paying the 

mortgage and buying the groceries narrows 

the options. In the early decades of the last 

century poverty and child neglect were 

frequent causes for the committal of 

children to orphanages. It is now known 

that the conditions to which the children 

were subjected was sometimes far worse. 

While child neglect is probably often due to 

poverty and or a lack of coping skills, the 

rich and the educated can be neglectful too. 

The recent OECD Report, Babies and 

Bosses: Reconciling Work and Family Life, 

shows that affordable childcare is a major 

policy issue. Governments in the OECD are 

focusing on policies to reconcile work and 

family life. That childcare is an issue for 

bosses as well as babies and their parents is 

clear from a recent advertisement 

published by the Industrial Development 

Authority (IDA). That advertisement 

contained a ‘request for proposals to 

design, construct, finance and operate 

childcare facilities on selected IDA business 

parks’. The advertisement refers to 6 

locations throughout the State — 

Carrigtwohill in Cork, Finisklin in Sligo, 

Waterford, Dundalk, Letterkenny and 

Navan. In addition to relevant experience in 

providing childcare services, the assessment 

criteria include ‘benefit of the proposal to 

the employees in the relevant business 

park’ and ‘financial resources underpinning 

the project’. 

The voice of fathers is increasingly being 

heard in relation to childcare and that Is to 

be welcomed. In a book published last year, 

entitled, Children and their Families, Bob 

Geldof says: 

‘If a woman “mothers” a child, a warm 

universe of nurturing is conjured. If a man 

“fathers” a child it simply implies nothing 

more than the swift biological function 

involved in the procreative act. 

If the later 20th Century saw the 

transformation of women's lives, the 2| st 

Century is seeing the transformation of 

men’s lives, and by definition the lives of 

their children. Nearly half the workforce is 

female and men now hold a different view 

of parenting'.” 

Just as the women's liberation movement 

fought for equal rights for women in the 

workplace, Geldof believes that men should 

have equal rights to care for their children. 

Already this model has made some 

headway under Danish and Swedish law. At 

the same time as Geldof and other fathers, 

including Irish Times columnist John Waters, 

are establishing the father's side of the 

childcare picture, former leaders of the 

women's liberation movement, together 

with countless contemporary young women, 

are confronting the practicalities of work 

and childcare. Rosie Boycott, co-founder of 

the radical feminist magazine, Spare Rib, now 

describes motherhood as ‘the fight we 

feminists forgot’. Writing three decades 

after the launch of Spare Rib, Boycott says: 

‘..it is almost embarrassing to have to 

admit that the word “children” barely got 

a mention in early issues of Spare Rib. The 

small group of us who started the 

_magazine — including Marsha Rowe, 

Germaine Greer and Carmen Callil — were 

all childless.And, although it shouldn't have 

made much difference, half of us were 

unmarried. Children just didn’t seem to be 

a sexy subject on which to campaign’ 

From being viewed as the job of the 

in the home’, childcare is 

increasingly seen, not only as the task of 

fathers and mothers, but of governments 

and employers as well. So the debate 

continues as family, a coat of many colours 

and changing styles, itself continues in most 

‘woman 

  

cases to provide sanctuary from the 

‘market’ and ‘society’ and even, in some 

cases, from government. Peter Laslett, the 

Cambridge University pioneer of historical 

sociology in the | 960s, says that ‘Talk about 

the family is always alarmist.” Alarmist talk 

may well be one unchanging activity 

surrounding the family, along with the fact 

that the family is a social institution which 

shapes each of our lives, each of our 

histories, profoundly. 

Economist, Finola Kennedy, is author of 

Cottage to Créche: Family Change in Ireland 

which provides a probing analysis of the 

factors which have moulded changes in Irish 

family life. 
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In many respects the International 

Year of the Family in 1994 

marked a watershed in the 

development of family policy in 

Ireland and it is fitting, therefore, 

on the 10th Anniversary of that 

year, to examine the changes 

that have taken place in Ireland 

in the field of family policy. 

FAMILY DEMOGRAPHY 

Since 1994 Ireland has undergone 

major change both at an economic and 

social level. In particular the demographic 

changes have been striking in their 

impact on the family and the family 

policy responses. The 2002 Census of 

the Population documented the radical 

changes since the previous Census in 

1996 giving a picture of increasing 

diversification of family forms and 

movement towards a multicultural 

society. Particularly, there was clear 

evidence of the growth in immigration, 

the impact of divorce legislation, 

increase in family breakdown, a rise in 

the number of lone-parent families and 

families with no children. 

  

  
The rapid drop in the birth rate of 

over one third in the 1980s has been 

reversed in the last 8 years with the 

number of births increasing by over 

25% since 1994. The majority of this 

increase is attributable to a rise in 

births to Irish women in their 30s who   
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had postponed childbearing during the 

previous decade and to the return of young 

lrish people who emigrated in the 1980s. 

The structure of families also changed. The 

number of families in Ireland has increased 

since 1996 with households comprising 

childless couples whether married or not, 

representing the fastest growing category. 

38% of women aged between 25 and 34 

either married or cohabiting, had no children. 

The average size of private households fell 

from 3.14 to 2.94 which shows the 

continuing long-term decline in family size. 

Multi-family, 3-generation households have 

continued to decline in number with the 

number of households consisting solely of 

couples with children increasing by | 1.1%. 

Over the past 2 decades families have 

become smaller those with | or 2 children 

increasing to 75% of families, while the 

number of families with 4 or more children 

has almost halved. 

Births outside marriage now make up 

31.1% of all births registered. There were 

just under 154,000 lone-parent families 

recorded in 2002 of which nearly 85% 

were headed by women. Almost 32% of 

lone-parents were separated or divorced, 

and never married parents accounted for 

23.9%. The number of separated and 

divorced persons increased by over _ 

between 1996 and 2002 and the relative 

extent of marital breakdown in 2002 was 

7.5% compared to 5.4% 6 years later. 

Cohabiting couples accounted for 8.4% of 

all family units compared with 3.9% in 1996 

of which those with children represented 

5.5% of all couples with children. The 

number of same sex cohabiting couples 

increased from 150 to almost |,300 during 

the same period.This probably reflects the 

increasing social acceptance of same sex 

relationships and the willingness to put this 

information into the public domain. 

A further change in family structure is 

shown by figures indicating that young 

adults are increasingly staying in the family 

home until their mid-30s. Since the last 

Census the number of people aged over 20 

remaining in the family home rose by | 3.7% 

between 1996 and 2001 with almost 48,000 

people aged over 30 remaining living with 

their parents. This development is largely 

explained by rising house prices, particularly 

in urban areas, the high cost of private rental 

accommodation, the later age of marriage 

and the increasing age of completed 

education or professional qualification. 

lrish society has become more urban and 

ethnically diverse than ever before, the 

population is getting older and producing 

fewer children who are living in a diverse 

range of family forms. Consequently, policy 

makers have been forced to address these 

changes in terms of family policy responses. 

DEFINITION OF FAMILY POLICY 

There is little agreement in the literature as 

to how to define family policy. Family 

policies are generally broken down into 

three categories; economic measures, 

measures geared at promoting and 

facilitating family life such as educational and 

counselling services and measures which 

partially take over the functions of the 

family, that is replacement or family substitute 

policies. According to a narrow definition, 

family policy is said to include benefits and 

services that are exclusively targeted at 

couples with children and to single-parents. 

Such a definition encompasses policies on 

cash and in-kind benefits such as direct cash 

transfers to families, tax relief for families 

with children, maternity and parental leave, 

childcare facilities and subsidies as well as 

regulatory family law. However, a broader 

definition of family policy can include all 

public policies that may potentially affect 

the well-being of families, including policies 

and services related to employment, public 

transport, immigration, education and 

health (Gauthier, 2000). 10 years ago, the 

definition of family policy in Ireland was 

narrowly defined. 

In 1994 family policy was not identified as a 

separate entity within social and public 

policy. It existed in an implicit rather than an 

explicit sense. At that time it was necessary 

to look to other policy areas such as social 

welfare, housing and child care to evaluate 

family policy. There were no_ unifying 

elements in these policies regarding the 

promotion or protection of family life so 

that policies affecting families developed in 

a pragmatic and piecemeal fashion around 

specific issues as they arose. In the absence 

of any structured family policy, government 

strategies were linked by a number of 

beliefs and philosophies about the nature of 

  

the ideal family and how family life should 

be organised. 

The importance of the family as an 

institution was enshrined in the 1937 

Constitution (under Articles 41.1.1 and 

41.1.3) in which the family was defined as 

being based on marriage, recognising the 

family as the primary unit group in society 

and pledging to protect it. In 1994 these 

Articles were the only explicit statements 

of family policy, there was no Government 

Minister with specific responsibility for 

family affairs and the responsibility for the 

family was spread through 

government departments. The general 

attitude to the family reflected by the State 

and the Church was one of non- 

intervention. Both engaged in considerable 

public rhetoric about the family and its 

several 

protection, but neither institution had an 

overall policy strategy related to it. The 

traditional non-involvement of the State in 

the family went hand in hand with the 

principle of subsidiarity as a central element 

in the provision of social services. Fahey 

(1998:385) has argued that at that time, 

policy areas relating to the family were 

either distributive measures providing 

financial support or regulatory measures in 

the form of legislation which were centred 

around how family members should behave 

socially and morally. 

DEVELOPMENT OF IRISH 

FAMILY POLICY 

While there was no explicit family policy in 

Ireland in the early 1990s, there was 

increasing evidence that major changes 

were taking place in Irish society which 

were impacting on families. In particular, 

there was growing evidence of State 

concern for the financial needs of all families 

and especially for those who were 

economically worst off. 

In many ways the UN International Year of 

the Family in 1994 acted as a catalyst for a 

new focus on family issues in Ireland. A wide 

range of events were co-ordinated by a 

National Steering Committee made up of 

representatives of organisations with an 

interest in family affairs. At a national level the 

Oireachtas set up the Joint Committee on 

the Family. Consequently, 'the family’ became 

central to many debates during the year 

   



  

As a result of the increased interest in the 

family as an institution, the government 

established the Commission on the Family 

in 1995 whose terms of reference were: 

‘To examine the effects of legislation 

and policies on families and make 

recommendations to the government on 

proposals which would strengthen the 

capacity of families to carry out their 

functions in a changing economic and 

social environment’. 

Its report Strengthening Families for Life 

published in 1998 was the first co- 

ordinated statement on family policy. While 

it did not address all issues in family policy it 

was a substantial and comprehensive 

report which opened a wider debate on 

family issues. The government was quick to 

respond to many of the recommendations, 

amongst them the setting up of a Family 

Affairs Unit and reconstituting the 

Department of Social Welfare as the 

Department of Social, Community and 

Family Affairs. The emphasis in the report 

was on the need to support and strengthen 

families by providing both financial support 

and services. This included the expansion of 

the Family Mediation Service, together with 

increased funding for marriage counselling 

services, the development of a clear policy 

framework for the development of 

marriage guidance counselling and early 

intervention programmes to prevent 

difficulties arising later (1998:203-207). 

The Programme for Government (1993) was 

the first indication that family policy was 

gaining a place on the political agenda. It 

proposed a major programme of family law 

reform as a response to increasing 

recognition of the numbers and variety of 

family forms in Irish society and the need for 

a more pluralistic approach to family policy. 

It promised to introduce a Constitutional 

referendum to remove the ban on divorce 

and remarriage, the implementation of the 

Child Care Act 1991, the payment of the 

legally-determined entitlements of married 

women to social welfare equality payments, 

the provision of housing for all, the 

introduction of a basic income system for 

children and policies to deal with long-term 

unemployment. 

The growing interest in family policy was 

also_reflected in the Programme for 

Government (1997) and the national 

agreement between the government and 

social partners Programme for Prosperity and 

Fairness (2000) both of which contained a 

section on family policies and outlined a 

number of family policy objectives. In 

particular, attention was drawn to the need 

for family-friendly work policies and 

childcare policies. 

In 1995 the government established the 

Constitution Review Group which 

reported in 1996. Part of that review 

included examination of the definition of 

the family within the Constitution. It 

recommended that a revised Article 4] 

should retain recognition by the State of 

the family as the primary and fundamental 

unit of society and a pledge to protect the 

family based on marriage but should also 

guarantee respect for all family life whether 

based on marriage or not. Thus, while 

maintaining the special place of marriage as 

the ideal family form it recommended giving 

recognition to the increasing numbers of 

other family forms without taking the final 

step in changing the definition of the family 

within the Constitution. 

In order to recognise the exclusion of non- 

constitutional families, or those not based 

on marriage, from the protection of much 

of the family legislation there were 

significant changes in legislation and public 

policy. For example, in 1996 divorce 

legislation was passed (Family Law 

(Divorce) Act 1996) and in 1997 a new 

One-Parent Payment was introduced to 

combine a number of different schemes 

that existed for lone-parent families. This 

change opened the scheme to male and 

female applicants, | removed the 

requirement that separated lone-parents 

had to prove desertion and removed the 

term ‘unmarried mother’ from social 

welfare terminology. An Interdepartmental 

Working Group to Examine the Treatment 

of Married, Cohabiting and One-Parent 

Families under the Social Welfare Codes 

was established in 1999. For many years the 

underlying assumption of social welfare and 

taxation was that of a breadwinner father 

with dependent spouse and children in a 

lifelong marriage. One of the issues for the 

group was to examine the tax and social 

welfare treatment of different forms of 

households with children to ensure equity 

of treatment between different household 

types. Arising from the report the 

government introduced a new tax code 

based on individualisation. However, the 

impact of this measure has been that dual 

earner families with high incomes have 

been the major beneficiaries. 

FAMILIES AND POVERTY 

Growing concerns around family poverty 

and family breakdown began to be 

addressed in successive programmes for 

government. One major aspect of family 

policy development was concentrated on 

the need to address issues of families in 

poverty. The National Anti-Poverty Strategy 

(1997) became the main policy document 

to address poverty. The revised strategy 

Building an Inclusive Society (2002) is based 

on targets to eliminate poverty generally by 

2007 and, in particular, eliminating child 

poverty. The main platform to address this 

has been steady increases in basic social 

welfare rates and a rise in child benefit. 

However, the Combat Poverty Agency has 

highlighted the continuing needs of families 

at greatest risk of poverty; families with 4 or 

more children, lone-parent families, single 

adult families especially women and 

vulnerable families such as ethnic minority 

families and Travellers and the homeless. 

People in workless households make up 

70% of the consistently poor population 

and low paid employees account for _ of 

the consistently poor (Combat Poverty 

Agency, 2003). While social welfare 

payments and child benefit have been 

increased, the government has been widely 

criticised by anti-poverty and other 

agencies for the low levels of increases 

below the strategic targets set in the Anti- 

Poverty Strategy. In addition, Budget 2004 

(December 2003) introduced cuts in 

certain social welfare schemes particularly 

those targeting lone-parent families which 

have elicited sharp criticism. The Economic 

and Social Research Institute Report (2003) 

stated that while overall levels of consistent 

poverty have fallen since 1994, key sections 
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of the community are increasingly at risk of 

relative poverty, notably older people, 

chronically ill or disabled and_ single 

mothers. These are the groups less likely to 

access the labour market and those most 

dependent on social welfare. 

FAMILIES AS WORKERS 

A major area of development within family 

policy has been concerned with families as 

workers. Part of the strategy to combat 

poverty has been to increase the levels of 

employment and in particular to encourage 

the participation of women in the 

workforce. Consequently family policy 

measures aimed at the reconciliation of 

work and family life and to achieving 

work/life balance were central in tackling 

poverty. Such measures were also in line 

with the EU equality programme in opening 

up the labour market to women. 

The latter part of the 1990s saw a rapid rise 

in the participation of married women and 

particularly mothers, in the paid labour 

force. The female labour force participation 

rate is now at 53% and reached 78% for 

women aged between 25 and 29 years. This 

figure is higher than in most OECD 

countries (OECD, 2003). Of necessity, 

therefore, family policy has focused on 

reconciling work and family life through the 

introduction of work/life policies. Policies 

relating to maternity leave, parental leave, 

organisation of work time and the 

protection of part-time workers have been 

introduced, largely in response to EU 

Directives. The Programme for Prosperity and 

Fairness set up the National Framework 

Committee for Family Friendly Policies 

which included representatives of IBEC, 

public sector employers and ICTU. It is 

charged with the task of monitoring and 

developing policies aimed at reconciling 

work and family life such as flexi-time, part- 

time working, job-sharing, term-time work 

and teleworking. 

The lack of good quality, affordable 

childcare has been_a major factor inhibiting 

mothers from entering paid employment. 

Although the Report of the Partnership 2000 

Expert Working Group on Childcare was 

published in 1999 there has not been a 

clear policy statement on childcare. While 

considerable monies have been made 

available by the Department of Justice, 

Equality and Law Reform for childcare, 

primarily on the supply side, for the most 

part the provision of childcare is left up to 

the workings of the free market. An OECD 

Report (2003) on childcare in Austria, Japan 

and Ireland recommended that Ireland 

should introduce an entitlement to part- 

time work for parents with young children, 

measures to facilitate lone-parents take up 

full-time employment, encouragement for 

employers and unions to implement more 

family-friendly and good quality childcare 

policies. It also recommended additional 

public investment in childcare, particularly 

for low-income families. In policy terms the 

provision of childcare has been supported 

more recently by the introduction of 

Regional Childcare Committees responsible 

for assessing need and promoting increased 

provision. Sustaining Progress 2003-2005 

also contained a commitment to setting up 

a partnership sub-committee — with 

representatives of Government, ICTU, and 

IBEC under the Equal Opportunities 

Childcare Programme which will consider 

recommendations on how to improve the 

availability of quality childcare for working 

parents and how the supply of pre- and 

post-school care can be accelerated. 

FAMILIES AS CARERS 

The family continues to play a key role in 

the care of its members. While family policy 

has largely been directed at efforts to 

encourage uptake of employment outside 

the home there has been increasing 

disquiet expressed among _— groups 

representing families concerned with the 

devaluing of unpaid work within the home 

and in particular the role of women as 

carers of children. It is estimated that there 

are at least 148,754 family carers in Ireland 

who provide constant care to elderly, infirm, 

chronically ill and disabled family members. 

(Census 2002, CSO Dublin). This has led to 

some policy measures to support the family 

being introduced such as Carer's Allowance 

Benefits. there 

remains a serious lack of support for carers 

and Carer’s However, 

particularly in terms of respite care and 

domiciliary services. 

  

NEW INITIATIVES IN FAMILY 

POLICY 

Over the 10 year period covered in this 

article, family policy has become a far more 

explicit area of public policy demonstrated by 

a number of important structural changes. 

|. Family Support Agency 

Legislation was enacted in 2001 which 

established a new statutory body, the Family 

Support Agency. This initiative was a key 

step in the government's Families First 

approach, which is designed to put families 

at the centre of all its policies. The new 

agency brings together the main programmes 

designed to help prevent marital 

breakdown, to support ongoing parenting 

relationships for children and to promote 

local support for families. The Agency 

provides a family mediation service, 

supports the development of marriage and 

counselling services and the Family and 

Community Services Resource Centre 

programme. The Agency also acts as a 

resource for voluntary and community 

groups and others involved in promoting 

family well-being and provides grant aid to 

such organisations in providing their services. 

A further part of its function is to raise 

awareness about family and parenting issues. 

2. Family Fora 

In May 2003, in preparation for the | Oth 

Anniversary of the International Year of the 

Family in 2004, the Minister for Social and 

Family Affairs initiated a series of 

consultations or Family Fora to hear the 

views of family members, together with 

family organisations, those working with 

families and public representatives about 

their needs and concerns. These discussions 

focused on the impact of current social and 

economic developments affecting families, 

the effectiveness of government policies 

and programmes in responding to these 

developments and what forum participants 

saw as priorities for strengthening family 

well-being. The report of the Fora was 

published in March 2004 (Daly, 2004). 

Discussions centred onthe nature of 

structural change of the family, family 

processes and relationships together with 

the circumstances in which families in 

Ireland live. In the policy area, discussion 

 



  

focused on the values and models that 

should inform policy, how family policy 

should be organised and what its priorities 

should be together with the role of the 

State and how far public policies should 

intervene in the family. 

The values that were considered important 

to underlie family policy were: 

* Respect for the unpaid work carried 

out within and by the family. Participants 

expressed the view that such work was 

no longer valued by society. 

* Choice: families should have real choice 

in the area of family and employment. 

It was felt that current policies give little 

support or encouragement for people 

to choose to be involved in the home 

on a full-time basis. Increased support 

for work/life balance policies. 

Balance: people want to reclaim an 

independent place for the family and 

want family in its own right to be a 

concern of policy rather than the family 

as an economic unit. 

* Equality: measures to address gaps 

between men and women in relation to 

family roles, equal opportunities for all 

families irrespective of ethnic, religious, 

cultural and economic background with 

equal access to services. 

Diversity: the need to embrace on 

equal terms family in its diverse forms. 

There is a need for an inclusive 

definition of the family which recognises 

and gives value to all types and forms of 

the family. 

* Prevention and support for families in 

difficulties. 

(Adapted from Daly, 2004:57) 

The Report also addressed the possible 

approaches to the development and 

implementation of family policy. 

It emphasised that: 

‘Family policy is transversal in nature. That 

is, family crosses policy domains and is not 

sectoral. Hence rather than being confined 

to one department of domain or policy a 

concern about the family should inform 

the work of all government departments. 

(Daly 2004:59) 

Respondents expressed the view that there 

should be support and assistance from the 

State available to all families at critical points 

such as the birth of the first child but that 

there should also be specialist services for 

families with added needs. They also felt 

that families should be consulted and 

actively involved in policy formation. 

The recommendations arising from the 

Fora covered a number of areas: 

* Support for parents in their parenting role. 

* Increased support for fathers in undertaking 

their caring role within the family. 

Increased support for lone-parent families. 

Help for children affected by family 

breakdown. 

The need for a strong political will to 

support and promote work/life balances 

for working parents. 

* The need to value the work undertaken 

by women working full-time in the home. 

Policies supporting families — with 

relationship difficulties. 

Policies on the family as carer. 

Many of the developments in family policy 

to date have resulted from an economic 

agenda and from EU policies relating to 

equality. It is clear that families speaking at 

the Fora wished to redirect the focus 

towards families as units providing stable 

caring environments.As one participant put it: 

‘when was the last time we heard the 

government refer to Ireland as a society 

and not an economy?" (Daly, 2004:56) 

CONCLUSIONS 

Over the past 10 years family policy has 

become an explicit part of public policy. This 

is clearly demonstrated by the statement 

from the Minister for Social and Family Affairs 

that she intends publishing a Strategy for 

Family Policy in 2004. Such a strategy must 

include a pro-active approach to family issues, 

co-ordination of policies affecting families and 

‘family proofing’ of future legislation if it is to 

result in an improvement in family well-being. 

While policies aimed at family well-being 

have increased over the past 10 years there 

has been little research undertaken on the 

real impact of these policies on the lives of 

families. If a strategy for family policy is to be 

introduced it must contain clear indicators 

against which success of any policies can be 

measured, together with a research agenda 

to evaluate such policies. 

One of the on-going difficulties in the area 

of family policies has been the lack of any 

national organisations that represent all 

families. While there are organisations 

representing particular groups within 

society, families need national organisations 

which represent the interests of families as 

complete units. The Minister for Social and 

Family Affairs has expressed the view that 

she is committed to listening to families. In 

setting up the consultation process she stated: 

‘This process is about taking the “pulse 

of the nation” on family matters. My task 

will then be to get the diagnosis right 

and come up with the remedies in 

terms of Government _ policies, 

programmes and structures that will 

strengthen families and family life on an 

ongoing basis’. 

(Government Press Release 24.09.03) 

Such aspirations are to be welcomed. It is 

to be hoped that they do not remain 

merely as political rhetoric but are 

translated into a meaningful family policy 

which will have real impact on the well- 

being of all families. 
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What Makes A Difference? 

DR. KIERAN MCKEOWN 

Social & Economic Research Consultant 

Introduction 

Irish families are changing. That is the clear message from the results of the 2002 census of population which shows that 

the fastest growing family types in Ireland are lone parents and cohabiting couples. Irish families are following a similar 

pattern to that found in the EU, the US and elsewhere with falling birth rates, later marriages and higher rates of marital 

breakdown, But does this make any difference to the overall well-being of families and to the happiness of parents and 

children? Everyone knows that families are important but how exactly do they influence our well-being? Why are some 

families happier than others? Why do some parents and children have higher levels of well-being than others? A new 

study of families in Ireland throws light on these important questions*. 

Why Families Differ 

Existing research tells us that families differ for 4 broadly 

different sets of reasons. The first is relationships within the 

family, particularly the way in which conflicts and 

disagreements are handled. The second is_ family 

circumstances which can vary according to income, 

education, social class, support networks, etc. The third is 

family type as indicated by whether one lives in a one- 

parent or two-parent household and whether the parents 

are married, cohabiting, single or separated. The fourth is 

the personality traits of parents, and to a lesser extent of 

children, which can set an overall positive or negative tone 

for the family. The big question is: how important are each 

of these factors in determining well-being in Irish families? 

That is the question which this study tries to answer 

The Study 

The study involved surveying a representative sample of 

|,500 households where there was at least one child under 

the age of 18 in order to identify the different family types 

in Ireland. In addition, we carried out an in-depth study 

where the parents (or parent) and | child (aged | 1-16) 

completed a questionnaire. A total of 250 families were 

included, divided into 4 different family types as follows: 

* 100 two-parent married families 

(this being the first marriage for both parents). 

* 50 two-parent cohabiting families 

(where both parents have never been married before). 

* 50 one-parent single families (where the parent is a 

mother, never married and not in a relationship). 

* 50 one-parent separated families (where the parent is 

a mother, separated and not in a relationship). 
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Family Types in Ireland 

The survey revealed that by far the largest 

family type in Ireland comprises two-parent 

married families which constitute 2/3 (66%) 

of the total.A further 8% are 2-parent co- 

habiting families in which both parents are 

single. One-parent families where the 

parents are single (9%) or separated (7%) 

and not in a relationship constitute a 

significant minority of all families. Finally, 

there is a miscellaneous category comprising 

parents who are re-married following 

separation or widowhood (5%), as well as 

one-parent families who are single, 

separated or widowed and in a non- 

cohabiting relationship (5%). 

A family is not the same as a household 

since all family members may not live 

together in one household, even though the 

Irish Constitution and official statistical 

publications tend to treat families and 

households as the same. The difference 

between a family and a household is 

underlined by our findings that quarter 

of all children (24%) do not live in a 

household containing both their biological 

parents; most of these children live with 

their mother in one-parent single and 

separated families, although the father 

continues to play an important role in many 

of these families. 

Family types in Ireland have a strong social 

class dimension in the sense that one- 

parent families, both single and separated, 

are more concentrated in lower socio- 

economic positions involving unskilled 

occupations. The dramatically lower marriage 

rates — and the correspondingly higher 

rates of lone parenthood — among lower 

socio-economic groups can be seen in 

other EU countries and the US as much as 

in Ireland and draws attention to the role of 

economic considerations in shaping 

different family types. In practice this means 

that a person’s prospects of marriage, 

including the prospect of having a marriage 

that lasts, are strongly related to their 

economic prospects. The practical outcome 

of these processes for those living in a weak 

economic position, is that mothers often 

parent alone, fathers often live outside the 

family home, and children live with only | 

parent. Another implication is that a higher 

proportion of one-parent families and their 

children live in poverty because of their 

weak economic position. Moreover the 

potential for increased income polarisation 

between one- and two-parent families, and 

between families which are ‘work rich’ and 

‘work poor’ is likely to grow as dual earning 

continues to rise. 

Marriage seems to precede parenthood in 

the majority of cases, but other patterns are 

also evident: cohabitation may precede 

both parenthood and marriage, just as 

parenthood may precede marriage. In other 

words, the family can take a variety of forms 

depending on the relationships — both legal 

and associated with residency — linking 

parents to each other and to the children. 

The traditional route to family life — 

marriage, cohabitation and parenthood — is 

no longer the only possible or permissible 

sequence of events. In fact, a variety of 

family types have emerged which seem to 

have less to do with lifestyle choices and 

with the 

circumstances in which men and women 

find themselves. The key question is 

whether the well-being of parents and 

children varies systematically between the 

different family types. 

more to do economic 

Physical and Psychological 

Well-Being of Parents 

The study found that the physical and 

psychological well-being of men and women 

is shaped primarily and directly by 3 factors: 

personality characteristics, family processes 

and socio-economic environment. Once we 

control for factors such as these, the 

particular type of family in which one is living 

has little or no impact on well-being, with 

the exception of one-parent single families 

where mothers tend to have lower levels of 

psychological well-being than other parents. 

The personality characteristics of parents 

are important determinants of their 

physical and psychological well-being, 

particularly the traits of negative emotionality, 

which diminishes well-being, and psychological 

independence, which increases well-being. 

Negative emotionality is a personality trait 

characterised by relatively frequent negative 

emotional states such as feeling distressed, 

upset, guilty, scared, hostile, irritable, 

ashamed, nervous, jittery or afraid; it is 

typically associated with a tendency to 

dwell upon and = magnify mistakes, 

frustrations and disappointments and is 

linked to self-reported stress and poor 

coping. The trait of psychological 

independence refers to relatively frequent 

feelings of self-reliance, independence, 

assertiveness, forcefulness, willingness to 

take risks and ambition. These personality 

traits, but especially negative emotionality, 

have the largest direct influence on physical 

and psychological well-being. The key family 

processes which affect the physical and 

psychological well-being of parents are the 

mother-child relationship (particularly in 

one-parent families) and the couple 

relationship (in two-parent families). We 

compared the well-being of mothers in 4 

different family types and we found that the 

family process which had the most 

influence on well-being was the quality of 

the mother-child relationship although 

relationship difficulties with a partner also 

influenced her physical well-being. In two- 

parent families, we found that the well- 

being of men and women was heavily 

influenced by the quality of the couple 

relationship and the ability to satisfactorily 

resolve conflicts and arguments. Our study 

distinguished 4 styles of resolving conflicts: 

* A problem-solving style which typically 

involves discussing problems and finding 

solutions which are acceptable to both. 

* A conflict-engaging style which involves 

attacking and insulting the partner. 

* A conflict-withdrawing style which involves 

not wanting to hear what the partner 

has to say or refusing to talk any further 

* A conflict-compliant style which involves 

an excessive willingness to agree and to 

give in without presenting or defending 

one's position. 

The results indicate that problem-solving 

styles promote well-being while engaging, 

withdrawing and compliant styles reduce it. 

The broader socio-economic environment 

of the family also has some direct influence 

on physical and psychological well-being, 

particularly through the occurrence of 

negative life events such as the death of a 

friend, financial problems or problems at 

work as well as through feeling financially 

secure. Other aspects of the environment 

beyond the immediate family also have a 

significant, though indirect, effect on the 

well-being of parents notably their support 

networks, the quality of their own parents’ 

couple relationship and the family's social 

class position. This seems to suggest that the 
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network of resources available to parents 

through their participation in life outside 

the family contribute indirectly to their 

physical and psychological well-being. These 

findings also highlight the importance of the 

supports provided by extended family as 

well as the integenerational aspect of family 

life in that the couple relationship of one’s 

parents continues to exercise its influence 

on the children and even the grandchildren. 

Couple Relationships 

We examined the quality of relationships 

among married and cohabiting couples by 

measuring the extent to which they 

experienced those relationships as fulfilling 

and intimate. The results showed no 

differences in the quality of relationships 

between married and cohabiting couples. 

The 2 main influences on the quality of 

couple relationships are relationship skills 

and personality traits. The key relationship 

skill is the ability to resolve arguments. Put 

simply, couples who are able to state that 

‘by the end of an argument, each of us has 

been given a fair hearing’ and ‘overall I'd say 

we're pretty good at solving our problems’ 

tend to have more satisfying relationships. 

By contrast, couples who acknowledge that 

‘our arguments are left hanging and 

unresolved’ and ‘we go for days without 

settling our differences’, tend to have less 

satisfying relationships. 

The key personality traits which have a 

positive influence on the couple relationship 

are women's positive emotionality and 

men's psychological interdependence. It 

seems likely that these psychological traits 

create an emotional ‘climate’ that is 

conducive to warmth and empathy in the 

relationship. Positive emotionality refers to 

more frequent feelings of being enthusiastic, 

strong, interested, alert, determined and 

active. Psychological interdependence is 

characterised by the frequency of feeling 

affectionate, sympathetic, understanding, 

compassionate, warm, and gentle. It is 

interesting to observe that while psychological 

independence is good for physical and 

psychological well-being, psychological 

interdependence is good for relational well- 

being, suggesting the importance of a 

balance between these two aspects of the 

personality. As with physical and psychological 

well-being, the broader socio-economic 

environment — particularly the couple's 

support networks, the quality of their own 

parents’ couple relationship, and their social 

class position — contribute indirectly to the 

quality of the couple relationship. 

Women seem to exercise a greater influence 

on the quality of couple relationships than 

men in the sense that their characteristics 

tend to have greater statistical importance. 

This applies also to physical and 

psychological well-being where the 

characteristics of women have greater 

influence on the well-being of men than vice 

versa. This may account for the fact that 

described as the 

emotional barometers of relationships. 

women are. often 

Well-Being of Children 

We defined the well-being of children as 

having a positive dimension called ‘life 

satisfaction’ (comprising satisfaction with 

self, family, friends, home and school) and a 

negative dimension called ‘psychological 

disturbance’ (comprising anxiety, depression, 

anger, disruptive behaviour and physical 

symptoms). Our measurement of well- 

being was based on the responses of 

children themselves, all of whom were in 

the | |-16 age range. 

Overall, once we controlled for a range of 

explanatory variables, we found practically 

no statistically significant variation in the 

well-being of children in the 4 family types 

studied, indicating that the parents’ marital 

status and the presence of | or 2 parents in 

the household do not, of themselves, affect the 

child's well-being. We found that child-well- 

being is directly influenced by 5 main factors. 

The first and most important of these is the 

presence of unresolved problems between 

the child and its parents. These unresolved 

problems, as reported by the child, cover 

areas such as behaviour (notably homework, 

progress at school, drinking, smoking, drugs 

and behaviour in general), family issues 

(notably helping out around the house, 

doing things as a family, communication and 

relationships with parents or relatives) and 

personal autonomy (notably pocket money 

and how it is spent, friends including 

  

boyfriends / girlfriends, hobbies, fun activities 

and going to church). From the perspective 

of the child, these unresolved conflicts are 

associated with a major reduction in life 

satisfaction and a significant increase in 

psychological disturbance. 

The second major influence on the well- 

being of children is the characteristics of 

the mother. The characteristics which 

promote child well-being are the mother's 

physical and psychological well-being, her 

supportiveness to the child in terms of 

offering help and encouragement, her 

satisfaction with being a parent, and her 

skills in resolving conflicts with her partner; 

the factors which reduce child well-being 

are the mother's negative emotionality. 

The third influence on the well-being of 

children is the father's supportiveness. 

Fathers exercise an influence in all family 

types including those where they do not 

live with the child. Although fathers exercise 

less influence than mothers on the well- 

being of children, even in two-parent 

families, their supportiveness increases the 

child's life satisfaction and reduces their 

psychological disturbance and is strongly 

related to the mother's supportiveness, 

suggesting that supportive parents may 

reinforce each other's supportiveness. 

Interestingly, fathers who have a more 

‘egalitarian’ attitude to parenting (such as 

those who believe that ‘fathers should help 

with looking after the child’) have a significantly 

better relationship with their children than 

‘traditional’ fathers (such as those who are 

more likely to believe that ‘women should 

stay at home and take care of the children’). 

This attitude had the single greatest 

influence on the father-child relationship. 

The fourth influence is whether the child's 

grandparents have been separated, a finding 

which again confirms the inter-generational 

dimension of family life, possibly because of its 

effects on the acquisition of skills for parenting 

and couple relationships. Children may also be 

adversely affected by the reduced extended 

family which usually comes with the 

separation of parents and grandparents. 

The fifth factor is family income. Although a 

disturbingly large number of Irish children 

 



    

live in poverty, we found that family income 

was one of the less influential factors 

affecting the well-being of children as we 

measured tt. This may be due to an under- 

representation of poorer children and 

families in the study. At the same time, the 

study contained a broad spectrum of 

income groups, including one-income and 

two-income families, and it is surely 

encouraging that children in these diverse 

economic circumstances have broadly 

similar levels of well-being. 

These findings highlight the fact that the 

well-being of children is almost entirely and 

directly in the hands of their parents 

through whom almost all outside influences 

on their well-being are mediated. They also 

show that mothers exercise a considerably 

greater influence on the well-being of 

children than fathers, even in two-parent 

households, partly because they spend 

more time with the children but also 

because the characteristics of mothers 

seem to be more influential in setting the 

‘climate’ or‘atmosphere’ in the family — both 

through the parent-child relationship but 

also through the couple relationship. 

Conclusion 

This study shows that the physical and 

psychological well-being of parents and 

children are shaped primarily by family 

processes, particularly processes involving 

the ability to resolve conflicts and 

arguments, and by the personality traits of 

parents. The socio-economic environment 

exercises a lesser and more indirect 

influence while the type of family in which 

one lives — such as a one-parent or two- 

parent household and whether the parents 

are married, cohabiting, single or separated 

— has virtually no impact on family well- 

being. Figure | summarises these key 

influences on family well-being. 

IMPLICATIONS 

This study points to the importance of an 

inclusive concept of the family which 

focuses on the set of relationships which 

link parents to each other and to their 

children, even where the parents are not 

living In the same household. An important 

finding is that non-resident fathers continue 

to exercise a significant influence on the 

FIGURE | 
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well-being of their children as do their 

grandparents. This clearly indicates why we 

need a concept of family that is broader 

and richer than the concept of household 

which is currently how most people, 

including policy makers and family 

practitioners, usually understand the family. 

Even our Constitution treats the family and 

the household as the same thing although 

our experience, and the findings of this 

study, teach us that this is not always so. 

These findings have important implications 

for family policy by drawing attention to the 

need for measures which develop and 

support relationship skills since these are 

crucial in determining the well-being of 

families. All families, irrespective of type, 

need these skills if parents and children are 

to experience well-being. At the same time, 

interventions to support families also need 

to acknowledge the influence of parents’ 

psychological traits and the broader socio- 

economic circumstances of the family. In 

other words, interventions to support 

families need to be mindful of all of the 

factors which operate systematically to 

influence the well-being of its members and 

their relationships. 
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One of the significant gaps in our 

knowledge of families, which could be 

addressed by a larger national study, is the 

extent to which children and their parents 

fall below agreed ‘thresholds’ or 

‘benchmarks’ of well-being. In order to plan 

services for families and deliver them in a 

targeted way It is necessary to know the 

nature and extent of needs which exist and 

to evaluate the effectiveness of different 

ways of addressing those needs. This 

information does not exist at present 

although it could be provided through a full 

national study involving both ‘community’ 

and ‘clinical’ samples and including a fuller 

range of family types than has been possible 

in this research project. Although this 

report is considerably more than the ‘pilot 

study’ which was originally envisaged, it 

offers a framework for a national study of 

the family which could yield significant 

benefits to those concerned with 

promoting family well-being in all its forms. 

*The study is called Family Well-Being: What 

Makes A Difference? by Kieran McKeown, 

Jonathan Pratschke and Trutz Haase and is 

published by the Céifin Centre. Available at 

www.welfare.ie and www.ceifin.com.
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Introduction 

Barnardos exists to ensure that children’s rights are promoted and their needs met, and as children need 

their families, supporting families is a key part of the work we do. Families come in all shapes and sizes 

and all our services aim to acknowledge, celebrate and respond to that diversity. Many of the families with 

whom we work face the challenges of poverty, poor mental or physical health and social isolation.A key 

aspect of our approach is to enable families and by definition the adults and children within them, to develop 

the resilience to manage the transitions and challenges in their lives so they emerge with a strong identity 

and hope for the future. In this article | will begin by highlighting two definitions of family support and give a 

sample of some of the services that Barnardos provides within those definitions. | will then discuss some of 

Barnardos’ work in more detail, drawing attention to some of the evaluations that have taken place. | will 

conclude by highlighting some of the challenges for the future. 

   



  

Before | begin | would like to pay tribute to 

our key partners in provision of family 

support services: 

¢ Children and their parents, who use our 

services, give us feedback to improve 

what we provide and never fail to 

impress us with their resilience. 

* Staff who work for the organisation 

whose skills, commitment and integrity 

make the work happen. 

* And our funders, statutory, businesses, 

private individuals and the general 

public without whose support our 

work would not happen. 

Defining Family Support 

The services that Barnardos provides under 

the umbrella of family support exist within 

two definitions of family support: 

Definition | 

Family support is any activity or facility 

provided either by statutory agencies or by 

voluntary agencies or by community or 

individuals aimed to provide advice and 

support to parents to help then in bringing up 

their children.(adapted from Seen But Not Heard, Audit 

Commission, | 994). 

Fitting into definition one is the work of the 

National Children’s Resource Centres and 

Barnardos’ advocacy work. The National 

Children's Resource Centres are situated in 

Dublin, Galway, Cork, Limerick and Athlone. 

These centres provide parents with 

information on a range of issues associated 

with parenting from how to manage temper 

tantrums to a list of the local childcare 

providers. Parents can access information by 

phone, email or post. Alternatively they can 

call in to one of the centres with their child 

and browse. The NCRC also runs parenting 

courses at local venues. 

Barnardos’ advocacy work aims to improve 

the situation of all children and parents in 

Ireland. One aspect of our current 

advocacy campaign “Every Child Matters" 

focuses on the particular pressures of 

parenting in Ireland in the 21st Century and 

advocates for a variety of changes in 

government policy in order to ensure that 

parents are supported better in their role. 

We also consider it part of our role to 

comment on key aspects of government 

policy, which effect children’s lives. Therefore 

we advocate strongly for the full implementation 

of the National Children’s Strategy, Its 3 goals: 

* Children will have a voice in matters which 

affect them and their views will be given 

due weight in accordance with their age 

and maturity 

* Children's lives will be better 

understood; their lives will benefit from 

evaluation, research and information on 

their needs, rights and the effectiveness 

of services 

Children will receive quality supports and 

services to promote all aspects of their 

development complement Barnardos 

approach to family support work. 

e 

A significant amount of the direct work 

Barnardos does with children and their 

parents fits into the following second 

definition of family support. 

Definition 2 

Family support is an approach which is 

concerned with promoting the welfare of. 

children and young people, and seeking to 

ensure that their needs are met, through 

identifying and responding to issues in a 

family which are impacting on the child's 

development and well being and developing 

interventions which support family functioning. 

For the purpose of this article | will discuss 

some aspects of Barnardos family support 

work: family work, early years work, education 

work, teenage parenting programme, and 

family welfare conference projects. 

Family work 

Barnardos family work takes place in our 

centres throughout the country. Much of 

this work is undertaken in the 9 

Springboard’ projects that Barnardos runs 

in partnership with health boards. However, 

it Is Important to say that prior to the 

establishment of Springboard, Barnardos 

had already pioneered this approach in our 

centres in Moyross and Edenderry, which in 

turn had been developed based on 

experience of running family support 

services in Dublin for the previous 20 years. 

Key features which underpin Barnardos’ 

family work practice include 

* Child-centred practice, which recognises 

the child as the primary client. 

* Flexible, adaptable, creative practice 

offering a range of interventions in 

response to family’s needs. 

* Development of the therapeutic 

relationship between key worker and family 

* Recognition of the family as a system 

and a focus on relational issues between 

family members and the family and their 

community and on supporting the child 

and parent relationship. 

Needs led approach based on a 

structured assessment process. 

Partnership model — child / family / 

other professionals. 

* Respect for diversity and equality 

based practice. 

* Community based, accessible and non- 

stigmatising intervention with a 

commitment to outreach work. 

Solutions/strengths focused approach — 

focus on solutions and building hope. 

Clarity and openness about child 

welfare and protection responsibility. 

* Commitment to outreach work. 

* Supporting the family’s naturally 

occurring support networks, 

The evaluation of Barnardos’ family work, 

which was undertaken as part of the 

Springboard evaluation made the following 

findings: 

° There was a clinically-significant 

reduction in difficulties among one 

quarter of all children. 

A five-fold reduction in children's 

perceived risk of abuse. 

Four in ten parents experienced a 

reduction in stress and a strengthening of 

their support networks while nearly one 

quarter improved their parenting capacity. 

* Every parent and child attributed their 

improved well-being to the intervention 

of Springboard. 

* Health boards estimate that Springboard 

has been successful in halving the 

number of children at moderate-to-high 

risk of being abused or going into care. 

Barnardos is delighted that the effectiveness 

of family work in reducing risk to children 

and maintaining children in their community 

has been validated by comprehensive Irish 

based research, findings which are consistent 

with studies undertaken outside of Ireland. 

Early years work 

Barnardos’ early years services use a 

High/Scope curriculum’ and operate within 
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a well-defined quality framework. An 

independent survey of service users found 

that parents were particularly happy with 

the early years services. In these services 

parents are actively encouraged to learn 

about the High/Scope approach and to 

consider using some of the techniques as 

part of their parenting. One of the 

challenges facing our early years service is 

the level of need in the families whose 

children attend the service. A recent needs 

audit undertook by Dartington Social 

Research Unit highlighted the following 

level of need. 

BOX | Prevalence Rates of Common Needs 

Need Proportion of children 

Living Situation 

Substandard accommodation 36% 

Family socially isolated 34% 

Family & Social Relationships 

Family discord 

Neglect 

46% 

36% 

Social & Anti-Social Behaviour 

Adult aggressive at home 

Child behaviour problems 

27% 

22% 

Physical & Psychological Health 

Adult drug / alcohol misuse 

Child speech & language difficulties 

Adult chronic mental health 

Child chronic physical health 

49% 

37% 

24% 

15% 

Education & Employment 

Child not at pre-school 

Adult unemployed 

97% 

40% 

The need data were analysed using a 

qualitative grouping method — known as the 

‘shuffling exercise’ — by a team of project 

staff and researchers.A total of nine need 

groups were generated (Box 2). 

BOX 2 The Nine Need Groups 

     

Proportion of children 
o%Z 7 

   

Need Group 

Children need improved physical, 

educational, social & emotional 

development 5% 

2 Child need improved physical 

environment 5% 

Ww Children need improved physical ~ 

well-being 2% 

4 Children need support to achieve 

a positive start in school 4% 

mn Children need to be parented better 

and not to be neglected 5% 

  

       

Need Group Proportion of children 
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6 Children need their parents to 

realise the impact of their addiction 

on their parenting capacity and to 

take responsibility for their treatment 17% 

7 Children need domestic violence to stop ——-:12.% 

8 Children need to be protected from 

abuse and neglect 14% 

9 Children need improved social and 

emotional development 34% 

The initial audit is part of a Matching Needs 

and Services process, which Barnardos is 

undertaking in partnership with Dartington 

Social Research Unit. Our challenge is that 

while the current early years services are 

enabling vulnerable children to reach 

developmental milestones, the needs 

presenting in their families are considerable. 

In that context, in Barnardos we are 

currently considering how we can develop 

our early years services which work with 

parents on the issues that effect their ability 

to parent effectively. 

Barnardos’ most recent early years service 

in Thurles is one such model as it has been 

developed alongside one of our family 

centres. A child attends the early years 

service which enables the parents to 

undertake individual work and_ also 

provides a context where work can be 

done with the parent and child together. 

The service also provides an opportunity 

for parents to have reasonable day care for 

their children’ while they pursue 

training/educational options. In Barnardos 

we are also considering how we can 

develop an integrated model of service 

provisions in partnership with other 

agencies, where there are addiction issues 

in the family. 

Supporting families to enable their 

children to develop educationally 

The services which Barnardos provides to 

enable children to attend and remain in 

school and develop their educational 

potential, include breakfast clubs, after 

school clubs, work with parents, and work 

with school. These services, which are 

provided at key transition points (early 

years to primary, primary to secondary) 

enable the child to develop the confidence 

and skills to manage the transition 

successfully. Similarly, parents are 

encouraged to support their children’s 

education and are enabled to make the 

changes in their attitude and behaviour, 

which support their children. Schools differ 

in their response to children who present 

with challenging behaviour. Sometimes we 

find we have excellent partnerships, other 

times the development of the partnership 

demands a lot of work and negotiation 

on both sides to develop a shared 

understanding of the child's needs and how 

to work with the parent to ensure that the 

child remains and benefits from the school 

system. We know in Barnardos that all 

parents want their child to reach their 

educational potential although some may be 

unable or unwilling to support that. In 

Barnardos, our family support approach taps 

into their hopes for their child and helps 

them to develop the resources and access 

the support they need to manage the 

challenges in their own lives which are 

effecting their capacity to support their child. 

A significant amount of this work is funded 

by AIB under the Schoolmates, Better 

Ireland programme. AIB have also funded 

the evaluation of this work is currently 

being carried out by Children’s Research 

Centre, Trinity College Dublin.’ The most 

recent evaluation found that the 

programme is making a difference in the 

following ways: 

* With parents by: providing advice and 

support, enabling parents to learn to 

play with their children, linking parents 

with peers, linking parents with additional 

services, providing time out for parents. 

With children (development of social 

and communications. skills, increased 

self-esteem, increased ability to focus). 

* On parent-child relationships. (for 

example, through participation in toy 

libraries, parents are given the skills and 

information to play with their children). 

* On parent-school relationships (by 

supporting parents before, during and 

after their contacts with school personnel. 

* On school issues. (for example, by 

helping children acquire the social, 

communication and group skills to 

manage in the school environment). 

   



  

Family Welfare Conference Projects 

Barnardos runs 2 family welfare conference 

projects in partnership with the North 

Eastern Health Board and South Eastern 

Health Board. The provision of Family 

Welfare Conferences are one of the means 

by which Health Boards meet. their 

statutory responsibilities under the 

Children Act, 2001. A family welfare 

conference is a process, facilitated by a co- 

ordinator, where family members and other 

significant persons, come together to make 

a plan to address certain concerns or 

issues, which are present in a child or young 

person's life. The focus of the plan is on 

mobilising support from within a family’s 

own resources and networks. Unlike other 

more formal meetings, the family are the 

primary decision-making group. Any 

professionals involved support, provide 

information, and any necessary expertise in 

assisting the family in their compilation of a 

plan. Both projects have been running for a 

year and are perceived by all the 

stakeholders (children, families, friends, 

professionals) as being effective at enabling 

families and their network to work together 

in the interests of children. Plans have, for 

example, succeeded in supporting parents 

in practical ways to meet the demands of 

parenting, providing safety and support 

plans to enable a child to return from care, 

and also have resulted in children no longer 

being considered a child protection risk by 

virtue of the effectiveness of the support 

plan. Barnardos looks forward to the 

outcome of the independent evaluation of 

the service being undertaken in the North 

Eastern Family Welfare Conference Project. 

Teenage Parenting P rogramme 

Barnardos runs one of the 3 teenage 

parenting programmes, which received very 

positive evaluation in October 2002. 

Based in Dublin in the South West Area 

Health Board Region and_ universally 

available to all parents in the catchment area 

the initial objectives of the service were: 

* To identify the needs of the targeted 

young parents, the services available to 

them and any gaps in these services. 

* To collect, collate and disseminate 

information on the parenting process and 

experience of targeted young parents. 

* To provide services to enhance and 

support the well-being of young 

parents and children to ensure equality 

of opportunity. 

To encourage existing services to work 

collaboratively to enhance the capacity of 

the community, network and agencies to 

respond to the needs of this client group. 

To monitor and evaluate the pilot 

scheme and to disseminate the findings 

of the evaluation and stimulate any 

necessary change at policy level. 

Barnardos’ teenage parenting programme 

included the following: 

¢ Drawing up of individual support 

plans with young parents based on 

expressed needs. 

Individual support to young mothers, 

fathers and grandparents. 

Providing group based supports for 

parents. 

Providing financial assistance with 

childcare and education expenses. 

Encouraging participation in education, 

employment and training. 

Advocacy for young parents with 

services and agencies. 

Participation in evaluation process. 

Dissemination of learning arising to 

project committees, presentations to 

key stakeholders. 

The findings of the research indicated that: 

* 76% of participants interviewed in the 

evaluation believed that participation in 

the initiative had made their lives ‘much 

better’ or'better’. 

All participants interviewed believed 

that there was a need for support 

projects such as those provided by the 

Initiative and the majority said they 

would recommend the Initiative to any 

other young person they knew who 

was pregnant or a parent. 

The following supports offered by 

the Initiative were identified as helpful 

by parents: support with parenting; 

provision of information on a range of 

issues including income supports, health 

services, education and training; having 

‘someone to talk to’; and access to 

group supports, as well as individual, 

one-to-one supports. 

96% of participants interviewed 

believed that the Initiative had helped 

them with parenting. A variety of ways 

in which the Initiative achieved this 

were identified including: providing 

information on parenting and child 

development; reassuring them in their 

parenting role; linking young parents to 

other parents in their local area; and 

providing assistance with childcare 

and education. 

96% of participants interviewed 

believed that the Initiative had helped 

them as young adults. A variety of ways 

in which the Initiative achieved this 

were identified including: the personal 

support and encouragement provided 

by project staff to participants; by 

linking participants to other support 

services; encouraging and supporting 

their participation in education, training 

and employment; and by providing 

assistance with childcare and education 

related expenses. 

* There were no social admissions 

to hospital amongst the children of 

participating young parents nor were 

any of these children taken into care 

during the pilot period. 

Barnardos is delighted that this universal 

preventative targeted service has proved 

successful and has been mainstreamed by 

the Department of Health. 

Levels of need 

Barnardos has recently introduced a national 

service user database, which is an important 

tool for auditing and monitoring our family 

support work across the country. Following 

the pilot phase we have introduced a field to 

include the Hardiker Model (1993) so we 

can begin to gain concrete information 

about the levels of need at which our 

services currently operate. In the Hardiker 

Model (1993) need is outlined as follows: 

THE HARDIKER MODEL 

¢ Level of need |: 

Universally available services that can be 

expected to strengthen family functioning. 
Level of need 2: 

Support services targeted at families in early 

difficulties where the risk of breakdown is low. 

Level of need 3: 

Targeted work with individuals and/or families who 

are suffering severe and established difficulties. 

¢ Level of need 4: 

Work with children within the care system, or at 

home, to minimise the ill effect resulting from 
separation from home and/or their involvement 
in the care system. 
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Our National Children’s Resource Centres 

operate at Level |. Our advocacy service 

will often be advocating for better provision 

of service at all levels of need but 

particularly level 2, 3 and 4. We estimate 

that our direct services whilst aiming at 2,3 

and 4 primarily operate at levels 3 and 4. 

In our strategic plan for 2005-2008 we will 

be considering the mix of service provisions 

across each level of need. 

Challenges for the future 

Barnardos is currently participating in the 

review of family support services being 

undertaken by the Department of Health 

and Children. The terms of reference for 

the review are: 

° To develop a strategic statement to 

guide the development and operation 

of the broad range of support services 

to families with children by health 

boards. 

We are pleased that considerable 

consultation is taking place with a view to: 

* Reviewing current provision and 

patterns of provision and management. 

Identifying actions required to ensure 

appropriate development and delivery 

of Family Support Services by health 

boards. 

Identifying necessary linkages with 

significant voluntary and statutory 

services. 

* Considering issues for health boards in 

combining statutory child protection 

and family support services. 

Identifying processes to ensure services 

are focused on measurable 

improvements in outcomes for families. 

Barnardos has provided feedback on the 

initial draft of two key documents. “Towards 

a Working Definition of Family Support”, Dr. 

John Pinkerton, Pat Dolan and John 

Canavan and “Promoting the Well-Being of 

Children and Families: A Study of Family 

Support Services in Ireland’, Dr. Kieran 

McKeown, Madeleine Clarke and Michael 

Little. 

Broadly speaking, across the variety of 

stakeholders working in the family support 

arena, there is a commitment to evaluation, 

to being needs led, to user involvement and 

to inter-agency partnership. However, there 

remains for all of us the challenge of putting 

this commitment into practice. For example 

— truly being needs led will involve 

professionals being prepared to be flexible 

about their working hours and the nature 

and the context in which their work occurs. 

Working in partnership involves being 

prepared to share power, to negotiate, to 

compromise. Limited resources mean that 

in order for new services to start, current 

service provisions may need to be 

reconfigured. 

In Barnardos as part of our strategic 

planning for 2005-2008 we are asking 

ourselves some key questions which 

complement the Department of Health 

and Children's strategic review: 

What do we see as the ideal mix of 

service provision for vulnerable 

children and families in Ireland? 

¢ Where do we see our place in this? 

What key steps do we need to take 

with other stakeholders to create a 

context where all services are needs 

led and outcome focused? 

* What resources do we need to have 

in place to manage the challenges of 

this process? 

* What is the role of the voluntary 

sector in the provision of services to 

children and young people and their 

families? 

How can the voluntary sector work 

more effectively together and what is 

Barnardos’ role in contributing to the 

necessary developments? 

Conclusion 

In this article | have outlined Barnardos’ 

current approach to family support work 

and some of the challenges for the future. 

In particular as an organisation which works 

to make a difference to the lives of 

vulnerable children, young people and their 

parents, we are committed to learning and 

developing personally, professionally and 

organisationally. We aim to constantly 

question our effectiveness and embrace 

change, however challenging that may be. In 

a sense, embracing change is the least we 

can do, because in effect isn’t that we are 

asking children, young people and their 

parents to do on a daily basis? 
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Work/Life Balance 

CAOIMHE GLEESON 
Equality Officer NWHB 

  
Happen in the North West 

Introduction 

We live in a rapidly changing era where the needs of clients 

and customers are constantly evolving. More than ever, 

people are seeking high quality goods and services outside 

of ‘normal’ working or opening hours.We also live in an age 

where more people, in particular women, are joining the paid 

employment market.We are working in an ever-demanding 

world and are trying to juggle many different demands, e.g. 

customer satisfaction, work standards, childcare, eldercare, 

education and training commitments, community and 

voluntary commitments, sporting involvement, as well as 

commuting times to and from work. 

Additionally, the evolving nature of family life and changes in 

population structures have resulted in a changing context for 

working lives. The needs and expectations of people from their 

working lives have changed and in many cases have resulted in 

conflicts and pressures for employees in meeting the demands 

of multiple roles. 

Much work is still organised along traditional lines, with working 

practices underpinned by assumptions of households made up 

of two-parent heterosexual couples and children supported by 

single male breadwinners. In this model a 39 or 40-hour working 

week continues until retirement and work arrangements often 

adhere to clearly defined boundaries identified by organisations.
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This model of work no longer reflects the 

realities of a changing world in which 

working roles need to fit with other 

responsibilities such as caring responsibilities, 

hobbies and interests and with ongoing 

study and educational experiences. 

Working arrangements that allow flexibility 

and enable employees to achieve a better 

balance between work and other aspects 

of life have been shown to improve quality 

of life for employees, support the 

achievement of equality and produce better 

business results. Specific outcomes include: 

reduced stress; illness and absenteeism; 

increased motivation and productivity 

among employees; better customer service; 

reduced costs and more diverse workforces. 

It was against this backdrop that the Tipping 

the Scales project was developed in the 

North West of Ireland. The project, an EU 

funded initiative with support from the 

Department of Justice, Equality and Law 

Reform, was set up to explore how issues 

of work/life balance are being currently 

managed in 3 organisations in the North 

West — North Western Health Board, 

Donegal County Council and the Gender 

Focus Group of Donegal County 

Development Board. It set out to 

document best practice models relating to 

work/life balance in the transnational 

partner regions based in Sweden and 

Northern Ireland and to map out ways of 

advancing work/life practices in the region. 

lt aimed to demonstrate that work/life 

balance practice is possible, and is good for 

the employer, for the employee and for 

developing a level playing pitch for both 

women and men in the workplace. 

Furthermore, it attempted to show that 

work/life balance arrangements can benefit 

the whole organisation and do not need to 

be viewed as a daunting cumbersome 

exercise. The project also aimed to explore 

issues relating to home care work, 

otherwise known as home help work, in 

order to determine factors which can raise 

the status of the work in the community 

and to explore means of attracting men 

into this area of work. 

What is work/life balance? 

In this project we used the following 

definitions and concepts as our guide: 

Work/life balance involves 

seeking a balance between 

an individual’s work and 

their life outside work... this 

balance should be healthy 

...personal fulfilment is 

important inside work and 

...Satisfaction outside work 

may enhance employees’ 

contributions to work 

(Off the Treadmill, Drew, Humphreys & Murphy, 2003) 

Work/life balance is about looking at: 

° How much time people work 

¢ When they work 

e Where they work 

¢ Breaks from/in work 

¢ Choice and security in work 

° Balance in the relationship between 

working time and time outside work 

Worki/life balance can help achieve: 

° Better customer service 

¢ Improved productivity and performance 

° Less stress, absenteeism and illness 

¢ Improved return on investment in training 

* Better staff morale 

¢ Improved recruitment and retention 

e Increased innovation and creativity 

e A more diverse work force 

¢ Greater equality for women and men 

Worki/life balance policies can include: 

° Term-time working 

¢ Employment or career breaks 

° Part-time work 

¢ Flexible or personalised hours 

Flexible working arrangements 

e Annualised hours 

° Compressed working week 

e Voluntary reduced time 

° Flexi-time 

¢ Job sharing 

¢ Other leave/attendance arrangements 

What did the project do? 

In order to fully explore and examine the 

issue of work/life balance in our organisations, 

we undertook the following actions: 

¢ Baseline research into the practices/ 

uptake/understanding of the concept of 

work/life balance/flexible working 

options in the 3 partner organisations. 

3 transnational fieldtrips to examine 

models of work/life balance, flexible 

working options and home care work. 

5 transnational meetings to facilitate 

networking and exchange of 

ideas/information in relation to 

work/life balance. 

A series of work/life balance seminars and 

workshops with managers to explore 

mechanisms to manage and support 

work/life balance options at a local level. 

¢ The production of a work/life balance 

handbook for managers and staff which 

serves as a step-by-step guide to 

managing work/life balance. 

A series of interagency exchanges 

between other national projects 

engaged in exploring and developing 

the issue of work/life balance. 

¢ A work/life balance conference which 

disseminated information and best 

practice examples learnt through 

transnational exchanges. 

¢ The production of a project report 

which details all aspects of the project, 

case study information and lessons 

learnt during the project. 

Launch of a work/life balance strategy. 

Key findings from the research 

We asked staff from throughout the 3 

organisations the following questions: 

¢ What does "work/life balance" 

mean to you? 

¢ What work/life balance options 

are available to you? 

* 3 positives/negatives about taking 

up work/life balance options? 

* Are workilife balance options 

compatible with your service? 

* How could options be improved? 

¢ What could be available in 

the future? 

The following are some of the key findings 

from the research: 

Work/life balance for staff was 

understood as being about 

° Quality of life issues 

¢ Time to take on other things, e.g. 

hobbies, study 

  

 



  

¢ Life accommodated at work 

* More time with family 

¢ Greater flexibility and choice 

¢ Reduced risk of stress and burnout 

Work/life balance options and policies 

can help achieve the following: 

* Helps staff retention. 

° Increased motivation among staff. 

° Makes the organisation more "human". 

° Better performance — staff are ‘fresher’. 

° Loyalty towards individual managers 

when people have been facilitated. 

Some negative perceptions of 

work/life balance policies and 

practices were: 

° Loss of earnings/income/pension, etc. 

¢ Work commitments not reduced 

with reduced hours. 

Childcare often not compatible 

with work/life balance options. 

° Promotional issues. 

¢ Service delivery may be 

negatively affected. 

° No systems for monitoring how 

work/life balance options are working. 

Traditional work practices haven't 

kept pace with changes needed for 

work/life balance. 

° Replacement staff not provided. 

° Lack of consistency in information 

and in practice results in inequities. 

Difficult to manage complexities. 

The way ahead 

At the end of the project, we learnt that 

while there is a great deal of support and 

enthusiasm for work/life balance policies, 

the practices of implementing them are at 

times ad hoc, inconsistent and not 

systematically thought through in relation to 

their impact on service or employee needs. 

In view of this we recognised that a robust 

and consistent approach to work/life 

balance in the 3 partner organisations 

requires the following: 

| Acclear and consistent understanding 

of the concept of work/life balance 

within each organisation. 

2 Commitment from senior management 

to the concept of work/life balance 

policies and practices within their 

organisations. 

Corporate guidelines on work/life 

balance practices and procedures 
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which are developed in partnership with 

unions/ staff representative structures. 

4 An organisational culture that is driven 

by an efficient and effective use of time. 

5 To creativity and flexibility in how 

working time is used in each organisation. 

6 Use of partnership approaches and/or 

involvement of staff representatives in 

managing change relating to work/life 

balance. 

7 Availability of accessible, transparent 

and consistent information on work/life 

balance options throughout the 3 

partner organisations. 

8 Availability of information, training, 

guidelines and best practice case 

studies on work/life balance options 

for managers and staff. 

9 Development of mechanisms 

for managers and staff to consider 

the implications of pursuing 

certain work/life balance options, 

e.g. trouble-shooting mechanisms 

/ trial test mechanisms. 

10 Using pilot sites to develop and 

test new ways of working locally in 

consultation with staff and managers. 

|| Having a focus on work/life 

balance within human resource 

management, specifically in training 

in people management skills. 

|2 Having assessment, recording 

and monitoring procedures to 

ensure that new flexible work 

practices and procedures can be 

documented and reviewed. 

And finally 

We learnt that a thorough 

and equal work/life balance 

culture cannot be created in 

any organisation in Ireland until 

the issue of care, in particular, 

childcare and eldercare provision 

are adequately and robustly 

addressed at a local, regional 

and national level. 

For further details and information about 

Tipping the Scales, please contact : 

Caoimhe Gleeson, Equality Officer, NWHB 

on 071-9820593 

or e-mail Caoimhe.Gleeson@nwhb.ie 
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BILL O°DEA 
Assistant Principal Officer Family Support Agency 

Family & Community 

Well-Being 
The Family Support Agency was formally 

established by the Minister for Social and 

Family Affairs on the 6th of May 2003.The 

Agency has clearly defined functions and 

responsibilities in the area of family policy 

and services. It brings together programmes 

and services introduced by the government 

since 1997 which are designed to: 

¢ Promote local family support. 

¢ Support ongoing parenting 

relationships for children. 

¢ Help prevent marital breakdown. 

The Agency will publish its first Strategic Plan, 

~covering 2004-2006, on the tT Tth of May 2004. 

The Strategy, which was developed in 

consultation with stakeholders, has a strong 

family focus. It is grounded in a firm belief in the 

fundamental importance of families and family 

life for individuals, communities and society 

generally. It takes account of Government 

policy, in particular social inclusion policy as set 

out in the National Action Plan Against 

Poverty and Social Exclusion. 

The Strategy sets out the overall direction of 

the Agency over the next 3 years. It describes 

how the Agency will carry out its responsibilities 

and thereby support and strengthen family 

stability and family well-being in Ireland. 

Strategic Priorities 

The Family Support Agency has identified 5 

Strategic Priorities that set the overall direction 

for the organisation for the next 3 years :- 

| Support and strengthen families through the — 

delivery of high quality support services for 

families throughout the country. 

2 Foster a supportive community environment 

for families in partnership with the 

community, voluntary and statutory sectors. 

3 Contribute to the effectiveness of family 

  
policy and services by undertaking or 

commissioning research into matters 

related to the Agency's functions or such 

other matters as the Minister may request. 

4 Promote the Family Support Agency as 

a key provider of support services and 

related information for families in Ireland. 

5 Create an environment which recognises 

the value of Family Support Agency staff 

and supports their continuing development. 

The first 3 Strategic Priorities capture the 

essence of the Agency's functions, delivering 

direct and indirect support services for families 

and contributing to the effectiveness of family 

policy and services through research.The 4th 

Strategic Priority reflects the importance of 

raising awareness of the leading role the Agency 

plays in delivering support services and related 

information for families throughout Ireland. 

The 5th Strategic Priority emphasises the 

high value the Agency places on its staff and 

their central role in implementing the 

Strategy and delivering high quality support 

services for families in line with the Agency's 

statutory functions 

 



  

The Agency 

With a Chief Executive Officer, Mr Pat 

Bennett who was appointed on the 6th of 

May 2003 and over 50 staff, the Family 

Support Agency is overseen by a Board 

comprising 12 members. The Board is 

appointed by the Minister for Social and 

Family Affairs. The members appointed have 

expertise and experience in the fields of 

family and community services, counselling, 

family mediation, research and family law. 

The Family Support Agency provides a 

direct, nationwide family mediation service 

and supports, promotes and develops the 

provision of marriage and relationship 

counselling, other family supports and the 

Family and Community Services Resource 

Centre Programme. The Agency has a 

responsibility to undertake or commission 

research, to advise, inform and assist the 

Minister and to promote and disseminate 

information about family-related issues. 

Main Services Provided by the Family 

Support Agency 

1. Funding of Family & Community 

Services Resource Centres 

The Agency supports, promotes and 

develops the Family and Community 

Services Resource Centre Programme. 

The aim of the Family and Community 

Services Resource Centre Programme is to 

combat disadvantage and improve the 

function of the family unit. The emphasis in 

the centres is on the involvement of local 

communities in developing approaches to 

tackle the problems they face and on 

creating successful partnerships between 

the voluntary and statutory agencies in the 

area concerned. Family Resource Centres 

involve people from marginalised groups 

and areas of disadvantage at all levels. 

The services provided and activities 

supported by the Resource Centres are 

designed to meet the needs of the local 

community. They include the following: 

° The provision of information, advice and 

support to target groups and families in 

the area. 

° Practical assistance to community groups 

such as training, information, advice and 

photocopying facilities, 

° The provision of education courses 

and training opportunities. 

° The provision of childcare facilities for those 

attending courses provided by the centre. 

° The running of after school clubs. 

° The services provided by the Family and 

Community Services Resource Centres 

uphold the community development 

ethos and the principle of inclusiveness, 

both central to the Agency's values. 

Since the commencement of the programme 

in 1994, the number of core funded centres 

has increased from 10 to 70. Funding has 

increased from €317,500 (£250,000) in 

1994 to €8.39 million in 2004. Since its 

establishment on the 6th of May 2003, the 

Family Support Agency has approved core 

funding to || centres. 

2. Funding of organisations providing 

marriage & relationship counselling & 

other family supports 

Through the Scheme of Grants to Voluntary 

Organisations providing marriage, child and 

bereavement counselling services, the Agency 

administers funding to voluntary and community 

organisations providing these services. 

The Scheme of Grants focuses on the 

development of support services in the 

community for families to enhance stability 

in family life and to assist families and their 

members in dealing with difficult periods 

which they may experience. The aim is to 

achieve a larger and more accessible 

service and to ensure the highest level of 

service possible. The policy objectives which 

inform funding allocations are: 

° Continued investment in the established 

major providers of services so that they can 

consolidate their lead role in the provision of 

high quality counselling services. 

¢ The provision of a regional network of 

accessible support by investment in 

significant providers of services in key 

catchment areas throughout the country. 

Additional support for organisations 

providing services in disadvantaged 

communities. 

Funding to voluntary and 

organisations to provide these services for 

families has increased from €1.143million 

(£900,000) in 1997 to €7.610 million in 2004. 

Since its establishment the Family Support 

Agency has provided funding to some 460 

organisations providing marriage, relationship, 

child and bereavement counselling services. 

community 

3.A Nationwide Family Mediation Service 

The Agency is responsible for the provision 

  

of family mediation to separating couples in 

Ireland. The need to assist persons involved 

in the process of separation or divorce to 

reach agreement where possible, especially 

in disputes involving children, is central to 

the delivery of this service. 

The Family Mediation Service, now the 

responsibility of the Family Support Agency, is 

a free, professional, confidential service which 

enables couples who have decided to separate 

to reach agreement on all issues related to 

their separation. It assists couples in addressing 

the issues on which they need to make 

decisions including: post-separation living 

arrangements, finances; and parenting 

arrangements to enable children to have an 

ongoing relationship with each parent. 

Over the last 7 years, the Family Mediation 

Service has increased from 2 centres in Dublin 

and Limerick to |4 centres throughout the 

country. The Family Mediation Service now has 

offices in Athlone, Blanchardstown, Castlebar, 

Cork, Dublin, Dundalk, Galway, Limerick, Marino, 

Tallaght, Tralee, Waterford, Wexford and Sligo. 

Since its establishment the Family Support 

Agency has opened the new Family Mediation 

Service offices in Sligo and Waterford. The 

number of couples accessing the Family 

Mediation Service has increased from 484 

couples in 1997 to over 1,399 in 2003. 

4.Research and information 

on family related issues 

The Agency has a key role in the area of 

research into matters related to its functions 

or such other matters as the Minister for 

Social and Family Affairs may request. It will 

progressively develop a research programme 

in order to contribute to the effectiveness 

and future development of family policy and 

services. In this regard, the Agency will 

develop a collaborative approach and will 

utilise and disseminate research findings. 

The Family Support Agency has a responsibility 

to advise, inform and assist the Minister for Social 

and Family Affairs in relation to the development 

of any aspect of the Agency's functions. It also has 

a responsibility to promote and disseminate 

information in relation to marriage and 

relationships education, family mediation, 

parenting and family responsibilities and related 

matters. In meeting these responsibilities, the 

Agency will promote the value of support 

services for families and will heighten public 

awareness of these support services. 
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Action for a Change: 

An Activity Pack on Young 

People and Social Change 

National Youth Agency; 

Trust for the Study of Adolescence; 

Citizenship Foundation, 2003 

Feilire: Tég Sos 

Western Health Board; 

Galway City & County Childcare 

Cormmiittee, 2003, 

Because We're Worth It: 

Enhancing Self-Esteem in Young 

Children 

Lucky Duck Publishing, 2003 

Emotional Release for Children: 

Repairing the Past, Preparing 

the Future 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd., 

2004 

ISPCC Childline Service: 

A Review 

Children's Research Centre, 2004 

The Office of the Ombudsman 

for Children: International 

Learning and Priorities for 

Ireland: Promoting and 

Protecting the Rights of 

Children, Including Those in 

Poverty And Social Exclusion 

Children's Rights Alliance, 2004 

Counselling Children, 

Adolescents and Families: 

A Strengths-Based Approach 

Sage Publications, 2004 

Creative Therapies with 

Traumatised Children 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2003 

  

This list refers to resources added to NCRC library stock. 

For a fuller list of resources on a specific topic, please contact 

your local centre. 

(Please note that these titles are not sold by the NCRC) 

Domestic Violence: Guidelines 

for Research-Informed Practice 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd., 

20083 

Helping Children Feel They 

Belong:A Guide to Good 

Practice in Community-Based 

Prevention and Support Work 

with Children and Young People 

at Risk of Educational 

Disadvantage 

The Children's Research Centre, 

2003 

Essential Skills for Managers of 

Child-Centred Settings 

David Fulton Publishers Ltd., 2003 

Education and Care in the 

Early Years 

Gill and Macmillan, 2003 

Families and Family Life in 

Ireland: Challenges for the 

Future 

Department of Social Community 

& Family Affairs, 2004 

Survival Plan for Parents: In the 

Separation/Divorce Process 

Law Society of Ireland, 2003 

Social Work with Children and 

Families 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd., 

2004 

National Standards for Foster 

Care 

Stationery Office, 2003 

Mental IlIness. The Neglected 

Quarter: Promoting the Rights 

of the One in Four Irish People 

Affected by Mental Illness 

Amnesty Inter national 

(Irish Section), 2003 

Parents Plus: Early Years 

Programme:a Practical and 

Positive Guide to Parenting Young 

Children Aged One to Six 

Parents Plus, 2003 

Key Times for Play:The First 

Three Years 

Open University Press, 2003 

Too Safe for Their Own Good?: 

Helping Children Learn About 

Risk and Lifeskills 

National Children's Bureau, 2003 

Values in Sex Education: 

From Principles to Practice 

Routledge Falmer, 2003 

Can I Tell you about Asperger 

Syndrome?:A Guide for Friends 

and Family 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd., 

2004 

Parenting the ADD Child: Can't 

Do? Won't Do? 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers Ltd., 

2004 

The American Traveller 

Galway Travellers Support Group, 

2003



Barnardos’ National Children’s Resource Centre 

Training Events May—December 2004 

7 May Cold tT Test Cell apea colar) 

14 May Portlaoise § Self-Esteem @ Children 

SPA leta Carlow Play in a Multicultural Environment 

14 June Tullamore Understanding the World of the Adolescent 

sear Carlow Pr te aCe ere eC RCC Leet -a ad it 

17 September = Cork AT FNC oe LTH eel reme Lb sdeet cee aa] 

WY Pa) 01 DIT Creative Arts Therapies 

8 October - Dublin Developing Policies @ Procedures in Childcare Settings 
22 October Athlone arta dM Lela 

12 November Portlaoise Play in a Multicultural Environment 

19 November — Cork Building Confidence in Adolescents @ Teenagers 

Be Blan) 9 Sligo Managing and Working in the After School Facility 

Cost One Day Event: €100 *Two Day Event: €160 ® Booking form and further details available from: 

Martina Dumpleton, Tel: 01 4530355 

Barnardos’ NCRC, Fax: 01 4530300 

Christchurch Square, Email: martina.dumpleton@barnardos.ie 
Dublin 8 

Details of external Irish and overseas events are available on our website at www.barnardos.ie/nerc/training 

Publications 

cog Colm ei elema less 
The NCRCis now publishing a bi-monthly e-newsletter which will provide relevant 
up-to-date information on childcare related events, publications, initiatives, etc. 

If you would like to join the mailing list, please forward your email address to 
caroline. healy@barnardos.ie. 

A Parent’s Guide to the National Child Protection Guidelines By Geraldine Fox 

The purpose of this guide is to explain to parents the hows and whys of protecting 
children. The three main sections outline what you should do if you are worried that 

a child you know is being abused, what happens if you are investigated by the health 

board for child abuse and what you can do to make sure your own children are safe 
when they are in someone else’s care. 

Free + 48 cent postage 

ore ea : 4 ; . 
pied A is Nae etl RaraWe alae Mec Ragas 
Neen ae ee This practice guide outlines a model of good practice for after school projects and is 
rn Z : designed to help workers to work towards developing and always improving their 

practice. The guide is for anyone who works with children and young people in an after 

school project. It may be particularly helpful for those who are providing a service for 
children and young people aged 8-14 years. 
€12 + €1.44 postage 

Barnardos' Family Guide to the Internet 

This simple guide offers practical advice to parents and a set of kids rules on how to stay 
safe online. Poster also available. 
Free + 60 cent postage 

args mele Cam el melee) (le 

River Court, Golden Island The Bowling Green Christchurch Square 41 - 43 Prospect Hill 10 Sarsfield St 
Athlone White Street, Cork Dublin 8 (ere Mit arel 4 
Tel: 090 6479584 Tel: 021 4310591 Tel: 01 4549699 Tel: 091 565058 Tel: 061 208680 

Fax: 090 6479585 Fax: 021 4310691 Fax: 01 4530300 Fax: 091 565060 Fax: 061 440214 

ncrc@athlone.barnardos.ie nere@cork.barnardos.ie ncrc@barnardos.ie ncrc@galway.barnardos.ie ncrc@midwest.barnardos.ie  


