
 

P
arallel lives

A
 student’s guide to poverty

o
ne in 10 children under 16 don’t have enough m

oney
to go out w

ith their friends or go to university

W
hile Ireland is one of the richest countries in the E

U
, 

alm
ost 300,000 live in consistent poverty. That m

eans  

they have very low
 incom

es and are forced to go w
ithout 

new
 clothes, heating or suitable food because they  

cannot afford to pay for them
.

People in poverty are m
ore likely to drop out  

of school early, suffer health problem
s and  

end up in low
 paid jobs. 

Poverty is often passed from
 generation to 

generation. A
lthough m

any people do m
anage  

to escape from
 poverty during their lives. 

Children born into poor households are m
ore 

likely to end up becom
ing poor adults because 

of the disadvantages they face from
 a very 

early age. 

•••

W
h

at…
is p

o
ver

ty? 
P

eople are living in poverty if they don’t have enough 

incom
e and resources to have a standard of living 

that is the norm
 for the rest of Irish society. P

overty 

is relative – it is about that person’s relationship to 

the rest of society. A
ccess to w

ealth for a m
ajority 

of people can leave the m
inority m

ore excluded. If 

m
ost children in a class at school have access to a 

com
puter at hom

e, the child w
hose fam

ily doesn’t 

have one is left out and likely to fall behind. There 

are different w
ays to m

easure poverty in Ireland.

At r
isk

 o
f p

o
ver

ty (r
elative p

o
ver

ty)

This m
eans having an incom

e that is below
 60%

 of  

the m
edian incom

e (the m
edian is the m

id-point on 

the scale of all incom
es in Ireland). In 2006, that 

m
eant an incom

e of less than
 €

203 a w
eek for an 

adult. N
early one in six people in Ireland are at risk 

of poverty. 

C
o

n
sisten

t P
o

ver
ty 

P
eople w

ho are at risk of poverty and w
ho are not 

able to afford basic necessities are said to be in 

consistent poverty.
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N
ot being able to go to university  H

aving to get a job to help your parents get by

N
ot having enough m

oney  Feeling asham
ed  Feeling discrim

inated against

P
eople looking dow

n on you because you can’t afford w
hat they have

N
ot experiencing the everyday things that other teenagers have in their lives

B
eing em

barrassed w
hen you’re asked w

hat presents you got for C
hristm

as



Pamela
Pamela comes from  
a disadvantaged area

“People do things just to fit in. There is a scene here 
of young people robbing cars and drinking from when 
they are about 13. There is a lot of drugs. People 
sell their mother’s tranquillisers, too. I never went 
to secondary school. I just didn’t bother. I’m after 
quieting down a lot since. I’m getting counselling  
and I hope to get back happiness and the respect  
of my family.”

John
John is registered as homeless 
for the past 4 years and has been 
advised that the normal wait for  
a single man is up to 13 years.

“They aren’t building any new places for the 
homeless and now there are homeless people 
coming in as refugees and you have to queue for 
things and there is a lot of conflict building up – it is 
the Irish against everyone else. There’s a whole new 
generation of young homeless in this country now, 
boys, and girls as well. People get caught in a trap.”

Did you Know…   
Children in Ireland are almost  twice as likely as adults to be poor

Case studies 
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  At Risk of Poverty Consistent Poverty 

Total Population 17% 7%

Lone Parent Families 40% 33%

Unemployed People 44% 23%

Ill or Disabled People 41% 20%

Children (under 16s) 20% 11%

Foreign Nationals 24% 9%

Older People (65+) 14% 2%

Why? 
Poverty is not inevitable. Poverty is caused by the 
way society deals out economic resources such 
as money, wealth, jobs and social resources like 
education, housing, healthcare and so on.

There are also other factors that make people  
more likely to be poor. One single factor might not  
be important on its own, but when these factors  
are combined they increase the risk of poverty.  
Factors contributing to poverty include: 

Work: being unemployed or in a low-paid job 
makes people more likely to be poor.

Age: older people and children whose parents  
are poor are at greater risk of poverty than the 
general population.

Health: people with long-term illnesses or  
who are disabled are at greater risk of poverty.

Education: people who left school early 
or without qualifications are more likely to 
experience poverty. 

Family: one-parent families are more likely to be 
poor than two-parent families or single people.

Location: living in a disadvantaged community 
or in an area with few employment opportunities 
increases the risk of poverty. 
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Case Studies
 
Pamela
Pamela comes from  
a disadvantaged area

“People do things just to fit in. There is a scene  
here of young people robbing cars and drinking 
from when they are about 13. There is a lot of drugs. 
People sell their mother’s tranquillisers, too.  
I never went to secondary school. I just didn’t bother. 
I’m after quieting down a lot since. I’m getting 
counselling and I hope to get back happiness and  
the respect of my family.”

John
John is registered as homeless 
for the past 4 years and has been 
advised that the normal wait for  
a single man is up to 13 years.

“They aren’t building any new places for the 
homeless and now there are homeless people 
coming in as refugees and you have to queue for 
things and there is a lot of conflict building up – it is 
the Irish against everyone else. There’s a whole new 
generation of young homeless in this country now, 
boys, and girls as well. People get caught in a trap.”

Case studies taken from Combat Poverty’s publication:  
Silent People and Other Stories

Did you Know?
Children in Ireland are almost  
twice as likely as adults to be poor.

More than one in three people living 
in poverty are children.

Who Is poor?
Approximately 720,000 people are at risk of  
poverty and 300,000 people experience consistent 
poverty. However, some social groups have higher 
poverty rates than the rest of the population 
including children, lone parent families and 
unemployed people. 

This table shows how these groups compare  
with the population as a whole:

HOW Are we responding  
to poverty?
The Irish Government has been working to lessen 
poverty in this country for many years. It set up  
the Combat Poverty Agency in 1986 to give advice  
on policies to reduce poverty in Ireland.  
 

The Irish Government was also one of the first 
countries in the EU to establish a national anti-
poverty strategy (NAPS) in 1997. The current strategy 
aims to eliminate poverty in Ireland by 2016. 

At a local level, local authorities play a major role 
in tackling poverty, for example, by providing social 
housing, libraries and other public facilities.  
Many community and voluntary groups also work  
to reduce poverty. Organisations such as the society 
of St Vincent de Paul and Barnardos are well known 
around the country because of their work in helping 
to fight poverty. 
  
Government responses to poverty are important,  
but every one has a responsibility to help those  
who are affected by poverty.
 

myth-busters
 

“Aren’t all children born with  
the same opportunities?” 
 
According to UNICEF, children from poor households 
are much more likely to do poorly in school, to 
become teenage parents, to spend time in prison 
and to have difficulty finding or keeping good jobs.

“Sure there’s no such thing  
as poverty in Ireland…”

Although poverty in Ireland has decreased, almost 
1 in 6 Irish people still are at risk of poverty. This 
prevents them from having a standard of living  
that other people take for granted. 

“Are they not just lazy?  
They could find a job if  
they wanted to…”

Not true. Many people don’t have the skills or 
education to find and keep a good job. The jobs 
available to them are low paid and insecure and  
they may be better off on the dole. Also, many 
people are not in a position to work, ie older  
people, carers.

“Don’t refugees get houses  
before Irish people?”

No. Refugees in need of social housing have to go 
through the same process to become housed as 
everyone else. They join the waiting list in the same 
way as other people.

All stats taken from EU-SLIC 2006


