
Change and Continuity in 
Family Life: 

an Irish Case Study 

Dr. John Canavan

with 

Dr. Rosemary Crosse











AIMS 
•Provide a case-study on family change and 
continuity in Ireland to inform the conference 
deliberations 
•Offer a framework for delegates’ own 
reflections on the meaning and significance of 
family 
•Develop the case for new attention to family as 
an explicit focus in social policy development 
and implementation



Structure 
1. Introduction and Context 
2. Family Change:

•Fertility, formation, diversity, work and 
poverty 

3. Services’ Crisis
4. Summary and Conclusion
• Caveat – dominant heterosexual family narrative

o emerging family forms and contexts but much of the research and policy 
focus still narrow….



Why do families matter ?
1. Because of the nature and significance of family as a social institution

2. Formative for who we are as individuals, citizens and future family 
members

3. Context within which many adversities are played out 

4. Context within most of the helped needed to overcome adversity is 
accessed or solutions developed 

5. Source of most CARE

6. Central to policy – State, Market, Non-Profit Sector and Family

7. Strong constitutional position













Family is problematic 
•Extended out-washing of the consequences of the 
Irish State’s alliance with Catholic church

•A source of suffering for significant minority of 
people:

continuum from unhappy, conflict ridden contexts to 
families where there are validated cases of child abuse 
and neglect and ongoing domestic and sexual violence   

•As the basis of patriarchal control of women by 
men







Family is problematic 

•Also because its hard to define and 
therefore hard to study / measure

•For all of these reasons policy makers in 
Ireland may not want to articulate an 
explicit focus on families …



• .…it is probably true to say at present that 
‘family’ does not really serve as an influential 
organising concept in Irish policymaking. It is 
currently less forceful in that context than, for 
example, the concern with children … 

•….as a traditional loose array of distributive 
measures, services and regulatory frameworks 
targeted on various aspects of family life rather 
than as a single well-integrated or clearly 
defined field’ (Fahey and Nixon, 2013, p.126).



Values Changes – Recent Referenda

1. Children’s Rights 2012 
(58:42)

2. Same-sex Marriage 
2015 (62:38)

3. Abortion 2018 (66:34)

4. Divorce 2019 (82:18)

• The long standing image of Ireland 
as a conservative, Catholic country 
has been shattered. The scale of 
the Yes vote produced newspaper 
headlines around the world. 
Analysis of the voting patterns 
using a demographic lens confirms 
that the change in values is 
generational. Irish citizens are 
becoming more liberal and the 
conservative base has shrunk to a 
one-third minority (Elkink, Farrell, 
Reidy and Suiter, 2017 p.378)
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152,302 Cohabiting Couples, 
average number of children 0.9
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231,000 children living in households
experiencing poverty in 2017







• ‘increasing socio-economic diversity of 
households experiencing economic stress 
points to the relevance of more broadly-based 
policy responses, incorporating supports for 
housing, debt relief, childcare costs and 
improvements in the quality of public services’ 
(Watson and Whelan, 2016, 496).





Housing Need and Homelessness 

•10,378 people 
homeless in 
Week April 22-28, 
2019

•3,794 children 

•6,584 adults 

•1,729 families 

•1,003 single 
parent families 









Caring 
• 195,263 

persons (4.1% of 
population) were 
providing unpaid 
assistance to 
others

• Women made up 
just over 6 in 10 
carers (60.5%, 
118,151 carers) 
with 77,112 
(39.5%) men. 

• 3,800 children 
under 15 years 
engaged in 
providing care to 
others, accounting 
for 1.9 per cent of 
all carers.



Key Points  
1. Significant values changes, demographic changes, socio-

economic changes
2. Increasing diversity
3. Continuity in values regarding family and marriage
4. Impact of austerity on families – poverty and services’ crisis 
5. The caring role of families
6. Some families and all families (economic and non-

economic bases of adversity)
7. Many implications for policy and service responses



Fertile Period for Policy and Strategy

• (first?) Commission on the Family 1998; 
FSA, FRC Programme, Marriage 
Counselling etc.

• Active role of the state in directly 
undertaking / sponsoring research 
studies relating to family
oGUI; FSA; DESP – (DSFA)

• National Childrens Strategy, Agenda for 
Children’s Services, BOBF and Associated 
Sectoral Strategies, First 5

• Various Social Protection Measure 
Changes  

• Child and Family Relationships Act (2015)

• Parents and Fathers

Children
Parents/Parenting

Individualist 
Instrumental
Sectoral 

Relational/Interdependent

Values
Integrated / Holistic



In Conclusion

A Simple Argument:
• Family a central social institution affecting and affected by society  
• Major demographic and socio-economic changes but continuing 

significance of families 
• Post(?)-Austerity services’ crises deeply affecting families 
• Range of policy developments affecting families and children 

many positive 
• Time to reflect on place of family in Irish society and social policy 

oValues – societal and individual
oOrganising concept for social policy development, implementation and 

integration

• A second Commission on the Family?


