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1. Introduction 

This paper surveys the available research on the 

nature of poverty in Ireland. It focuses mainly on the 

composition of the poor. The paper summarises for the reader 

the results of the available research on the characteristics 

of the groups and categories of people most in need. It 

illustrates some of the conceptual and methodological 

problems in the measurement of poverty while making the 

reader aware of some of approaches used in Ireland to tackle 

these problems. 

As this paper will discuss in some detail the risk and 

incidence of poverty for various categories of people we will 

define these two terms. The risk of poverty is the 

probability of being poor for those belonging to a certain 

group. This figure can help to indicate "pockets" of poverty 

or those categories where people are most likely to be poor. 

The incidence of poverty is the percentage of all poor 

households or persons that belong to a certain group or 

category. Thus one might have a situation where 50 per cent 

of a certain group of households were poor (risk) but they 

only comprised 5 per cent of all poor households [incidence). 

This would happen because they only formed a small percentage 

of the total population. Conversely a group with a low risk 

of poverty could have a high incidence due to its size in the 

population. The policy implications of risk and incidence 

rates may vary. A targeted campaign could be used to 

decrease the risk of certain groups but if the incidence is 

high then the cost of such a campaign could be very large. 
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There are many descriptive categories into which one can 

group people in order to study their wealt'-h or their level of 

need. One moy examine the risk ond incidence of poverty of 

numerous categories. However, the resulting figures, 

although enlightening about o particular group are not causal 

explonotions for the risk and incidence of poverty among that 

group. 

Concepts such as social class and family cycle do, 

however, allow us to develop an explanatory framework for 

Social class which may be defined the poverty. 

determinant of "life cha11ces" works in the inheritance, 

mainLPnance and transmission of poverty in a structural way. 

Family cycle defined as the changes over a typical family's 

life course, from formation to dispersal, can help us to 

understand both the family's needs and its economic strength. 

Economic strength can be defined as the ratio of earners to 

consumers for which the family must provide. 

2. The Composition of the Poor in Ireland: Outline of 
Previous Research 

The studies we will examine here are Seamus D Cinneide's 

( 1972) paper on the extent of poverty in Ireland, Eithne 

Fitzgerald's ( 1980) NESC Report and her chapter in "One 

Million Poor" ( 1981), John D. Roche's chapter in "Poverty and 

Social Policy" (1982) and his book "Poverty and Income 

Maintenance Policies in Ireland" ( 1984) and Rottman, Hannon 

e I al., ( 1982) ESRI Paper "Social Class and Family Cycle In-

equalities". 
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Taking these &tudie& in turn we will discus& their 

sources and general features. 0 Cinneide'.'s ( 19?2) paper set 

out to measure the extent of national poverty. He had, due 

to the deficiencies of the data then available, to piece 

together information from a variety of sources. Nationally 

representative household level date showing income from 

different sources was not available to him. However, through 

the use of administrative statistics on the numbers in 

receipt of social welfare payments together with sectoral 

earnings data, the Farm Management Survey, the Census of 

Retail Distribution, the Census of Industrial Production and 

Census of Population data he estimated the numbers in poverty 

in each category. The lack of individual household data 

severely limited the analysis since there was no firm basis 

to examine the distribution of total income from on which 

different sources or the way individuals were combined in 

families/households. There was also the problem of 

estimating the risk of poverty for certain categories such as 

the self-employed. 0 Cinneide 's ( 1980) paper updated his 

earlier work using much the same methodology. 

at that time use the 19?3 Household Budget 

He could not 

Survey ( HBS) 

because the published data did not allow incomes to be 

adjusted to take differences in household size and 

composition into account. What O Cinneide did do, however, 

was ta paint to certain groups or categories which were in 

particular danger of poverty, namely, the aged, small 

farmers, the unemployed and low paid workers. 

Faur other studies have analysed the extent of poverty 

in Ireland using the detailed HBS data an computer tape 

rather than the published results. Three of these 
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Fitzgerold ( 1961), Rottmon, Hennon et al ( 1962) ond Joyce ond 

McCoshin ( 1962) - ore bosed on the 1973 HilS, while Roche's 

( 1 984) study used the results of the only. other notionwide 

HBS, that of 1960.' ,., 

The Household Budget Survey is o CSO survey mainly for 

the purpose of adjusting the Consumer Price Index. It 

measures household size, composition, expenditure and income 

among other variobles. It is up to now, despite certain 

problems in the measurement and reporting of income, the 

single best source for poverty studies which use an income 

standard as a measure of "need". The relevant variables such 

as household size and age structures can be taken into 

account when creating household equivalent income. 

The first published analysis of poverty using the HBS 

was by Eithne Fitzgerald (1980) in NESC Report No. 4?. 

Families were grouped according to equivalent income units 

( i . e. , income per adult equivalent, where the Head of 

Household has a weight of 1, etc.) and she analysed the 

bottom 20 per cent and 30 per cent of the income 

distribution. Looking at the bottom 30 per cent and 

up-rating incomes to 1980 prices she notes that these 

households received less than the old age pension payable to 

a couple at that date. Fitzgerald breaks down the poor, in 

line with her main object of investigation, by household 

composition and working/non-working status. In Fitzgerald's 

later work, One /'Ii 11 ion Poor ( 1961), she extends the analysis 

of poverty and shows which groups have the highest rates of 

poverty. 
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Rottmon, Honnon, et al, ( 1982) concentroted on onolysing 

the composition of the poor, particulorl/ in terms of closs 

ond family cycle factors rather thon orriving ot o precise 

estimate of the number in poverty. Their poverty lines were 

bosed on prevailing Unemployment Benefit (US) rates, with 

results presented for the number of households in the 19?3 

H8S ot or below the US level, between 100 per cent and 120 

per cent, 120 per cent to 140 per cent etc; 

Although Roche's first onolysis of the HBS wos completed 

in 19?9 it was not published until 3 years later, when it 

appeared in summorised form in Joyce ond McCashin (1982). 

That paper analysed in some detail the numbers and 

composition of the poor. The poverty lines used are the 

Unemployment Assistance (UA) rates in mid-19?3, thot level 

plus 20 per cent ond plus 40 per cent. 

Roche (1984) provides the only detailed study of poverty 

bosed on the 1980 H8S. Roche odjusted his eorlier poverty 

lines upwards to allow comparision with his 19?3 work (the 

adjustments took into account the rise in the CPI and in real 

national income (GNP per head) between 19?3 and 1980). The 

results showed o substontiol foll in the numbers in poverty 

between 1973 and 1980. 

Table taken from Nolan ( 198?) displays the main 

feotures of the vorious studies under discussion here. One 

point to be taken into account in all the studies is thot 

they deol with households or individuol level doto. For o 

variety of reasons family units, defined as persons living 

alone, a parent or parents and their offspring, or tax units 

are not the focus of analysis. Using the household as the 

unit of onolysis hos o number of disodvontoges, especiolly in 
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the area of taxation policy end income maintenance. Also, the 

implicit assumption of shared resources among household 

members may not be valid. Roche points. out, however, that 

Tab! e I: Nain Features of Studies Quantifying the Exte,t of Poverty in Ireland 

Study Year 
To Wtich lncoae Estiuted 
Resd ts ~ain Data rncome Recipient Equivalence Percentage 
Refer Source Concept Unit Scal~s Poverty Line Poor 

0 Cinneide 1971 Ad1inis- Bross fndividual/ ad hoe ad hoe 241 of 
{1972) trative lnco,e faei I y (basec part! y populatior 

data on UK Supp. 
Ben. rates I 

0 Cinneide 1975 Adminis- Srcss lndi vidual/ Oeri ved fro• 1971 line 277. of 
!1980i trati ve Income fati l y EEC attitude updated, population 

data survey + 50% 

Roche 1 in 1973 HBS Disposable Household UA implicit IA! UA (Al 10% h/h-9% persons 
Joyce &: !rico11e scales (BJ u~ + 201 {8) 15% h/h-10X persons 
McCashi n (net of (Cl UA + 40% (CJ 231. h/h-21% persons 
(1982) so1e rent} 

Fi t:gerald 1973 HBS Disposable Household Based on Equivalent to 30Y. ,! households; 
I! 9811 adminis- UK studies contr. cld age [20% below 3 / 4 

trative pension rate of this inco1el 
statistics for couple 

Rotttan, 1973 HBS Disposable Household UB i1plicit Principally 7% at or below UB 
Ha::!'la:1 scales UB 20% at or below ~Bf40i. 
~ t al Uf' + 207. 
iJ 982) UB • 407. 

Roche 198(' HBS Disposable Household UA i1plicit !Al 1973 UA, rn: 4"' ,. 
(1984 :; (c!et of SC3.l:?S adjusted fo• (B) 7'!. } of hc,usehoI ds 

so111e rent) increase i r CP ! !CJ 1?• ... 1. 

ane 5N' to 198(,, 
181 this plus 207. 

and 
(Cl plus 40% 

Sol!rce: Nolan &. (19871, p. 7. 

84 per cent of households in the 1980 HBS comprise single 

family units end that the problem should not be exaggerated. 

The best possible solution is to analyse the extent of 
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poverty on fomily, tox unit ond household unit bosis. A 

judgement could then be mode of the etfects of this on 

poverty estimates and policy implications .. 

As pointed out above, risk and incidence levels for 

various groups or categories of the poor may have different 

policy implications, however so does the poverty line picked 

by the analyst. Hannan, Rottman et al. found that 20 per cent 

of households had a dispoable income less than 140 per cent 

of UB. Roche, however, found 23 per cent of households in 

poverty at 140 per cent of UA level. This discrepancy was in 

part due to the equivalence scales used. The implicit scales 

of the UA and UB schemes were used in both studies and the 

equivalence rate for children on the UA scale was on average 

double that of the implicit scale in the UB rates. Roche also 

deducts rent from direct income to measure disposable income 

for households with rented accommodation while Rottman, 

Hannan et al., do not deduct rent in their calculation of 

disposable income. The major cause of this anomalous finding 

was, however, that Rottman, Hannan et al. use the October 

1972 rates of payment for UB (£5.50 for a single person or 

£9.30 

(£5.35 

nearly 

for a couple) and Roche used the July 1973 rates UA 

for a single person or £9.25 for a couple) which are 

equal and, as mentioned above, the implicit 

equivalence rate for children on the UA scale was nearly 

double that of the UB scale. 

It is conventional to take some poverty line to 

represent the basic State minimum or what is regarded as a 

minimum income and to present results at that level, 120 per 

cent of that level and 140 per cent of that 

allows the reader to see the different effects 

level. This 

of adopting 
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higher levels of the poverty line. The rationale for adopting 

the 140 per cent level is thot in ce~toin circumstances 

additions ore mode to the basic scole to cover esceptionol 

expenses and thot there are provisions for disregarding 

certain omounts of other income in the means test. This, ond 

the issues raised in the use of various poverty lines, ore 

discussed fully in Nolan ( 1987). 

3. The Composition of the Poor 1973 

Initially we will discuss briefly the characteristics of 

the poor in 19?3 os outlined in Fitzgerald ( 1961), then we 

will proceed to examine Rottman, Hannan et al., ( 1982) and 

Roche in Joyce and McCashin (1982) in detail. 

Using the HBS, Fitzgerald shows that the highest risk of 

poverty occurs in working families with four or more 

children, one parent families, the aged (over 65 years) both 

.single and married, but foremost among families whose head is 

unemployed with children. As unemployment rose rapidly in 

the 19?3-1960 period the incidence of poverty for this group, 

as we will see below, also rose. 

Using other data sources, the Revenue Commissioner's 

reports of 197?/78, the Farm Management Survey of 19?8/79, 

Social Welfare Statistics, she pointed to the increasing 

numbers of low paid workers who came into the tax net, the 

increasing problems for the farming community and the lack of 

facilities and amenities for both rural households and the 

elderly. Old and Alone ( 1980), the St.Vincent de Paul 

publication showed that over half the elderly living alone 

had no bath or shower and one third did not even possess a 



9 

kitchen sink. 

Other groups Fitzgerald draws •ttention to are 

educational under-achievers, the travellers whom we will not 

discuss in this paper ( see Rottman, Tussin11 and Wiley, 1986) 

and the institutionalised population, especially the old 

(13,000) ond long stay psychiatric patients (14,000) whose 

conditions were frequently not up to an acceptable standard. 

3.1 

We now focus on two papers which analyse the risk and 

incidence of poverty in 1973 in some detail. Chapter 2 of 

Poverty a11d Social Policy (1982) based on a backaround 

paper by J.O. Roche is primarily a statistical analysis of 

the extent, risk and incidence of poverty in Ireland while 

Rottman, Hannan et al. ( 1982) implement the concepts of 

social class and family cycle to measure their effects on 

poverty. We will first discuss the demographic 

characteristics of the poor and outline the meaning of and 

implications for poverty, of the life-cycle approach. The 

next area discussed will be the economic status of the poor 

and the relationship of social class to poverty. Finally, we 

will discuss regional variations in the risk and incidence of 

poverty. 

3.2 Demotraphic Characteristics 

Roche's analysis of the HBS shows that in demographic 

terms three groups stand out in terms of risk of poverty. 

Single adult households (70 per cent of which are headed by a 

female and two out of' three of' these are widows), single 

parent families who have a hign risk of' poverty but a 
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low incidence (8 per cent of poor households) and large 

two adults and five or \more children who families, 

represent 12 per cent of poor households but 30 per cent of 

poor persons. The aged ( over 65) represent 26 per cent 

of poor households at all poverty lines but only 18 per 

cent of poor persons reflecting the variation of household 

size by age of HOH. Households headed by persons under 45 

years of age constitute 23 per cent of all poor households 

but 40 per cent of all poor persons. These figures bring out 

some of the elements of the family cycle which we will now 

examine. 

This concept of family cycle provides an approach to the 

measurement and explanation of differences among households 

that affect both the income flow to households and the 

outflows required for consumption. Family cycle is based on 

the stages a typical household goes through from its 

formation to its eventual dispersal. The number of people in 

a household, the number of income earners as opposed to 

consumers, the ages of household members, their family 

relationships, can be subsumed under one concept that 

captures the major stages through which most households 

pass. Though there are distinctive variations in the effect 

of the family cycle acc~rding to social class, all families 

share the problem of continuously adjustirig to meet the 

exigencies of the family life cycle. Variations in the 

extent and pressures on the family or household unit depend 

on the following factors: 

( 1) the flexibility of wages or income received over 
the life cycle; 
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(2) the extent to which the age or life cycle stage 
at which wages/salaries peak coincid~ with that 
at which consumption peaks in \the family cycle; 

(3) the extent to which savings at one stage can be 
stored or invested to provide support at later 
stae;es; 

(4) the extent to which state transfers through 
children's allowances, taxation allowances, 
pensions and other income maintenance and health 
and welfare programmes help to even out troughs. 
The categories developed to measure family cycle 
are given in Appendix I. They are designed to 
capture the changes households experience as they 
progress from newly formed units to eventual 
dissolution through the death of their founders. 
The percentage of households and persons at each 
stage is given in Table 2. 

From Table 2 it can be seen that the salience of poverty 

will be under estimated if we examine households only. This 

is particularly true if we look at certain stages of the 

Table 2 Risk and Inci duce of Poverty bv 
I Fatily Cycle 

Percentage Percentage Risk of I of Poor 
Stage of persons of households Poverty Households 

Vou!'lg Single (!) 1. 7 3.3 6.4 1. 9 
Ymmg Narried 12) I. 5 2.6 6.4 1.9 
Family Fornatiar. (3) 11. 1 10.6 7.7 4.1 
Niddle Ch1ld Rearing (4) 32,5 18.8 1 !. 4 1 c. 7 
Coip!et= (5) 13. 8 9.0 12. 5 5. 7 
Early D:sce~sal (6) q 0 

l,;, ' 11. 1 17. 1 ;·, 5 
Di spersa~ {?i 7.4 7.B t "I ,, 

.,, V 4. 7 
Twc Ser.eratior. Adult (8' 6. 1 8.5 16.3 7.0 
Empty ~=st - under 65 (9a) 3 .1 6. 9 28.8f 20. 5• 
E1pty Nest - 65 and over 19bi 4.2 10. ! 49.6H 35, 7H 
,. < 
Ul .. Si :19:e - under 65 ( 10a) 3. 0 7, 1 
Old Single - over 65 !!Obi 1.7 4.3 

A'' ., Households 100.0 100. 0 19.9 100.0 

Source: Table 5. !3, ESR! Paper 109, Percentages of Persons and households by 
laeily cycle. 

• This risk and incidence figure refers to categories 19al + IJOa! !under 65 
years!. 

H This risk and incidence figure refers to categories 19bl + llObl lover 65 
years. 
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life cycle. Stages ( 4), ( 5) and ( 6) of the life cycle ( middle 

child rearing, completion and early dispe~sal) contain 39 per 

cent of all households but 60 per cent of all persons,<e> A 

high risk of poverty ot ony of these stoges would translote 

into o mossive incidence of persons with inadequate income. 

In porticulor stoge 4 (middle child rearing) will represent o 

incidence twice as high for persons as for households, 19.? 

per cent of poor households but 38.9 per cent of poor 

persons (assuming that family size within stage 4 is equal 

for poor and non-poor households). This group constituted 11 

per cent of poor households in 19?3. Stages 4, 5 and 6 

constituted 26 per cent of poor households. Rottman and 

Hannan find 35.? per cent of poor households had heads over 

65 ·years of age in 19?3 in basic agreement with Roche's 

estimate of approximately one third of poor households with 

heads over 65. Another significant group of the poor are the 

single elderly whom we will examine in greater detail later 

in the paper. 

The main conclusion of the analysis of poverty by 

demographic category/life cycle stage is, as we have noted 

above, the high risk of poverty of the elderly and also to a 

lesser extent in the middle stages of the family life cycle. 

3.3 Economic and Social Class Dimensions of Poverty 

There are many ways of characterising peoples' 

relationships to the economy. One aspect of these are market 

relationships which are dependent on the possession of 

property, knowledge and skill and manual labour power. 

Different individuals and families bring different levels of 

these resources to the market (market capacities). The 
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sociol bose to closs formotion consists of foctors thot group 

these economic cotegories into o smoller~umber of cohesive 

social closses. Social mechonisms build on economic 

relationships and they become translated into non-economic 

social structures. In any historicol situation o finite 

number of combinations of such economic closses would form 

social classes. The key to understanding this is mobility 

"a social class is made up of the totality of class positions 

within which intergenerational mobility is easy and typical" 

(Weber, 1968, p. 302) 

Hannan, et al. ( 1982). 

This approach is adopted by Rottman, 

There are also other ways of examining the relationship 

of households or individuals to the market such os labour 

force status, numbers of earners in the household, etc. 

These descriptive categories are adopted by Roche to examine 

the issues of poverty while the more theoretical approach is 

adopted by Rottman, Hannan, et a I . Roche distinguishes 

between these categories of Livelihood status (at work, out 

of work, or outside the labour force) and a more detailed 

eight category Labour Force status (self-employed farmer, 

other self-employed, employee, ill, unemployed, retired, 

home duties, or other). Rottman, Hannan, et al., distinguish 

four classes and a residual group (white collar, working 

class, proprietorial, farmers and the residual) within which 

they moke certain distinctions ot points in 

e.g., small formers, unskilled manual workers. 

the analysis, 

We can now proceed to look at the risk and incidence of 

poverty for various categories and social classes. 

Looking at Roche's figures in Table 3 (based on his 

poverty line C, 140 per cent of UA) we can see that to be out 
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of work throuih illness or unemployment entails the highest 

risks of poverty. Fifty per cent of hous'l,holds heeded by en 

unemployed person were poor et poverty line A rising to 

68 per cent et poverty line C. The risk of poverty of these 

out of work wes higher then thet of those outside the labour 

force completely. Household income depends elso on the 

Table 3: Risk and /1,cidence oi 
Worl'place Participation: 
Defi,ed for Each .4uthor Above 

Poverty 
Social 

by 
Group 

Livelihood Status 
at Poverty Lines 

Livelihood status and 
•arkfarce parti:ioation Risk Incidence Social Sroup Risk lnci dence 

At Wor I 

Self-e1ployed - non far• 
Self-e1ployed - faroer 
E1ployee 
Total at Work 

Out of Hork 

Ill 
Unemployed 
Total out of •ork 

Outside Labour Force 

Retired 
Hoae Duties 
Other 
Total outside labour force 
All 

14 
22 
9 

13 

59 
68 
64 

37 
48 
58 
43 
23 

Roche 

4 
21 
17 
42 

5 
9 

14 

17 
?' ., 
-' 43 

99 

Sour:e: Table 5.9, p.151 ESRI Paper No. 109. 

Rottaan, Hannan et al 

White Collar 4.9 

Working Class 17.5 

Far.aer 24.5 

Proprietorial 10. 6 

Residual 58.3 

Al 1 19.9 

Table 2.7, p.14 Poverty and Social Policy 

4. 7 

38.7 

26.8 

3.3 

26.5 

100 

a~d 
as 

livelihood status or earning ability of other members of the 

household, most poor households hed no member eerning et ell 

but it should also be borne in mind that even where there was 

an income earner, if he/she was low paid and had e large 

family the risk of poverty is very high. Roche's residual 
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cotegory (unclossifioble by occupotionol status) hos o high 

risk of poverty - over three times the ~verage. At each 

poverty line households headed by an unskilled worker and the 

residual group constituted almost SO per cent of poor 

households. 

The Rottmen, Hannan, et al. (1962) f'igures, based on UB 

+ 40 per cent, suggest that the risk of poverty is highest 

for the residual aroup f'ollowed by the farmers, their 

estimate of the risk of poverty to farmers at 24.5 per cent 

is very close to that of Roche at 22 per cent. The only 

other category where the estimates of' risk are comparable is 

in proprietorial households (self-employed non-fermers) and 

again the estimates of risk are quite close. However, the 

larger social class categories of' Hannan and Rottman conceal 

differences omong the social groups. When they disaggregate 

certain categories in their analysis , they f'ind that the 

risk of poverty for unemployed working class households is 42 

per cent at 140 per cent of UB whereas for working class 

households, whose head is employed the risk is 4.2 per cent. 

The same picture emerges among fermers if they are 

disaggregated, lorge to medium-sized formers (greater than 50 

acres) have half the risk, 14.9 per cent, of small/marginal 

farmers, 29.B per cent. The effect of State transf'ers is 

substantial for farmers: without State transf'ers the 

comporoble figure would be 37.2 per cent of small/marginal 

farmers in poverty and 17.4 per cent of medium to large 

formers. The reduction of poverty due to Stote policy is 

about one-third in unemployed working class households (63.7% 

to 42%) and about a quarter in working class employed 

households (5.9% to 4.2%). 
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Roche finds that at poverty line A (i.e. the UA level 

with no additions) the Head of Hou~ehold (~OH) was at work in 

about a third of poor households, the HOH.was unemployed in 

24 per cent of poor households and the HOH was outside the 

lobour force in 45 per cent of poor households. As the 

poverty line is raised these distributions change. At 

poverty line C, 42 per cent of poor households had HOH's at 

work (the majority being farmers) but the proportions of the 

poor who were farmers had dropped while that of employees had 

risen sharply in this group. The number of poor households 

headed by an employee indicates the effects of low wages. 

These poor households headed by an employee were also larger 

than the average (6.5 persons at poverty line A) indicating 

the combination of large families and low wages in 

contributing to poverty. 

Rottman, Hannon et al. show that the incidence of 

poverty is greatest for the working class which comprise 

almost 40 per cent of all poor households. Farmers and the 

residual group comprise about 27 per cent at each poverty 

line. Proprietorial households constitute 3.3 per cent and 

white collar households 4.? per cent of all poor households 

at 140 per cent of US. The residual group and the working 

class are the most disproportionately represented among the 

poor. 

Looking at the incidence of poverty across class and 

family cycle in Table 4, differences are found in the 

population. Among all households the incidence of poverty is 

highest ot the empty nest stages of the life cycle (these are 

one or two adult households where no children are present). 

Those whose HOH is between 40 and 65 comprise 20.5 per cent 
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Table 4: Households Nith incol! beloN 140 per cut of uneaploytent 
\ 

benefH entitleter:ts: risk 
incidence by social class and fnily cycl, 

l. Young single household 
2. YoJng tarried 
3. Family for•atioc 
4. Middle child-rearing 
S. Co11piete 
6. Early dispersal 
7. Dispersal 
8. Two Jenerations aduit 

10a. 
9b. 

1 Ob. 

Under 65 

Over 65 

All hou;eholds 

All 
Househa! ds 

White 
Collar 

Working 
Cl ass 

Fara. 
Households 

Proprietorial 
Households 

XP I of P . IP ! of P lP I of P IP ! of P IP ! of P 

!.4 
6. 4 
7.7 

11. 4 
12.s 
17. 1 
11. 0 
16.3 

1. 9 
1.9 
4.1 

10.7 
5.7 
9.5 
4.7 
7.0 

2.2 5.6 
2.2 5. 6 
1.0 2.8 
3.0 13.9 
9. ! 16. 7 
2.4 4.6 
1.1 3.1 
4. 7 6. 3 

4.8 
4. 8 
6.8 

12.2 
11. 1 
15. 8 
9.2 

13.5 

!. 0 
1.0 
4.6 

15.B 
6.3 

10.8 
4,5 
6.9 

12.3 3.2 
12.3 3.2 
19.8 6.0 
19.5 9. B 
18. 0 6.1 
24.9 13.1 
19.5 7.3 
18.3 6.1 

8.3 4.0 
8. 3 4.0 
5.5 6. 9 
8. l !7.4 
9.4 11.3 

17.8 24.9 
12.7 E.4 
29.2 7.0 

28.8 20.5 5.6 11.0 24.8 14.8 31.3 30.3 10.9 14.0 

49,6 35.7 19.1 36.1 51.7 35.6 lS.5 18.4 8.1 6.0 

19.9 100 4.9 100 17.5 100 24.S 100 10.6 100 

Residual 

!P ! of F' 

22.2 
22.2 
26. ! 
35.5 
26.6 
44.4 
47.6 
30.7 

1. 0 
1. 0 
!. s 
2, 7 
• < 
~. ,J 

3. 0 
" < ,i., ... 

7. 7 

66. 7 21.3 

71.4 56.9 

58.3 100 

a:c' 

14.71 138.71 126.8) 13.31 126.51 10('.0 

Source: Rottman, Hannan et a!. {1982) 

of the poor while those whose HOH is over 65 years constitute 

35.? per cent of poor households. The next group of 

households which comprise a large percentage of the poor 

are what we will call the middle child rearing stages, i.e., 

all with children greater than 5 years old and children less 

thon 15; there moy be other children but this is the 

distinguishing characteristic (Stages 4, 5 and 6). 

25.9 per cent of poor households in these stages. 

There are 

There are, however, significant cross class variations 

in the above patterns. For white collar households, the risk 

of poverty seems tied to very specific footers in the fomily 

cycle with stages 5 and 8 having comparatively high 

percentages but with the highest percentages being found 

omong the elderly. For working class households percentages 

with direct income below the poverty threshold are fairly 
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consistent at 

present. 

the stages where children are 

\ 

likely to be 

As the authors point out, differences in the type and 

quality of resources for creating income are structured and 

the concept for expressing that structure is social class. An 

interesting aspect of the situation in Ireland is the 

similarity of circumstances of marginal working class and 

marginal 

poverty. 

property owing categories in the prevalence of 

In terms of social class the generation and 

re-generation of these inequalities makes the study of 

education and social mobility a necessary part of our 

understanding of inequality and its transmission. 

The authors also elucidate the horizontal inequalities 

present over the family cycle which varies among the four 

groupings. This concept is important in that for some 

categories income inadequacy may be a 

while for others it is an unrelieved 

temporary phenomenon 

long-term experience. 

The 

and 

clearest difference is between categories of employment 

pattern of categories of property owners in the 

distribution of poverty at various stages. This is manifest 

particularly at the later stages (post-retirement) for 

employees, 

adequate 

even white collar employees, who cannot ensure an 

income at this stage. Where property is used to 

generate income the distribution of poverty across the family 

cycle is diffused (even where that property is of marginal 

value) and there is a less abrupt transition to retirement. 

The use of the family cycle concept also points to the 

presence of child poverty, of all poor households 30 per cent 

are in early-middle child-rearing stages (Stages 3 through 

6) . 
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3.4 Retional Variation 

In reaiona) terms, in the North East~ Midlands, West and 

North West, 

farmini.. 

the majority of heads of poor. households were in 

In the remainini. rei.ions the majority of poor 

households had heads that were outside the workforce. The 

poorest rei.ions of the country were the West, North West and 

Mid-West. 

In concluding this discussion of poverty in 1973, the 

high risk characteristics of households may be summarised in 

Fi2ure I. 

Figure I High Risk Characteristics 

Livelihood status of HOH 

Educational level of HOH 

Occupational Status of HOH 

Economic Status 

Sex of HOH 
Marital Status of HOH 
Household Composition 

Age of HOH 

Regional Locatiop 

Source: Joyce and McCoshin ( 1982), p. 19 

Unemployed 
I 11 
Home duties 
Other - other outside 
labour force 
Primary education only 

Unskilled 
( Unknown) 

No earners in house 
High dependence on 
State transfer payments 

Female 
Single 
Adult living alone. 
One parent family 
Large family 

Over 65 

Donegal and North 
West Re ion 
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4 The Compos i I ion ol the Poor 1980 

\ 

Turnina to 1980, the HBS for thot yeor wos onolysed in 

detoil in John Roche's 1984 publicotion "Poverty ond Income 

Maintenance Policies". The methodologicol aspects of his 

approach are discussed in Nolan ( 1987, page 18) . We wil 1 

first present an overview of the study and the changes he 

identifies between 1973 and 1960. We then examine his finding 

under our previous headings [ 1) economic status, (2) 

demographic characteristics and [3) regional variation. As 

usual we will examine first the risk and then the incidence 

of poverty. 

4.1 1973-1980 

In 1960 Roche does not use an 1960 official poverty line 

but, as stated above, he adjusts his 1973 poverty line to 

take into account the rise in the Consumer Price Index and in 

real national income (GNP per capita) between 1973 and 1980. 

His principal finding (Roche, 1964, p.77) is that the 

percentage of households in poverty at all three poverty 

lines (1973 Aural Unemployment Assistance grossed up) had 

been halved. However the percentage of persons in poverty 

had not fallen as dramatically (only by one third) As a 

result children formed a greater percentage of the poor in 

1960 than in 1973 ( 47 per cent up to 53 per cent). At 

Poverty line Che calculates that 12 per cent of households 

were poor as opposed to 23 per cent in 1973; the reduction 

of poor persons in poverty was from 21 per cent to 13.5 per 

cent. In other words, the reduction of poor households was 

in the order of 50 per cent while the reduction of poor 

persons was only 27 per cent. 
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At eoch poverty line the ri;k of poverty fell for every 

group except farmers. For farmers th~ risk of poverty 

remained static at line C and rose at A and B. The reduction 

in risk for unemployed HOHs was the lowest and their risk of 

poverty was still the highest in 1980 (60 per cent of 

households headed by on unemployed person were poor at 

poverty line Cl. A major finding was the reduction in risk 

for those "outside the labour force" (the retired; those in 

home duties and others). Two groups in particular seem to 

have benefited from the real increase in Social Welfare 

payment rates, the elderly and female heads of households. 

The incidence of poverty also changed between the two 

years as is to be expected given the changing risk and the 

changes in the numbers of certain categories especially the 

growing number of unemployed. 

Households outside the labour force were ~uch less 

important in the population of poor households because of the 

improvements in the level of payments of social welfare 

pensions which ensured most pensioners' 

poverty line C. 

income was above 

4.2 Economic Status 

Looking at 1980 in more detail, in terms oT economic 

status, Roche f°irst considers labour force status, then· 

proceeds to examine occupational status, farm size, number of 

income earners and number of dependants in the household. He 

cross-classifies livelihood status of HOH (employee, out of 

work, retired) by occupational status. The two divergent 

groups he finds are professionals and unskilled manual 

workers, the former were under-represented among poor 
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households and the latter over-represented. It is somewhat 

surprising that employed non-manual and s~illed workers had 

the same share of poor households as they represented in the 

sample ( Roche, 1984, Table 4.7), In the case of "out of 

work" HOHs, occupational status had little effect on the risk 

of poverty but the risk of being "out of work" was very 

unequal. Unskilled manual HOHs constituted only 10 per cent 

of employees in the sample but nearly 40 per cent of the "out 

of work" catei.ory. For each of the other occupational 

categories the proportion of HOHs out of work was less than 

or equal to their representation in the sample. For the 

retired HOHs the incidence of poverty fluctuated considerably 

by occupational 

below). 

status depending on the poverty line (see 

As Rottman, Hannan, et al. ( 1982) pointed out the risk 

and incidence of farm poverty mask its concentration 

particularly in relation to farm size. However Roche found 

an anomalous situation where the risk of poverty rises as 

"farmer" size rises. This was due in part to the existence 

of Smallholders Assistance [equivalent to UA) in certain 

areas of the country; certainly in the absence of 

Smallholders Assistance the risk of poverty would have fallen 

as farm size increasedcc>. 

In order to look at the source of income or income 

i.enerating capacity of the household and its effect on 

poverty, Roche looks at the number of earners in the sample 

households. The risk of poverty where the household had no 

earners was above average and rose sharply as the poverty 

line rose. Households with no earners accounted for 38 per 

cent of poor households at line A, 51 per cent at line B and 
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54 per cent at line C. The risk of poverty in households 

with one earner was above overage ot line~ and below average 

at lines 8 and C because of the relatively high risk among 

farmers at line A and the low risk of other self employed 

persons and employees. Where there were two or more earners 

the risk of poverty is negligible. 

In terms of the effect of having an earner in the 

household the distinction is again fbund between those "out 

of work" and those "outside the labour force". Where there 

was no earner in the household and the HOH was unemployed, ?4 

per cent of such households were poor and where the HOH was 

ill 60 per cent were poor, while where the HOH was retired 

the figure was only 16 per cent and where the HOH was in 

"home duties" 24 per cent were poor. Factors such as pay 

related benefit for those who were ill and the number of 

children most likely caused the difference between HOHs who 

were ill and those who were unemployed. Practically all poor 

households where the HOH was "out of work" or outside the 

"labour force" had no earner (Table 4.10, Roche, 1982). 

As we have discussed above in relation to employees the 

effects of low pay and the number of dependants in the 

household meant that some employees couid have been in 

poverty. Povert~ line A represented 45 per cent and poverty 

line C 63 per cent of the net income per adult unit of an 

average sized family with earnings equal to the average male 

earnings in manufacturing industry. Unless the family was 

above average size or there were other persons in the 

household with an income below the poverty line a household 

should not have been in poverty if the earnings of the HOH 

exceeded two-thirds of the average industrial wage. Where 
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HOH's eerninas were below this the risk of poverty depended 

on the number of children, whether the ~OH hed eny other 

source of income or the spouse of the HOH worked or, if 

there were others in the household, on the income of these 

others. 

line C. 

Four per cent of employed HOHs were poor et poverty 

Of these 27 per cent had earninas of less than 

one-third the average industrial wage, 15 per cent had 

earnings of one-third to one half the average wage, 26 per 

cent had earnings of a half to two-thirds and 32 per cent had 

earnings of over two-thirds of the average industrial waae. 

4.3 Demotraphic Characteristics 

Child Poverty 

Table 5: Esfi11ated Total Population Poor based on BBS Samples 

Poverty 

Line 

Adults Children* Total Persons 

A 

B 

C 

1980 

??,OOO 

128,000 

210,000 

1973 

126,000 

202,000 

310,000 

* Persons aged under 18 years 

1980 

82,000 

150,000 

228,000 

1973 

110,000 

182,000 

291 ,OOO 

1980 

159,000 

278,000 

438,000 

1973 

236,000 

384,000 

601,000 

Table 6: Risk and Incidence of Poverl y in Sample Population in l98D by Ate 
/Amended Version) 

Age Group Risk (% Poor) Incidence(% of Poor) 
Poverty Line Poverty Line 

A 8 C A 8 C 

0 5 years 6.6 12.4 17.6 19.5 21 . 0 19.0 

5 15 years 6.2 11. 3 17.8 29.3 30.2 30.4 

15 18 years 3.7 5.3 9.4 2.9 2.4 2.? 

18 65 years 48.3 46.4 47.9 
All Persons 4.9 8.6 13.4 100. 1 100. 1 99.9 
Source: Roche, 1984, Table 4. 1?. 
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Toble ~ shows us thot children constituted o higher 

proportion of the poor in 1960 thon 19?1. ond Toble 6 that 

children (under eighteen yeors of oge) comprise more thon 

half of the poor at each p.overty line in 1980. It is also 

the cose thot the bulk of these poor children were under 15 

years of age. 

under-estimated; 

The seriousness of this problem connot be 

the majority of poor persons in 1980 were 

still of school going age. The risk of child poverty, as of 

poverty generally, was highest in households headed by an 

unemployed person, two out of three children in such 

households were poor at poverty line C. The risk of child 

poverty was also high in farm households, 29 per cent at 

poverty line C. The risk of poverty for children in 

households headed by an employee was below average although 

it rose sharply at poverty line C and these children 

comprised nearly a quarter of poor children at this line. 

Given the sharp rise in unemployment between 1980 and 1986 we 

can expect that the children of unemployed persons will 

comprise an even greater percentage of poor children in 198?. 

The risk of child poverty was affected by the number of 

children in the household, two-thirds of all poor children 

came from households with four or more children. While the 

risk of poverty was much lower in households where the HOH 

was "at work'' children in such households comprised the bulk 

of poor children (mainly due to the influence of farmers). A 

major change had occurred since 19?3, the risk of being poor 

in 1980 was substantially higher in households with children 

than in households without children. The 19?3 position had 

been reversed. 



Teble 7: Rislo of Poverty: 
eh i ldrtn 

Households without Children 

Households with Children 

Souue: Roche, 1984, Table 
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Househo Ids •i th and. •i thou/ 

Poverty Line 
A 8 C 

1960 3.4 5.6 9.9 
1973 9.8 15. 1 21 . 6 

1980 5.3 9.5 14.5 
1973 7.8 12.9 20.B 

4.20. 

Rottman, Hannan et al had through their analysis of the 

family cycle concluded from the 1973 H8S data that the 

problem of poverty was being experienced acutely by families 

in the child-rearing stages of the life cycle. Sy 1980 due 

to the changing composition of the poor this had become even 

more evident. 

4.4 One Parent Families 

Households consisting of one parent and one or more 

children comprised only 3 per cent of the sample. Eighty 

five per cent of these were females, of whom 61 per cent were 

widows and 35 per cent were currently married, presumably 

separated or deserted wives. All the male single parents 

were widowed or married. Sixty-two per cent of the females 

and 14 per cent df the males were outside the labour force. 

While the risk of poverty was above average for single 

parents at poverty line C, widows fared better at each line 

than married women. Roche suggests that the high risk among 

married women may have been due to failure of take-up of 

income maintenance by deserted wives or that they may have 

been existing on Supplementary Welf.re Allowance temporarily. 
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Three-quorters of poor single porents, 

were outside the labour force. 

ot eoch poverty line, 

\ 

4.5 The Ated 

As we have mentioned above the risk of poverty for the 

oged (over 65 yeors) decreased dromatically between 1973 and 

1980. 

The risk of poverty had fallen for all age groups in the 

seven year intervol but the risk for the aged fell relative 

to younger HOHs. Even at poverty line C their risk was no 

higher than the risk for younger HOHb, a reversal of the 

position in 19?3. The risk of poverty of the aged is highly 

sensitive to the poverty line as they depend so obviously on 

income maintenance. Thus as the old age pension 

Table 8: Risk of Poverty Classified by Ate of Head of Household 

A 

66 years and over 2 .4 

All Households 4.3 

Source: Roche, 1984, Table 

exceeds poverty line C, 

circumstances existed. 

1980 " Poor 1973 "Poor 

Poverty Line Poverty Line 

B C A B 

4.4 12.0 15.5 24.0 

?.5 12.3 9.8 15.3 

4.20. 

HOHs could be poor only if special 

A substantiol proportion of retired 

people who were poor were not in receipt of the old age 

pension, some of these were likely to have been over 65. 

Also some households were surveyed before the 25 per cent 

increase in rates of payment granted in 1980. These would 

C 

34.9 

22.7 
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hove o higher risk of poverty in the study, although in fact 

they would hove received the higher poym~nts and not be in 

poverty if surveyed later. The proportion of aged HOHs poor 

outside the labour force was 54 per cent at poverty line A 

and 85 per cent ot poverty line C. Almost all the rest were 

formers. The aged constituted 8.6 per cent of the poor at 

poverty line C and ?.2 per cent of the total sample. 

Anot~er group worthy of mention ore the single 

aged 58-65. This group had the highest risk of poverty among 

single persons. Single formers, unemployed persons and 

single women outside the labour force influenced the high 

risk of this age group. Neither the long-term Unemployment 

Assistance rates or the Single Woman's Allowance (payable to 

women aged SB-65, who have never been in the labour force) 

were enough to prevent poverty. 

4.6 Retional Variations 

Roche also examines regional variations in the extent of 

poverty in his study of 1980. However, he looks at Health 

Board Areas rather than the Planning regions which he used in 

1973. He found that the risk of poverty was below the 

national average in the Eastern and Southern HSAs and also 

below average in the North-Eastern HBA except at poverty line 

A. The risk of poverty was above average in all other 

regions, the highest risk being in the North Western HBA 

followed by the Western and Mid Western HBAs. This pattern 

is reflected in the incidence of poverty. The three western 

areas constituted one-quarter of the households in the sample 

but accounted for 40 per cent of poor households. The lowest 

risk area (the Eastern HBA) accounted for 20 per cent of th 
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poor at each poverty line reflecting the fact that 

cent of the population live in this regio~. 

5. Conclusions 

35 per 

As we have seen, much change occurred between 19?3 and 

1980 in terms of the risk and incidence of poverty and now 

.eight years later the composition of the poor is likely to 

have changed again. The highest risk group in both previous 

years were the unemployed and this is likely to still be the 

case but the unemployed will now have increased their share 

of poor households as unemployment has risen in the community 

from ?.3 per cent in 1980 to 1?.4 per cent in 1986. The 

data, especially Roche's in 1980, show us that rising real 

levels of payment do have an effect on the situation of those 

in need. This can be clearly seen among the old age 

pensioner group. The farming community had a relatively high 

risk and a high incidence of poverty in 1980. The same is 

probably true of the last few years with 1987/88 being the 

first year of real rising income for farmers in 

following declines for several years. 

some time, 

We have also seen some of the problems implicit in the 

measurement of poverty: 

and to rates of payment, 

sensitivity to equivalence scales 

narrowness in the conceptualisation 

and measurement of poverty and a lack of bas~c qualitative 

research on the nature and meaning of poverty in Ireland to 

the groups concerned. Some of these problems may be 

insurmountable given the nature of poverty and fundamental 

disagreement over its absolute or relative nature. Some, 

such as the problem of equivalence scales based on Irish 

expenditure data, will be solved in the near future and other 
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methods of measuring poverty will soon be implemented in 

terms of socially defined minimum income needs and an 

acceptable life style. 

> 
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rooTNOTE 

\ 

(A) A nationwide Household Budget Survey was carried out in 
196?. 

(Bl With the exception of the residual group (9% of 
households and 4.5 % of all persons) the class analysis 
would be largely unaffected by the allocation of persons 
rather than households to class categories. 

(C) There are some other possible explanations for this 
counter-intuitive funding. rarm income for farmers with 
under 30 acres is measured by questionnaire and the 
income is then estimated while the income of farmers 
with over 30 acres was obtained from supervised farm 
accounts which is probably a more reliable procedure. 
Roche suggests that progressive farmers with higher 
input costs are affected more adversely during a 
recession. Roche does state that he finds it hard to 
believe that 25 per cent of farmers with over 50 acres 
could be in poverty on a long-term basis and that if 
this were the case then it is a problem of farm 
management and efficiency rather than of farm income 
support. 
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APPENDIX I 

\ 

Yount Sint le House ho Id: HOH is single, less th"n 40, no 
children of the HOH. Most people in this c"tegory 
will get married and proceed through the cycle (3.3 
per cent of all households). 

2 Yount harried: HOH is merried, with wife present in the 
household, with HOH> 40 and/or< 45, no children of 
HOH. Since only a smell minority will remain 
childless, nearly ell of these are young marriages 
( 2.6 per cent of all households). 

3 Family Formation: HOH m"rried, but only with children 
less than five years old in the household ( 10.6 per 
cent of all households). 

4 Hiddle Child-rearing: HOH married with children. 
Children less than 5 yeers and children older than 5 
years in the household. Families here ere at the 
last stage of family formation nearing completion of 
childbearing ( 18.? per cent of all households). 

5 Complete: HOH married, no children less than 5, children 
5-10 in household and with or without children over 
10. Childbearing here is completed in nearly all 
cases. Some of the older children may have left (8.9 
per cent of all households). 

6 Early Dispersal: HOH married with children, none less 
than 10; children of 10-15 present with or without 
children over 15. This is clearly Dispersal stage 
( 11. 0 per cent of all households). 

? Dispersal: HOH married with children; none less than 15; 

8 

children of 15-20 present, with or without children 
of 20 and over (?.8 per cent of all households). 

Two Generation Adult: HOH married with children; none 
less than 20 (8.8 per cent of all households). 

9 "Empty Nest" Stage: HOH> 40 and ever-married, and/or 
wife > 45. There are no children in the household 
( 16. 9 percent of all households). 

10 Old "Single" Household: HOH> 40, Single, no children. 
Few HOHs in this category are less than 50 years old; 
few will ever marry. Often they are, in reality, the 
residual "child" stage of Category* households, both 
parents having died. This is particularly true of 
farm households ( 11. 3 per cent of all households). 
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