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This initiative arose from concerns to improve the 

progression of very vulnerable target groups such 

as lone parents to a position where they can escape 

poverty and social exclusion and access the economic 

and social opportunities created through continued 

economic growth. While benefits arising from economic 

growth have filtered down to many in society the relative 

position of those who constitute the very marginalised 

has not improved to any great degree. Lone parents are 

one particular target group who continue to experience 

cumulative disadvantage, are caught in poverty traps 

and are unable to achieve adequate levels of opportunity, 

stability and income security. 

Subsequent to this OPEN was contracted to implement 

the action research and an advisory group composed 

of the three agencies was set up to guide the initiative 

and to devise a framework for further action based on 

the findings. The advisory group agreed that Limerick 

City, which, as shown in Section 5, has particular high 

numbers of one-parent families, was a suitable focus for 

the action research and PAUL Partnership and the South 

& Mid West Community Development Support Agency 

(SMWCDSA) were approached and agreed to be partners 

in the initiative.

The central rationale behind the initiative arose from a 

concern that the complex and multi-dimensional needs 

of lone parents were inadequately met within existing 

statutory provision and development work. It was 

contended that single focus provision, whether focused 

on employment, housing, childcare etc, that was not part 

of an integrated framework of supports and services had 

little chance of elevating lone parents from situations of 

poverty and social exclusion. 

It was further contended that efforts to progress lone 

parents along avenues of education, training, employment 

and social opportunity required a vigorous insertion of 

policy lessons at national level and required cooperation 

and coordination at local and national level between 

statutory agencies, community/NGO organisations and 

local development organisations. 

The five organisations, FSA, Pobal, OPEN, PAUL 

Partnership and SMWCDSA agreed a common set of aims 

and objectives: 

Aims of the Initiative:

• To contribute to the development or enhancement     

   of integrated  approaches that will effectively meet 

   the needs of lone parents 

• To influence good practice and  effective programme   

   responses at local level

• To inform future policy provision concerning lone parents.  

Objectives of the Initiative Include:

• To implement an action research project that will    

   inform the development of innovative models of work  

   that are effective in meeting the complex needs of 

   lone parents in the Limerick City area

• To contribute to the building of organisational and

   participative capacity of lone parent groups and       

   networks in Limerick City and enhance the knowledge  

   and experience of participating staff and agencies

• To contribute to the development of strategic      

   coordination and collaboration at local and 

    regional level in relation to lone parents

• To contribute to the development  of integrated     

    approaches to meet the needs of lone parents 

    across the Local Development Social Inclusion               

   Programme (LDSIP) Partnerships, the Family and    

   Community Services Resource Centre Programme, 

   the Community Development Programme and other    

   community based programmes and initiatives. 

1. Introduction - Outline of the Initiative 
and the Context
In June 2006 Pobal and the Family Support Agency (FSA) agreed to develop an 

initiative, including a piece of action research, to inform the development 

of integrated approaches to the needs of lone parents.
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• To influence policy development and  the provision of      

   services for lone parents, with specific reference to 

   the priorities contained in the NDP 

• To inform programme development and support       
   strategies of both Pobal and the Family 

   Support Agency.

Who is the Initiative for?

The focus of this initiative is lone parents experiencing 

multiple forms of disadvantage who are unable to 

progress in terms of education, employment, social 

opportunities and other life chances.
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This report records the action research process and 

presents the findings and recommendations arising 

from the research. The findings raise issues in key 

policy areas. As this was a piece of action research the 

knowledge gained from each phase of the research 

built upon existing information, resulting in a gradually 

emerging analysis that informed the conclusions and 

recommendations. 

The project initially set out a number of tasks to progress 

the action research.  

These included to:

• Inform and seek the consent, cooperation and        

   participation of key organisations and agencies

• Establish and support a local level pilot project 

   steering  group

• Assist individual staff and collaborating agencies to    

   consider a framework for an integrated model approach       

   to meet the needs of the target group

• Support the implementation of the framework over 

   the timescale of the project

• Facilitate regular reviews by participating organisations,  

   agencies and staff

• Record the experience and key learning from the project

• Compile and disseminate lessons and good practice   

    through final publication and a concluding seminar.

 

In 2006, a list of service providers in Limerick was 

collated in association with PAUL Partnership and the 

South and Mid West Community Development Support 

Agency. The initiative was initially introduced in writing 

to individuals in statutory, local and community 

development organisations. This was subsequently 

followed up by an introductory call, the outcome of 

which was a series of one-to-one meetings which were 

organised and conducted by the consultants. In total 26 

people participated in these meetings over the course of 

the initiative.   

During these meetings providers were asked to indicate 

the current level of provision for lone parents within their 

services. They were asked about the challenges they 

faced in trying to reach the target group. They were also 

asked about their perceptions with regard to the needs of 

lone parents from their experiences of working at 

local level.  

Subsequent to these meetings, a call for any available 

data that could help form a local profile was sent to all 

of the providers. This data, where available, was collated 

and used in the preparation of this document. However, 

the exercise itself demonstrated a number of difficulties 

in relation to data gathering which is referred to in the 

findings of this report.

A seminar/workshop was organised to follow up on the 

one to one meetings.  While all 26 original participants 

expressed their interest in participating in the seminar/

workshop, the timing was not conducive to all; however 

a majority (69%) were in attendance. The mix of both 

statutory agencies and NGOs was also satisfactory. 

This seminar/workshop was held in Limerick City and 

provided the necessary space for feedback on the 

findings from the initial ‘one to one’ meetings, for a more 

in-depth exploration of the key policy issues locally and 

for the identification of priority themes appropriate to an 

integrated response. A key objective of the day was to get 

a clear local mandate to continue the work and to identify 

a smaller representative steering group to further develop 

the ideas emerging from the workshop.  

In preparing for this day, particular attention was given 

to the local knowledge being brought ‘into the room’ and 

the level of sharing that could be developed between the 

2. Rationale and Research Methodology
The overall aim of the research project, implemented by OPEN, with the support 

of PAUL Partnership and the South & Mid West Community Development Support 

Agency, was to compile a detailed profile of lone parents in Limerick City and to 

inform the development of integrated approaches to their needs. The effective 

participation and insights of local agencies, local development and community 

groups in strategic partnership building was deemed critical to this process.  
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individuals and organisations invited to take part. This 

was facilitated via a combination of peer presentations, 

knowledge exchange, and practical exercises to assist in 

the development of working relationships and a shared 

problem-solving process.

Local providers expressed their satisfaction on the day 

that most of the issues and needs of lone parents, as 

perceived by service providers, had been captured in the 

presentation of findings from the ‘one to one’ meetings. 

Based on the presentation the group was able to name a 

number of key priority themes for integrated work going 

forward. A collective mandate to move ahead with the 

process was reiterated and a designated steering group 

was suggested to further explore the thematic areas.  It 

was requested that the steering group report back to all of 

the service providers who had participated in the process 

on completion of the project.

In order to ensure that the findings accurately reflected 

the needs of lone parents themselves, as the end user 

of services, PAUL Partnership and the South & Mid West 

Community Development Support Agency carried out a 

more intense consultation with lone parents through a 

focus group process. Two focus groups were held with 18 

lone parents during which the experiences of lone parents 

in relation to services and supports currently provided by 

service providers in the city were discussed in detail. This 

information was integrated into the findings from service 

providers and was used as the basis of a final focused 

consultation with providers. All of this information has 

been incorporated into this final report.

The methodological approach, which sought to gather 

and document a range of viewpoints on lone parent 

issues in Limerick City, has resulted in a document that 

is an amalgam of perspectives and vital information 

contributions. For ease of reading all of these views 

have been integrated into a narrative that conveys the 

key messages and overall thrust of the findings of the 

research project. Where some of these views may be in 

conflict the researcher, in consultation with the advisory 

group, has taken a decision based on a knowledge 

and sense of the overall findings. For this reason, it is 

important to be aware that not everything stated is the 

result of an overall consensus and may be the view of a 

particular body or interest.

3. Lone Parents and 
Lone Parent 
Issues – the National 
and Local Context
According to the 2006 Census 

figures, 18% of all families in the 

Republic of Ireland are One Parent 

Families. Of these 86% are headed 

by lone mothers and 14% by lone 

fathers. (See Table 1 for number 

of children).

Table 1:  One Parent Families – No. of Children

No of Children  % of One Parent Families

1 58%

2 26%

3 10%

 

12% of all households in the Republic of Ireland were 

classified as one parent households in Census 2006.  Over 

10% of all lone parents live in multi-family households 

where they, for example, may live with their parents.  

The most recent poverty statistics (the EU Survey on 

Income and Living Conditions, 2006), released by the 

Central Statistics Office show, that while the overall rate 

of consistent poverty for the population remained more 

or less unchanged, the rate for one-parent families rose 

from 27% in 2005 to 33% in 2006.  This represents over 

55,000 one parent households. 

The national poverty rate now stands at 7%, meaning 

that the rate of poverty for one-parent families is currently 

4.5 times that of the population as a whole. One-parent 

families suffer significantly higher levels of deprivation 

than other household types. For example, in 2005 almost 

a fifth of one parent families (19%) experienced debt 

problems as a result of ordinary living expenses while a 

similar proportion (18%) went without heating2. 

2 EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) 2006
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In 2006 the Department of Social & Family Affairs 

published a Discussion Paper titled – “Proposals for 

Supporting Lone Parents”3. The paper proposed a number 

of reforms to current policy/legislation dealing with the 

issues of lone parents. 

 

The overall aim of the proposed reforms includes:

• To prevent long term dependence on social 

   welfare income 

• To support and facilitate financial independence 

• To facilitate participation in employment/education 
    and training  in a positive and supportive way

• To remove poverty traps from the  system of 
    income support

• To provide income support at a level sufficient to 
    enable full participation in society

• To change the expectations surrounding receipt of 
   One Parent Family (OPF) Payment introducing an   

   expectation of participation but with supports provided 

    in this regard

• To end the Cohabitation rule by making it neutral in    
   terms of influencing peoples basic choices regarding 

   their living arrangements

• To ensure consistency of treatment across means      
    tested social welfare schemes.

The Paper proposed the introduction of a Parental 

Allowance for all low income families that would be 

paid until the youngest child reaches a specific age, at 

which point the parent would seek employment outside 

the home or move on to an unemployment payment. 

The Parental Allowance could be paid regardless of the 

marital or relationship status of the recipient.

The Senior Officials Group of the Cabinet Sub-committee 

on Social Inclusion has been overseeing the development 

of these proposals.  At the time of writing, two profiling 

exercises were underway in Coolock, North Dublin and 

in County Kilkenny. Here new applicants of the One 

Parent Family Payment will have their progression needs 

and barriers assessed. This is to assist Government in 

identifying training, education, transport, childcare and 

other issues that will need to be addressed in order to 

advance the activation of lone parents.

 

4. Limerick City – 
A Brief Social and 
Economic Overview
Limerick City, with a population of 

59,7904, has undergone considerable 

physical, economic and social 

transformation over the past ten 

years, due mainly to increased 

economic investment, development 

and employment in the City. 

In spite of this, certain geographic areas and local 
communities such as Moyross, Southill and St. Munchin’s 
continue to experience significant social disadvantage 
and deprivation. 

Limerick has faced a growing spatial polarisation between 
areas of socio-economic disadvantage and areas 
considered to be relatively affluent, as illustrated by the 
Haase and Pratschke Deprivation Index5. For example, 
in 2006, the Deprivation Score for Limerick City was 3.2, 
compared to a score of 10.4 for the country as a whole. 
The score for specific areas of the City ranged from -34.7 
to +26.2. The Deprivation Scores for all Electoral Divisions 

in Limerick City is included in Appendix 2. 

The 2007 cabinet commissioned Fitzgerald report 

states that:

 “the Moyross and Southill areas of Limerick suffer from 

acute problems of disadvantage. In particular they have a 

high unemployment rate (five times the national average), 

a high proportion of one-parent families, and significant 

educational disadvantage, with educational attainment 

well below the national norm. In terms of socio-economic 

status, CSO analysis shows that these estates are among 

the most deprived in the country. They have the lowest 

scores in terms of socio-economic status in Limerick 

City. There is a high rate of crime, particularly of violent 

and drug related crime6”. Residents of these areas are 

therefore suffering extremely high levels of disadvantage 

and marginalisation. Compounding these difficulties is 

Limerick’s uniquely high rate of Local Authority housing 

3 See www.welfare.ie/publications
4. Gamma, 2008.   PAUL Partnership Area Baseline Data Report, 2006.  Dublin: Pobal
5. The Deprivation Index combines demographics, social class and labour market Census variables to calculate an indicator of relative affluence and deprivation for any given 
area, city, or Electoral Division. The Index ranges from –50 which represents the highest level of disadvantage to +50 which represents the highest level of affluence.
6. John Fitzgerald (April 2007) Addressing issues of Social Exclusion in Moyross and other disadvantaged areas of Limerick City:  Report to the Cabinet Committee on Social 
Inclusion, p.4
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within its city boundary.  A high density of large Local 

Authority housing estates, in a relatively small geographic 

area, can make it difficult to achieve a reasonable social 

mix and deliver high standards of housing management.

One Parent Families in Limerick City 
The April 2006 Census of Population recorded a total 

of 14,479 family units living in Limerick City7. Of these, 

32% (5,986) had at least one dependent child under the 

age of 15. However, 39% of all family units in Limerick 

City where there was at least one dependent child under 

the age of 15 were headed by a lone parent.  This rate 

is higher than the corresponding rate for the State as a 

whole, which, in 2006, was 21%.  (See Table 2 

for details).

Table 2: Number of Lone Parents in Limerick, 2006

Area Lone Parent 

Family Units8

Total No. 

of Family

Units9
No. %

Limerick City 2,308 39% 5,986

State 98,304 21% 461,382

Of the total number of lone parent families in Limerick, 

94% were headed by a female compared to 6% headed by 

a male. (See Table 3 below).  

Certain areas in the City, particularly those areas where 

levels of economic and social deprivation are particularly 

severe, recorded a much higher rate of lone parent 

families (see Table 4). 64% of all families (with at least 

one dependent child under the age of 15) living in 

Moyross are headed by a lone parent. In Southill, this rate 

is equally high, at 63%.

Table 4: Percentage of Lone Parent Family Units 

by Limerick City Area, 2006

Area Lone Parent 

Family Units

(% of all Family Units)

Moyross 64%

Southill 63%

St. Mary’s Parish 57%

Our Lady of 

Lourdes Parish 54%

St. Munchin’s Parish 42%

Such high concentration of a particular family type that 
suffers a disproportionately high level of poverty can 
create significant barriers to establishing sustainable 
communities. Thus one-parent families living in these 
areas have to contend not only with the substantial 
difficulties that parenting alone brings, but have to do 
so within a context where the overall quality of life is 
alarmingly poor.

Table 3: Gender Profile of Lone Parents 

in Limerick, 2006

Area No. of Lone Mother 

Family Units

No. of Lone Father 

Family Units

Total No. of Lone 

Parent Family Units

No. % No. % No. %

Limerick City 2,167 94% 141 6% 2.308 100%

7. A family unit is defined as either a husband and wife or cohabiting couple; a husband and wife or cohabiting couple with one or more children 
8.  The lone parent statistics refer to families where there is at least one dependent child under the age of 15.
9. Where there is at least one dependant child under the age of 15.
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5. Services providers – Limerick City
Key organisations providing services to lone parents in Limerick City were identified 

through this process. While the services provided by these organisations are not 

exclusive to lone parents, many are accessed by lone parents and in some cases 

lone parents form the majority of service users.

 
The main statutory and community based services providers are outlined in Table 5 below. The table also outlines the types of 

services provided and accessed by lone parents. The list is not exhaustive and providers have many other services that are not 

directly relevant to lone parents.

Table 5: Services Provided by Statutory and Community-based Service Providers in Limerick City

Service Provider Services Provided FAS 

FAS •Training and employment services
•Community Employment Schemes (eligibility criteria specifically includes lone parents)

Health Services Executive •Post natal care up to age 5
•Needs based “At Risk” provision
•Community Welfare Officers (have power to make special provision under the 
  Supplementary Allowance Scheme)
•Funding to voluntary organisations (e.g. Barnardos, Limerick Youth Service, 
   Social Services Centre)

City of Limerick VEC •Adult Education
•Targeted training provision (e.g. Vocational Training Opportunity Scheme)
•Childcare support to parents availing of training opportunities

Limerick City Council •Local Authority Housing Provision
•Social Inclusion (assistance to community and voluntary groups)
•Funding for Community and Voluntary Groups

Department of Social and 
Family Affairs

•Allowances and welfare support
•One Parent Family Payment
•Back to Work Allowance

Limerick City 
Development Board

•Development, monitoring and implementation of a comprehensive strategy 
   for the economic, social and cultural development of the city
•Promote and encourage cooperation and coordination between the various 
   agencies and interests within the City

PAUL Partnership •Work to enhance social and economic inclusion in Limerick City
•Financial support to individuals to access 3rd level education
•Support community-based Action Centres that provide advice and support 
   on employment, welfare rights, education and training
•Manage the Limerick Local Employment and Adult Guidance Service
•Provision of an Enterprise Support Service to individuals, including the long-term 
   unemployed who wish to become self-employed
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6.1 Social Welfare 

For many lone parents fear of losing their allowance 

equates with a loss of security and independence, 

in addition to a fear or risk of long-term poverty. The 

proposal to replace the existing national allowance 

scheme is a concern for lone parents locally who feel that 

there has not been enough time as yet to embed a basic 

understanding of the proposed changes.  

There is a need at department level to present any 

proposed changes in a practical way that will address 

people’s fears and concerns relating to what the 

changes will mean for individual lone parents. For many 

lone parents, loss of secondary benefits is seen as a 

disincentive to entering employment and the discretionary 

process of awarding supports is also perceived to be 

‘unfair’.  

In order to continue to receive the One Parent Family 

Payment, lone parent recipients will be asked by 

the Department of Social & Family Affairs to seek 

maintenance from the other/absent parent.  This could 

include seeking a court order for maintenance. For many 

lone parents this could be a source of conflict often at a 

time of great stress following the birth of their child and/

or their separation from their partner. Lone parents have 

identified the lack of information about this requirement 

and its implementation as difficult. 

A further practical issue arose in relation to access to 

welfare supports. Lone parents indicated that the opening 

times of the Department of Social and Family Affairs and 

access to social workers were “not flexible enough”.

6.2. Health and well being 

Consultations with lone parents pointed to a strong sense 

of loss. Whether people were young or older, the loss of 

their youth, childhood and/or a marriage or relationship 

to lone parenthood has had a profound impact on their 

life. Many of the individuals recognised the need for 

counselling and other therapeutic supports to help 

them to move beyond the emotional barriers that they 

face. Personal development and self-esteem building 

were also deemed essential, in order to equip individuals 

with the confidence to participate, even at a very 

rudimentary level, in social activities. 

Sexual behaviour is an issue that is often determined 

by factors such as education, social development, 

poverty, and family environment. The recent survey 

report launched by the Rape Crises Centre10 identifies 

individuals as less likely to enter into risky behaviour 

and sexual relations at an early age if they have stayed 

in school longer and therefore benefited from formal 

sex education and the social development that 

accompanies schooling.  

For many young early school leavers there is a need 

for specifically targeted resources to be put in place to 

ensure that they have access to sex education and ‘stay 

safe’ programmes. This would go some way to addressing 

the incidence of teen pregnancies and supporting 

teen mothers.  

Given the crisis and trauma that can often accompany lone 

parenting the lack of an extensive ‘out of hours service’ 

was articulated by a range of organisations and agencies. 

This echoes complaints made by lone parents themselves. 

 

10 ‘Whose age of consent is it anyway?’ Rape Crisis Network Ireland Policy Paper, December 2006 – www.rcni.ie/documents/RCNIAgeofConsentPaperDec2006.doc

6. Key Issues and Findings
A number of themes emerged from the initial fieldwork with local providers. The 

themes give an insight into the matters that were deemed to be most pressing, 

and are based on how often the theme emerged during meetings with lone 

parents, local community organisations and service providers.
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The causal factors behind many of the problems outlined 

above need to be better understood by service providers, 

but they already indicate the type of cross cutting 

responses that are required to make an effective and 

appropriate impact. 

6.3 Meeting Diverse Needs 

The need to be more knowledgeable, aware and informed 

around family diversity was stated by local providers, 

indicating the need for more training and information 

on the diverse makeup of the modern family. This must 

include training in cultural diversity. 

The need for more social events, where a diversity of 

family units and cultures can come together and establish 

friendship and peer supports was also articulated.  

Some local services in attempting to meet the needs 

of disparate groups within a single generic programme, 

often with limited training resources and supports, called 

for a revision of programmes at national level to 

reflect the complexities and diversity facing providers 

on the ground.

The matter of vulnerable relationships and re-constituted 

families was also highlighted. The rate of marital 

breakdown in Limerick City is the highest in Ireland with 

one in five marriages ending in divorce.  While there is 

some sense that marital breakdown and separation may 

add to the complicated context in which services are 

trying to operate the impact of separation and divorce 

on parents and re-constituted families is an area that 

requires further research.  

The role of men in parenting and their needs as lone 

parents were two items that lone fathers would like to see 

more awareness raising around.  With around 510 family 

units headed by lone fathers in Limerick City their specific 

needs have only tacitly been explored. Service providers 

in general would like to see a change of language 

within legal and information documents regarding lone 

parenthood in order to reflect greater gender equality. 

Many of the organisations and agencies expressed a need 

to combat stigma within their own working environments 

and would like to see expert lone parent agencies deliver 

awareness and policy analysis training for management 

and staff alike as a means of improving both sensitivities 

and services.

6.4. Childcare

Childcare (and schooling) is central to lone parents. It 

determines their day, their availability for training and 

education and, most importantly, their ability to work in 

paid employment. For lone parents, childcare provision 

must be flexible and diverse. Crèche, pre-school and after-

school must be available and readily accessible. 

Service providers articulated how they could do much 

more for lone parents if childcare was accessible, flexible, 

with drop-in and school collection/after school services 

available locally. The potential benefit of physically linking 

childcare premises/services to both full-time and part-

time education and training centres/institutions was 

particularly highlighted.  

The Limerick Travellers Development Group highlighted 

the provision of culturally appropriate crèche facilities. 

Travellers require a specific flexibility that is compatible 

with their culture and lifestyle. Some development has 

taken place with regard to a mobile service, which could 

address particular needs of many Travellers, however 

this needs to be monitored and the learning documented 

with a view to progressing the service further. There was 

a general sense that childcare provision has continued 

to improve, with a number of strong community childcare 

providers in place. There was however a strong sense that 

there is still a lack of quality, affordable childcare.  While 

there was much local criticism relating to new and existing 

provision under the National Childcare Investment 

Programme (NCIP), which it was felt could limit locally 

based services, it was also recognised that this was 

a constantly changing situation that would hopefully 

resolve itself before its final June 2008 implementation 

date. Individuals also stated that childcare needs to be 

seen as both a financial as well as a physical provision 

- i.e. a package of low cost childcare, tax incentives and 

subventions should be considered.

Some lone parents felt there was a move away from 

encouraging people to identify themselves as lone 

parents.  This may not be in their best interest as lone 

parents may have better access to community crèches 

under the NCIP subvention scheme. A further concern 

was that the NCIP was seen as providing only for the 

‘most vulnerable’. This appears to go against the 

principle of sustainable childcare provision.  
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It was strongly felt that all lone parents should have 

access to affordable childcare, especially where they are 

struggling to escape poverty. 

The method of administrating childcare/childminding 

allowances for participants in education and training 

was seen as overly intrusive. It was suggested that the 

administration of this allowance be given over to local 

groups who are familiar with lone parents and who can 

also offer accompanying supports to them. 

The need to increase the delivery of programmes to 

young lone parents was stated repeatedly by almost 

all of the providers.  Such programmes must assist in 

the development of greater parenting skills and in an 

understanding of the developmental needs of children. 

Young lone parents should be supported to participate in 

education and training appropriate to their own needs 

and development. 

The setting up of safe, shared baby-sitting clubs, again 

particularly for young lone parents, was also identified as 

a means of providing young parents with some form of 

social outlet and time for themselves.

6.5 Housing, Community and Environment

Public housing policy in Limerick is currently under 

scrutiny following concerns about crime, failures 

of policing and social disintegration in areas of 

disadvantage. The causal factors underlying these issues 

are deeply rooted in planning decisions and housing 

strategies pursued over many decades. These matters 

were the subject of a report to Cabinet (the Fitzgerald 

Report) and now form the remit of the Regeneration 

Boards in Limerick City, set up by central Government. 

It is clear that housing allocation policies were a 

contributing factor to the degeneration of disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods in the City. 

For lone parents in particular, their concentration in these 

communities without sufficient community and statutory 

supports, contributed to a general sense of vulnerability 

and social disintegration. 

Individuals expressed an urgent need to carefully explore 

the current allocation policies of the local authority in 

order to assess the impact these policies have had 

on particular communities already designated as 

disadvantaged and with a view to these communities 

becoming stable places where people are content to live 

and raise families. Policies aimed at achieving a more 

mixed tenure should either be introduced or, if already in 

place, more rigorously activated in these areas.

Local Authority housing policies in Limerick City must also 

urgently address the needs of separated individuals who 

continue to have a parenting role and who are presenting 

themselves in greater numbers to the Local Authority.

The value of specific investment in community 

development programmes as a means of combating 

anti-social activity and bringing about social regeneration 

in neighbourhoods is highlighted under this theme. 

By empowering and building local leaders, instilling 

community pride and methodically re-igniting the process 

of engagement by community organisations in developing 

sports, youth work, self-help groups, social networks etc., 

a developmental process is put in place that will yield 

great benefits into the future.  

The development of leadership was something that was 

articulated by many of the community organisations and 

local service providers, and the need to encourage and 

equip motivators within the community.  Many areas 

have suffered from loss of leadership as a direct result 

of government housing incentives or because of fear 

of victimisation. This is a particular barrier for people 

with leadership potential in Limerick City based housing 

estates.  More intense community development work 

is needed, however this requires a commitment to the 

development of a rigorous investment strategy at both 

local and national levels.

The need for more self-help and advocacy supports for 

lone parents with teenage children who are at risk of 

becoming involved in drugs and crime was articulated by 

a number of local providers.

6.6 Training and Education 

Participants felt that there is an urgent need for targeted 

training and education programmes with lone parents. 

While there is a very respectful ethos within many of the 

organisations and agencies against ‘labelling’ people, 

practice has proven time and again that very vulnerable 

target groups find it difficult to join in education and 

training programmes geared towards a generic audience.



15

While the City of Limerick VEC (CLVEC) was seen as ‘very 

accommodating’ and information regarding education 

and training opportunities is well disseminated by and 

across the variety of service providers, more flexibility in 

relation to time scheduling of programmes to suit lone 

parents and a more flexible system for accumulation of 

accreditation is required. The flexibility afforded through 

the Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme (VTOS) and 

occasionally by FAS and Failte Ireland was commended.

In addition to this, the need for parallel support 

programmes including mentoring and guidance for lone 

parents entering mainstream training and education was 

identified as important. Greater links between CLVEC 

and both Community Development Projects and Family 

Resource Centres in providing supports to lone parents 

could address this need. 

Generally, the provision of life skills and community 

education were considered essential for young lone 

parents who find themselves responsible not just for their 

child/children, but also for a house and household budget 

as well. The need for support in developing a greater 

understanding of their responsibilities was highlighted in 

these consultations.  

The possibility that allowances similar to those provided 

for FAS training schemes be made available for take-up of 

informal/mainstream training and education programmes 

was also suggested to both encourage and support lone 

parents to return to work and or education 

and training.

6.7 Work 

Those consulted identified the trend amongst employers 

to target female workers for low paid work, and the 

preference of lone parents for part-time work.  This it was 

felt has an impact on the individual’s ability to earn higher 

level of wages. The need to provide incentives to both 

employers and lone parents alike, to encourage further 

training and professional development was highlighted. 

The trend towards female part-time work was also 

identified as having an indirect impact on male lone 

parents who need to avail of flexible working conditions. 

This is an area that might be further explored by the Local 

Employment Service.

Providers also pointed to an issue in relation to education 

and training programmes currently being run to support 

lone parents in re-entering the work force.  It was felt that 

individuals may not be leaving these programmes with the 

skills required by local employers. To address this, work needs 

to be undertaken on matching the needs of employers with 

the training being undertaken by lone parents.  

Currently, lone parents are restricted in the type of work 

that they can access.  Lone parents need to be near to 

their child’s school in order to pick them up and bring 

them to after-school services or childminders and be able 

to return to work for the remainder of the day. There is 

a need for a service that supports working lone parents 

in fulfilling their responsibilities to their children so that 

they can access better jobs and are not tied to one 

geographical area.

The needs of older women/men of 50 years plus who 

are lone parents and who have reared their children also 

need to be taken into account. Those without formal 

recognised skills and who may be physically unable to 

take up available work, require services that provide them 

with opportunities to seek out suitable employment while 

at the same time enhancing their quality of life. Again, 

this is a matter that the Local Employment Service 

might explore.

6.8 Information 

Information is crucial to lone parents. This research 

found widespread confusion regarding entitlements and 

“what might be lost” by taking up training courses or 

employment. This highlights the need for accurate and 

verifiable information enabling informed decisions to 

be made by lone parents.

Lone parents who either were working, on a course, or 

members of a community group tended to be better 

informed regarding their rights and entitlements. 

Such groups appear to facilitate networking amongst 

lone parents allowing them to share information and 

their personal experiences. Lone parents living in 

disadvantaged areas of Limerick City tended to go to their 

local Community Development Project or Family Resource 

Centre (FRC), for information and assistance. The Citizens 

Information Centre (CIC) and its contact points (the Action 

Centres) was a resource that all lone parent participants 

were aware of and there was general agreement that 

they were very helpful. 
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6.9 Supports

Lone parents rely heavily on the support of family, friends 

and neighbours and in some cases would not be able to 

access education or employment without these supports.

 

Lone parents were also able to identify the voluntary 

and community sector as being very supportive and 

there was a strong sense of community organisation 

supports being always available and accessible. Key 

contact points such as the Community Action Centres, 

Community Development Projects, Family Resource 

Centres, the Citizen Information Centres and Barnardos 

were identified. Those interviewed felt less positive 

about statutory organisations such as Social and Family 

Affairs or the HSE, with many expressing a view that 

the experience was often not a good one. A mitigating 

factor here may be that those who had bad experiences 

with individuals when accessing statutory services, or 

whose family or friends had a bad experience, brought 

a preconceived view with them into other agencies, thus 

promulgating a sense of negativity about all agencies. 

A particular concern for lone parents in the 22 plus 

age group was that unlike teenage parents, they are, to 

some degree, outside of the formal education and health 

systems, and in some cases the family unit also. Although 

they are adults they felt a strong sense of being left to 

fend for themselves. Local organisations and service 

providers also stated that they felt current supports are 

not tailored sufficiently to the needs of this age group.

Quality of life issues such as combating isolation through 

better travel networks, more outreach and greater 

localised access to supports and programmes also 

emerged as a local support need.

6.10 Attitudes within Services

Lone parents’ who participated in this research indicated 

that their experiences of returning to education were 

positive overall.  However as outlined previously, 

accessing affordable crèche facilities was identified as 

being very difficult at times. 

Young lone parents appear from this research to be 

the most vulnerable group, particularly where they 

are on a rent allowance and living outside of targeted 

communities, where they are unable to avail of 

community crèches/community supports. 
Many young lone parents pointed to negative experiences 

when dealing with the HSE and Limerick City Council.  
Here lone parents felt that they were not taken seriously 
because they were young and on their own. This for many 
depended significantly on the individual with whom they 
were dealing with in the organisation.  In response to this 
some young lone parents tended to develop an attitude of 
aggression when dealing with particular statutory services. 
While aware that this was not the best approach they felt 
that they did not have other strategies or mechanisms to 
deal with this. 

Some lone parents felt that being a lone parent was more 
accepted now and that this was reflected in how they are 
treated by service providers.  However if you were young or 
an unmarried man parenting alone, then this, they felt, was 
not acceptable, and meant being looked down upon. 

A further issue arose in relation to fathers. People 
felt strongly that services need to take account of the 
differing needs of men and women and that sometimes 
these needs may be conflicting. For example, there may 
be hostility towards the lone parent mother arising from 
perceptions about the amount of support and assistance 
she may be receiving. Fathers on the other hand may be 
isolated from their children and/or can be living in very 
tenuous accommodation. Agencies must be seen to be 
neutral in situations of conflict. Many men for instance 

view courts and social services as pro-women.

6.11 Concluding Comments and Cross 

Cutting Issues

There was a genuine surprise amongst local organisations 

and statutory providers that Limerick City had one of 

the highest percentages of lone parents in the country 

(Limerick also has the highest rate of separation)11 .  

However, they were not surprised by the rising numbers 

of young lone parents locally, as this reflected their 

own experiences on the ground.  All of the participants 

interviewed were aware of many of the specific needs of 

lone parents, again, through their experience of either 

dealing with lone parents or from their experiences as 

lone parents themselves.

Initial research field work found a range of programmes, 

services and other interventions targeting ‘disadvantaged’ 

and ‘socially excluded’ groups. Lone parents were 

included within these categories. However, there was a 

lack of specific programmes targeting or specifically made 

available to lone parents.

 

11 Family Matters Ten Years On: A Comhairle Social Policy Report: Browne, Michael (April 2005) Comhairle 
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While there was a perception amongst agencies that 

lone parents were sufficiently provided for, lone parent 

participants in the research found it difficult to identify 

exactly what provision or services were available, 

often due to lack of information. This points to a lack 

of information for lone parents and an incomplete 

understanding of their needs by statutory agencies. It 

clearly indicates the need for improved dialogue between 

service providers and users. 

A widespread difficulty in providing and disseminating 

information on the range of supports and initiatives 

available to lone parents was articulated by service 

providers. State agencies in particular felt that this was a 

major issue and that trying to identify a way to collate all 

of the information available to make it more accessible 

would be a useful exercise.

The way in which welfare is structured was identified 

as challenging for organisations (other than statutory 

providers) capable of providing necessary and 

complementary supports for lone parents. A revision of 

welfare was deemed key to lone parent progression and 

in taking lone parents out of poverty. The idea of piloting 

a new approach to lone parent needs in Limerick City 

was seen as a potentially motivating factor for participant 

organisations in the research.

Amongst a range of supports deemed necessary to allow 

lone parents to progress, childcare was highlighted as 

the most important. Here it was felt that childcare must 

be recognised by the state as a central provision for all 

families, including lone parent families.

Local organisations expressed a general lack of 

‘confidence and competence’ among agencies and 

organisations to effectively assist lone parents in their 

progression. Issues were seen as complex and requiring 

multiple responses. Some organisations pointed to what 

appeared to be an ‘acceptance’ of lone parenthood as 

an inevitable pattern in disadvantaged communities. 

Counteracting this trend, and motivating people to 

address the issue at hand was considered 

extremely difficult.  

Local service providers indicated their concern with 

the lack of a self-expressed lone parent needs analysis 

to inform them of the types of supports and services 

required by lone parents. The absence of readily available 

data/information relating to lone parents that agencies 

could share was also highlighted as an issue when 

trying to develop local needs based programmes and to 

measure the successes of these.   

Generally, it was felt that current support systems do not 

meet all the needs and issues emerging for parents and 

family units i.e. distant and blended family relationships.  

Local providers continue to experience higher numbers 

of separated lone parents seeking their services, which 

reflects the CSO findings. Service providers alluded to 

a perceived high incidence of lone parents re-forming 

families with fragile relationships, surrendering their 

lone parent book, followed by the breakdown of the new 

relationship, leading to loss of security, accommodation 

problems and the loss of emotional supports 

(i.e. shared parenting).

Based on the findings from this research it appears that 

the current needs of one parent families in Limerick City 

are still very much at the physiological, safety and social 

stages, evidenced by the need for general well-being, 

income security and a safe and functioning community. 

Self-esteem and self-actualisation that derive from life 

skills, confidence, self-worth and social contribution are 

more obliquely stated, but are also very apparent needs. 

Training, education and work appear to be placed further 

down the list of priorities.  

Finally, it is vitally important to emphasise the impact of 

the local environment from both a physical and a social 

perspective on the situation of one parent families. The 

conditions within some of the estates where lone parents 

reside place an additional burden on the coping ability of 

parents, advocates and providers alike.   
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7.1 Defining Lone Parents

The majority of those consulted throughout this process 

indicated the need for a clearer definition of the term 

‘lone parent’. The perception of a lone parent as an 

unmarried mother living alone with her children no longer 

encompasses the variety of families headed 

by one parent. 

Any future definition must account for these variations, 

some of which include;

• Parents who are separated, divorced, widowed and     

    spouses of prisoners; 

• Parents parenting alone, including fathers who have   
   weekend access, people living together but  where 

   one parent has sole responsibility for parenting; non-   

   Irish nationals whose spouses are not resident 

   in Ireland; 

• Older parents caring for a dependent adult ‘child’

• Children who are ‘parenting’ parents i.e. where older  
    children are assigned or have to assume a parenting    

    role for  various reasons;

• Grandparents placed in a parenting role due to 
    the absence of the child’s parents. 

7.2 Focusing Services on Lone Parents

The role of statutory providers in providing mainstream 

services was emphasised during the consultations for 

this research.  As a result of this providers were not 

always aware of the status of their client base. Providers 

acknowledged that there has been a shift away from 

programmes targeting lone parents as a stand alone 

group towards programmes with a wider focus on parents 

where the intention is to include those parenting alone. 

This is not by any means unique to Limerick. Lone parents 

are eligible for many services which were designed to 

meet the needs of other groups, with the result that even 

though the service is technically available to lone parents, 

few avail of it12. Either lone parent specific services 

need to be provided to meet their particular needs, or 

‘mainstream’ services need to be adjusted to make them 

more readily accessible to lone parents.

7.3 Young Lone Parents

The success of the Limerick Youth Service (LYS) in 

attracting and maintaining the interest of young lone 

parents is evidenced by the numbers currently engaged 

by the service and from its programme outputs. 

Nonetheless, the high dependency of lone parents on 

Limerick Youth Services to meet their needs can be 

draining on limited resources, particularly when lone 

parents are only one of their many target groups.

7.4 Housing and Community

The question posed (below) by Des McCafferty from Mary 

Immaculate College, having reflected on the outcomes of 

a number of studies relating to lone parents, is a critical 

one in terms of looking at the routes to lone parenthood 

in Limerick, and requires further consideration by 

housing, health and welfare authorities alike: “Is the 

relative concentration of lone parent households in 

Local Authority areas particularly due to a higher rate of 

‘production’ of lone parent families in certain areas (i.e. 

a local socio-cultural phenomenon)? Or is this due to a 

filtering effect of the housing system?”   

If it is deemed to be the latter, serious consideration 

must be given to the housing allocation policies of

the local authority.

7. The Key Policy Issues Emerging 
from the Research
A number of issues have arisen during this research that may potentially have 

an impact on wider policies and practices in relation to lone parents. These 

issues are outlined in detail in this section. 

12 Because, for example, there are practical barriers to access (e.g. lack of childcare, scheduling) or the service otherwise fails to take 
account of the experience of parenting alone
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Regardless of the answer to this question the most 

immediate concern arising from this research is the 

impact of the current physical and social environment on 

one parent families.  

Regeneration, in the broadest possible sense 

that includes social, economic and infrastructural 

revitalisation, was seen as a vital component in 

addressing the issues facing lone parents and their 

families in the City.

7.5 Childcare

The need for responsive, accessible, affordable, and 

locally administered childcare has been part of an 

ongoing call by lone parent organisations and statutory 

providers for many years. Allowances that enable lone 

parents to access flexible childcare are crucial in enabling 

their return to education, training and employment.  

There was a strong sense that current childcare policy 

and provision does not adequately address the needs of 

lone parents in Limerick City at present. Providers and 

lone parents found it difficult to envisage any package 

that would sufficiently meet their needs without a 

comprehensive and accessible childcare policy.

7.6 Welfare

Alongside the increased levels of activity presented (in 

Section 7) in relation to implementing the One Parent 

Family Payment, the case load for the Department of 

Social and Family Affairs (DSFA) Limerick office, covering 

a 15-20 mile radius, appears from the research to be 

overly heavy – reflecting the considerable commitment 

of staff in attempting to meet a whole range of diverse 

needs. While such dedication is commendable it is in 

all probability not sustainable. Currently, this office is 

providing expert support in relation to entitlements, 

claims, courses, etc. to, on average 90 individuals per 

month. In addition to this, there is a constant stream 

of general enquiries by callers and by phone. A realistic 

assessment of just how much can be successfully 

sustained within existing resources would help inform the 

operation and development of services 

into the future.  

Local service providers believe that the welfare 

system needs to be more open to, and integrated with, 

complementary supports provided by other agencies 

and organisations to lone parents. These integrated 

supports also need to be maintained for longer periods 

of time, i.e. over 3-5 years. In addition, provision needs 

to be concentrated rather than short-term independently 

delivered alternatives or ‘quick fix solutions’. Such 

changes would require serious thought by regional 

offices and planning structures, and will in turn require 

government departments to introduce greater flexibility in 

any new proposals.

7.7 Progression Challenges

There was a perception amongst some of those consulted 

that social employment schemes are no longer viewed 

by users as serious labour market pathways. They were 

described as ‘stale’, with little progression opportunities - 

however others indicated that they are still widely used by 

lone parents. While there are different opinions there is some 

indication that a combination of factors relating to both local 

needs and alterations in national policies may have reduced 

the potential of these schemes for lone parents. 

While Jobs Initiative (JI) is now recognised as offering a 

longer-term option to individuals, it is not a mechanism 

that is used by lone parents. This is confirmed by 

statistics and may be due to both the work focus and the 

full-time nature of the scheme, which demand a greater 

commitment than is possible for lone parents.

The Community Employment (CE) programme, on the 

other hand, is part-time and is directed towards the 

individual’s training and development needs, and seems 

to suit lone parents much better. Again, this is evidenced 

in the take-up statistics.

As referenced in Section 7, it would be a valuable exercise 

to determine just how many lone parent households (based 

on those in receipt of the One Parent Family payment) are 

currently relying on Community Employment initiatives 

as a means of augmenting their income within the 

constraints imposed by parenting alone. It is likely that this 

is a sustainability issue for whole communities when the 

household profiles presented in the McCafferty studies are 

considered. Again, it is difficult to determine how many lone 

parents progress from CE and where they go. For instance, 

what percentage re-enter CE or another similar scheme 

after the necessary break between CE participation cycles. 
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Questions also arise as to why lone parent participants 

are not securing stable employment after the maximum 

allowable participation on these schemes.

The preparation for the New Deal initiative in the UK13 

identified parallel supports, such as mentoring, as a 

national requirement to meet the needs of adults seeking 

education, training and employment for the first time. It 

might be useful to draw on some of the lessons from the 

UK and other European experiences for adoption here in 

Ireland as a means of supporting lone parents to follow 

a tailored pathway to education and training, satisfactory 

employment and a secure income.

7.8 Challenges in Developing Coordinated and 

Integrated Approaches

In line with the objectives of the initiative, the intention 

was to outline the challenges raised in terms of 

developing integrated approaches to lone parent 

needs, in particular the capacity amongst agencies and 

organisations to engage in co-ordinated activity in relation 

to provision and policy. 

Fitzgerald clearly identifies an inadequate level of 

coordination between agencies working in the area as a 

significant problem. He states that “it would be hard to 

conclude that public funding is achieving an acceptable, 

let alone optimum, level of direct benefits to the 

communities concerned or that the coordination between 

agencies is sufficient or effective. The activities of various 

agencies can be fragmented, and in some cases the 

actions of one agency may be counteracted by 

those of another”14. 

This research also found that the nature of coordination 

was problematic. Local service providers, in stating 

that there was a casual, but relatively good level of 

coordination, acknowledged that the success of outcomes 

was largely based on the initiative of individuals, and not 

necessarily whole organisations. 

This research, having explored the context, identified the 

main needs and indicated some of the key challenges, 

found it possible to categorise a number of areas of focus 

that are important and relative to the development of 

integrated working in Limerick and these are outlined with 

the intention of contributing to the development of new 

integrated strategies for the future. 

7.8.1 Local Capacities for Integrated Work 

Local providers expressed a number of challenges in 

relation to organisational capacity, including:

• Lack of staff and resources;

• Concerns about incurring an increased workload on 
   top of existing pressures;

• Lack of information and data, a dearth of research 
   or guidance from other area/country experiences;

• Lack of direct local planning; 

• Need for staff training and development to address        
   competency and confidence issues. A particular 

   concern expressed was in relation to the stresses and   

    strains arising in facing a complex environment

• Information/dissemination – this was regarded as a   

    central issue.

 

7.8.2 Co-ordination

As stated previously, almost all of the local providers 

stated that there was a relatively good level of co-

ordination amongst agencies and local organisations.  

However, this coordination is based on:

• The initiative of individuals, and not necessarily 

    whole organisations;

• The networking abilities of individuals and    

    organisations to stay ‘in tune’ with local plans 

    and policies; 

• Having up-to-date knowledge of the  context in which        

    lone parents live and the opportunities existing for   

    provider interventions.  

Overall, coordination tends to be needs-based and 

contact or referrals to other agencies are made where 

necessary e.g. in relation to education, welfare etc. 

This consultation with agencies identified reasonable 

cooperation between the VEC, FAS and the Local 

Employment Service (LES), while the LES makes and 

accepts referral to and from both the HSE and DSFA.

The consultation with statutory providers did not 

indicate a particular problem in relation to cooperation 

between agencies. They felt that cooperation happens 

as necessary - people in front line service provision are 

aware of other services and make necessary referrals. 

Sometimes there is a formal referral protocol in place. 

13 http://www.delni.gov.uk/index/successthroughskills/skills-and-training-programmes-2/newdeal.htm
14 Fitzgerald, ibid, p.7
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While this view is no doubt honest and accurate it 

clearly refers to ongoing operational or administrative 

cooperation rather than the type of strategic cooperation, 

which the research identifies as a major gap in responses 

to the needs of lone parents. 

Different issues arise in relation to coordination. 

Coordination requires an active ingredient – a 

coordinating mechanism or a coordinating person. 

Those consulted recognised the need for a co-ordinator 

of services to link together the range of services and 

to create greater synergies and efficiencies in existing 

provision. As things stand the City Development Board 

is responsible for the development and coordinated 

implementation of a Strategic Plan, which includes a 

social inclusion focus. However, this is a developing 

role in line with broadening the responsibilities of local 

authorities and does not in effect confer either the 

resources or degree of responsibility required to be 

an ‘active’ coordinator. Area-based Partnerships have 

however been carrying out this role and have been able 

to use their core funding (and dedicated staff) to lever 

mainstream resources towards more coordinated working. 

Under the Cohesion process Partnerships are soon to 

transform into new integrated structures and will be, to a 

large degree, coterminous with local authority boundaries, 

thus facilitating better coordinating opportunities at both 

planning and operational levels. 

Joint planning and the formalised coordination of 

strategies would enable services to be more aware 

and more conscious of the process and practice of co-

ordination. This would involve more flexibility in terms 

of territorial and programmatic boundaries that exist 

between agencies and organisations. Naturally, this would 

require negotiation, reassurance and the building of trust. 

How this coordination is built and maintained requires 

some thought and consideration, however, lessons from 

as far back as the Poverty 3 programme point to the 

need to allocate that facilitative role to an organisation 

or individual. Either way it requires a dedicated ‘driver’. 

Partnerships have demonstrated a good ability to assume 

this role in many areas. RAPID Area Implementation 

Teams are another mechanism that combine both 

structure and staff, although they do not have the 

discretionary budget, available resources and flexible 

deployment capability of Partnerships.
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The objectives were set within the context of the strong 

commitment to eradicate poverty and social exclusion 

in the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion, which 

targets lone parents, and within the framework of 

programmes and responses outlined in the National 

Development Plan 2007- 2013. While many departments 

and agencies, including the Health Services Executive, 

the Department of Social and Family Affairs and the 

Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, 

have responsibilities both the Family Support Agency 

and Pobal (particularly through the Local Development 

Social Inclusion Programme) are two key implementing 

organisations in this respect. 

The findings of the research and the policy issues 

identified have been outlined in the preceding sections 

and they clearly indicate the problems, gaps and 

inefficiencies that need to be addressed as priorities 

in the immediate future. Clearly, not everything can 

be dealt with immediately. Many of the issues require 

further consideration by the appropriate agencies and 

organisations. Some, however, can be advanced more 

rapidly, especially those that relate to the internal 

administrative practices of agencies delivering public 

services. Others, the development of which are central 

priorities of particular social inclusion programmes or 

initiatives (the LDSIP, CDP, FSA and RAPID in particular) 

and agencies (PAUL Partnership, and individual FRC, 

CDPs etc), will need to be addressed through the 

sequential process that is the core of development work. 

As such, the recommended future actions are categorised 

in a manner that recognises responsibilities 

and current realities. 

They comprise:

1.  A recommendation for an action project at local level

in Limerick City designed to meet the collective needs 

of lone parents on the ground through a community 

development approach that will engage lone parents, 

provide development opportunities including parenting 

skills, information on services and benefits and a 

space for mutual support and social contact. The 

project would also enable the development of an 

informed analysis of issues and needs. This is based 

on the evidence that there is insufficient capacity on 

the ground upon which to build and pursue a demand 

by lone parents for better services and an improved 

policy environment. 

2.  A set of recommendations for policy makers and

statutory providers in Limerick City on improving 

services to lone parents and suggestions on 

procedures and mechanisms to promote better 

inter-agency collaboration in meeting the needs of 

lone parents. A particular focus is placed on the 

need to develop integrated ways of working amongst 

service providers and between service providers and 

community organisations/local development bodies.

3.  A recommendation for workshops and seminars

on lone parent needs and issues in the context of the 

activation measures (outlined in the NDP) and the 

urgency to meet complex needs in an integrated and 

multi agency manner within existing social inclusion 

provision. These events can be designed and delivered 

nationally in order to provide maximum cross-learning. 

Given the objective of the initiative and the need to 

embed good integration practice this would be best 

achieved through a collaborative process between 

Pobal, the Family Support Agency and the Community 

Development Programme.

 

8. Recommendations for Future Action
This initiative set out to identify how the needs of lone parents in Limerick City 

could be met in a more effective, efficient, appropriate and developmental way. 
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Recommendation 1: Developing 
Lone Parent Work and Lone 
Parent Capacities in Limerick City

Throughout the research, those consulted continuously 

reiterated the need for a centre where lone parents could 

get information, be supported in their struggles, network 

with other lone parents, build up their personal capacities 

and impact on the range of service providers with whom 

they engage. 

The exact shape and focus of this entity was imagined 

and was articulated in a variety of ways - a one-stop 

shop, a lone parent resource centre, an information 

centre. Some made reference to the Gingerbread Centre 

(previously supported by the Paul Partnership), as a 

valuable service which provided information on all areas 

of concern as well as direct supports to lone parents. 

Lone parents themselves would like to see a dedicated 

space with information particularly geared towards 

their needs. Some spoke of it as a city-wide integrated 

information service that is useable, accessible, and 

responsive for both professional staff and public. The 

exact actions that might be focused upon included 

the provision of information booklets on rights and 

entitlements, with information on contact points etc.

Many spoke of the need for support groups to be 

established, pointing to the lack of such groups for 

lone parents within the city.  Lone parents themselves 

identified the need for support groups to be set up to give 

them a forum to discuss common issues (lone parents 

found the research focus groups very beneficial and 

expressed the desire to be part of an ongoing group). 

The need for outreach work to engage lone parents in 

a collective analysis of their needs reflected a similar 

proposal. Some spoke of a high profile awareness 

campaign targeting lone parents throughout the city. 

A call for a deeper needs analysis capable of feeding 

into the development of a city strategy was another 

expression. Ongoing data and needs analysis could be fed 

into agencies and groups to inform the development of 

city-wide and local integrated strategies to meet the wider 

needs of lone parents. The need for good data and quality 

information is heavily supported by the research evidence.

All of this points to three distinctive themes – information 

transfer issues, direct support requirements, and the 

development of an informed analysis.  

In tailoring these themes into something that is both 

feasible and sustainable, account needs to be taken 

of existing provision and the potential of that provision. 

For instance, service providers see the mainstream 

information support as available to all, but point towards 

the need for better resources being available to existing 

information centres in order for them to deliver better 

quality information to lone parents. However, it is 

also clear that lone parents transfer information very 

effectively through their peer networks and that this 

is a tried and trusted method. National research also 

points to the strong correlation between networking and 

welfare take-up. The second theme, direct developmental 

support, is normally provided by community development 

organisations and this is an obvious gap in provision. 

Lastly, an informed analysis comes from the bedrock of 

experiences of lone parents when they are channelled 

through local planning structures by lone parent 

community groups.The research identified the main 

needs of lone parents in Limerick City and has elaborated 

on the environmental and policy/delivery contexts that 

impact either positively or negatively on their condition. 

While the state, through its policies and delivery agencies, 

must assume the bulk of responsibility for improving the 

situation of lone parents, the potential to capitalise on 

the positive aspects and to ‘turn around’ the negative 

elements depends also to a significant degree on the 

capacity of the community sector concerned with lone 

parent issues to make demands on systems, policies 

and procedures. In order to do this there needs to be a 

presence of such community groups and organisations; 

there needs to be a commitment and a capacity to 

engage with lone parents and lone parent issues; and 

there needs to be a strategic capability to impact on 

policy and delivery. It is apparent that Limerick City does 

not have the necessary lone parent infrastructure to create 

this ‘demand side’ role. 

This research recommends putting in place a 

project dedicated to lone parents using community 

development approaches that will engage lone parents in 

developmental processes aimed at meeting their personal 

needs through a collective process of analysis and action. 

The project will, in association with other providers, meet 

the information needs of lone parents and will articulate 

their needs in appropriate planning and policy structures 

and fora in Limerick.  It is acknowledged that the project 
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will take time to build up and to reach a level of expertise 

and sophistication, but it should as a priority begin to 

meet the immediate needs of lone parents by forming 

groups, dispensing primary information and facilitating 

the development of appropriate training and development 

initiatives. The leveraging of funding for this particular 

project should be a priority for the Regeneration Boards. 

PAUL Partnership, as the key social inclusion operational 

mechanism in the area should assume responsibility, in 

conjunction with local FRCs and CDPs, for the delivery 

of this project. The assistance of OPEN in focusing the 

project should also be sought.

Recommendation 2: Policy and 
delivery recommendations for 
statutory and local development 
providers in Limerick City

Those involved in the research consultations accepted the 

central responsibility of the state in meeting the needs of 

lone parents as unquestionable. Whether lone parenting 

of itself is problematic is to an overwhelming degree 

determined by past and present policy contexts – for 

instance, lone parents only experienced poverty in many 

Eastern European states when support systems were 

withdrawn during the reconstruction of their economies. 

The impact of policies in Ireland may not have been so 

rapid or dramatic, but policy-driven changes in family 

and economy have impacted on the economic and social 

position of lone parents over time. The state is therefore 

a key player, so the policy and delivery recommendations 

have both a national and local-specific relevance. 

In the context of the proposed ‘activation’ strategies 

outlined in the NDP15 , these recommendations have a 

particular priority.  

The social environment of the disadvantaged housing 

estates in Limerick City constitutes the most immediate 

single concern for service providers, community 

organisations and lone parents alike. The sheer 

concentration of lone parents, many of them very young 

and vulnerable, in areas where there is a perception 

of unfettered crime, and obvious social degradation 

is striking. The underdeveloped standard of service 

infrastructure, unacceptable levels of public safety 

and lack of consistent community leadership add to a 

desolate scenario that would daunt even those with high 

levels of social capital.  Attempting to provide services for 

lone parents, and other residents, in this situation is both 

difficult and costly. 

One can only assume that the housing policies of the 

past and the mistakes made are now being addressed 

through the implementation of the recommendations 

from the recent Fitzgerald Report which has led to the 

current regeneration process.  Naturally, things will not 

change overnight and much will rely on the commitment 

and outcome of the deliberations of the two Regeneration 

Boards, located north and south of the city centre. While 

not wishing to second guess the Regeneration Boards, 

it would be extremely important that a multi-agency 

approach to address the concentration of one parent 

families in certain housing estates areas is included 

in future regeneration plans. In addition to housing 

policy, such a response needs to focus on community 

breakdown, lack of lone parent leadership and the levels 

of anti-social activity in neighbourhoods. 

There is a further concern in this context. In 200716, a law 

that applies to regeneration areas only was introduced 

making it legal to refuse rent supplement. This may not 

have immediate consequences in the two regeneration 

areas, however in the future if a social mix develops 

whereby there are private letting arrangements, one parent 

families might find themselves excluded from living in the 

communities where they would receive vital supports 

and services.  

The research identified the centrality of childcare to 

both the economic and social opportunities available 

to lone parents. While flexibility and accessibility are 

core concerns in many disadvantaged communities, it 

is crucial to lone parents if they are to parent, earn and 

avail of any sort of acceptable social existence. Within the 

reality that more childcare is required in disadvantaged 

areas of Limerick City, a greater degree of flexible 

provision is required for lone parents. Greater account 

should be taken of local infrastructure and the potential 

space that could be made available to provide the types 

of service required by lone parents. The Limerick City 

Childcare Committee (LCCC) should undertake to address 

deficits in terms of flexible and responsive services by 

devising and piloting a multi-service childcare support 

system with a particular cohort, including lone parents, 

over a period of time.  The LCCC is already involved in 

carrying out an audit of childcare needs and perhaps this 

could be linked to that audit. Many of those consulted 

expressed the view that progression is not just about 

15 See Appendix 3
16 Social Welfare and Pensions Act 2007, Section 25(3C); see http://www.oireachtas.ie/documents/bills28/acts/2007/a807.pdf



25

returning to or accessing work, it is also about social 

progression. Children require the nurturing and guidance 

that parents can give them. A lone parent should not 

be forced to juggle family commitments and work 

commitments if it is detrimental to their overall well-

being and quality of life. This needs to be highlighted as 

a concern to be brought to appropriate policy arenas, 

where it could be examined further within the framework 

of a ‘package’ of alternative or complementary services 

and supports that result in improved quality of life for 

lone parent families. This matter might be progressed 

in the context of the establishment of the community 

development project.

While much work has been undertaken on the specifics 

of lone parenting there is little of an encompassing nature 

that outlines the complexities of policy, culture and family 

that determine the choices, opportunities and barriers 

affecting lone parents. It would be most beneficial to 

statutory providers, community organisations/NGOs and 

local development planners to invite academics to do 

a literature review of best practice in Europe in order to 

inform good practice in a number of areas. An immediate 

concern arising from this research relates to the need to 

review social welfare payments and incentives for lone 

parents. This could be used to inform a longitudinal study 

that looks at a cost benefit analysis for lone parents who 

progress through to steady and rewarding employment, 

over 5 years for example.  It might be possible to employ 

the expertise of an economic researcher, who could 

articulate the initial costs to the state, including the 

benefits in terms of social capital, improved quality of life, 

income tax and other forms of revenue that come from 

the individual’s increased spending.  

In calling for an improvement in services the efforts of 

many agencies in attempting to deliver an acceptable 

service to lone parents in difficult circumstances 

and with limited resources has to be acknowledged. 

Notwithstanding this, the lack of programmes targeting 

lone parents and the absence of accurate baseline 

data upon which to plan and focus such programmes 

is apparent. While the need for a radical investment 

in statutory services was considered paramount, the 

greatest concern was with coordinating services and 

collaborating in strategies to ensure a joined-up set 

of services that meet the needs of lone parents in an 

integrated way. Developing multi-agency and cross sector 

integrated strategies would, as a matter of consequence, 

identify the need for greater flexibility and outreach 

strategies.  They would also provide feedback on quality 

of service and additional needs such as the need for out-

of-hours services, greater use of mediation services etc., 

which were indicated in the consultations. As stated in 

the body of this report, coordination does not happen out 

of good will, no matter how forthcoming that is.  It needs 

to be facilitated and maintained by a dedicated lead 

organisation. It is strongly suggested that this matter be 

prioritised by the Social Inclusion Measures (SIM) Working 

Group of the City Development Board and the operational 

remit given to PAUL Partnership in Limerick City.
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Recommendation 3: Developing 
Integrated Approaches - 
Improving Coordinated and 
Collaborative Approaches to Lone 
Parent Needs by Partnerships, 
Family Resource Centres and 
Community Development Projects 

The National Agreement, “Towards 2016”, together 

with the National Development Plan, the imminent 

Employment Action Plan and the National Action Plan for 

Social Inclusion (NAPinclusion) set out to give substance 

to the Lisbon Accord to promote greater social cohesion 

and employment within a dynamic European economy. 

Moving socially excluded groups such as lone parents 

out of poverty and towards employment is at the heart of 

this framework of policies. The primary tool outlined in 

the NESC Developmental Welfare State document is the 

life cycle approach – targeting interventions at particular 

points in the life cycle – with a clear expectation assigned 

to the local development and community development 

sectors as ‘activists’ – i.e. a sort of research and 

development role. In somewhat crude language this 

could be described as putting operational flesh on policy 

aspirations. It is a challenging role but one that the local 

development and community development sectors have 

shown a particular expertise in. 

The mechanisms outlined in the NDP to achieve 

social cohesion goals include activation measures, 

intended to fast track particularly vulnerable groups 

towards labour market participation. Taken together 

with the introduction of a changed welfare payment 

regime this provides a new context for social inclusion 

programme strategies and a particular challenge to 

implementation structures on the ground. Like all new 

concepts, activation will need to be realised by those 

at the coalface – the Partnerships, Family Resource 

Centres, Community Development Projects and others 

acting in consort with statutory providers. Across Europe, 

governments have shown themselves to be particularly 

good at developing ambitious and well-intentioned plans 

in relation to poverty and social inclusion. Delivery has 

been less of an achievement and the operational reality 

of many programmes and initiatives has not matched 

their aspiration. Developing meaningful and pragmatic 

integration strategies in relation to lone parents is 

therefore crucial and could lay down an action template 

applicable to other marginalized groups such as Travellers 

or people with disabilities. 

In relation to lone parents, this Limerick based research, 
and other work undertaken at local and national level 
based on analysis and experience, clearly points 
towards the potential of integrated approaches to 
address lone parent needs across a range of problem 
areas and issues. Income, housing, safety, childcare, 
education and employment are so interrelated that only 
a concerted multi faceted approach will result in an 
elevation of lone parent families from poverty and social 
isolation. Integrated approaches imply cooperation and 
collaboration across sectors and between statutory 
services. Bringing this about involves building trusting 
relationships, developing a clear analysis and devising 
and agreeing a core strategy. In terms of the mechanics 
for doing this, this research makes some suggestions in 
relation to how it might be facilitated and maintained. 
However, there is much that could be learned and 
exchanged from the experiences of organisations in 
many different areas. This inter-agency  learning needs 
to be facilitated. An additional consideration is set by the 
introduction of a new NDP and constituent programmes, 
some of which have yet to be operationally focused, 
and by the onset of new unified structures for the 
delivery of social inclusion (and, in rural areas, the Rural 

Development Programme) under the Cohesion process.  

The Cohesion process is the latest expression of a 

growing coherence between the suite of social inclusion 

structures and programmes at local level. This report 

suggests the need for a series of conference/seminar/

workshop opportunities to reflect, exchange experiences 

and explore how integrated approaches to lone parent 

needs can be realised at local level and to identify the 

type of supports required at programme level to assist 

this to come about successfully. 

The core objectives should be set to include:

• Setting the context - the imparting of up to date   

    information and analyses on lone parents

• Identifying models for integrated approaches to lone   

    parent needs – trawling for excellence, identifying 

     core elements of good practice

•Supporting integrated approaches to lone parents at   

   programme level –  identifying resource needs, creating 

   a support framework, collaborative working with lone     

   parent NGOs.
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In early 2008, an event was organised by PAUL 

Partnership in which the findings of the action research to 

date were presented. The event was attended by up to 40 

people, and included lone parents, including those who 

had participated in the focus group discussions, as well 

as representatives from statutory service providers and 

community and voluntary organisations.  

Following the presentation of findings, the audience was 

asked to identify and discuss:

•Their initial responses to the report against their 

   own experiences

•The implications for their own organisation or sector

•Their views on the recommendations:

 - Are they feasible? 

 - Are they achievable? 

 - If so, how do they get moved?

The feedback was noted and is outlined below:

9.1 Initial Responses

People felt that this was a very important report that 

documented facts and issues relative to one parent families 

very clearly. For some it indicated what they knew already 

from their experiences, although it was useful to see it 

reflected in the report. The statistics for Limerick in both the 

report and the presentation were regarded as quite alarming 

when compared to the national figures, especially the 

concentrations of lone parents in some areas. 

Some people felt that the position was even more stark: 

that county-wide statistics can mask the conditions and 

issues in housing estates in Newcastlewest, Abbeyfeale 

and other places adjacent to Limerick.  In these areas 

there are also significant social exclusion issues, but little 

or no supports. The report highlighted that lone parents 

were not a homogenous grouping. There are a significant 

percentage of lone fathers, who are almost a hidden 

group, that pose challenges in terms of engaging with 

them and profiling their needs and issues.  

Reference was made to older lone parents (aged 45+) as 

a particular group, which the report touched on but who 

might require some future focus. Frequently these parents 

are in situations where the children are gone, they have 

lost their social welfare supports, are on the dole and, 

because of their dedicated caring role, have lost contact 

with the labour market.  

Teenage parents were identified as another group that 

need to be looked at. It was pointed out that statistics on 

teen parents are obtainable from the Regional Maternity 

Hospital – although it should be noted that not all of 

these people would be from Limerick City.

9.2 Implications for Organisations/Sectors

Cutbacks over the past number of years in relation to the 

CE Scheme, an important mechanism for income support 

and progression, was something in the report that 

reflected a reality on the ground for providers. 

Discussions in relation to whether to take a targeted or 

multi faceted approach were ongoing within agencies. 

This reflected ongoing debates about targeted versus 

generic approaches – e.g. do you provide supports to 

families or specific targeted families. There is a real 

9. Concluding Comment from the 
Dissemination Event
The final phase of this initiative fed the findings from the research back to all of 

those who took part in the action research process with a view to eliciting responses 

to the draft report and facilitating comment and suggestion about moving to 

implementation of the agreed recommendations. Seeking agreement on the steps 

required to implement the findings of the research was especially important.  
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resource implication for expanding services towards, for 

example, providing support to older lone parents.

Lone parent was seen by participants as a very simplistic 

term for a very complex situation, and many felt that 

there is a need for dedicated workers to support this 

work. Within community development groups there was 

a view that there is a discernable shift from providing 

support to groups towards service provision – taking 

resources away from core community development work 

and focusing it on mainstream service provision. It was 

felt that community development workers are being 

taken away from support work and that this affects 

responses on the ground. The emergence of integrated 

forums such as RAPID AITs, and CDBs has resulted in 

community development workers who previously were 

working on the ground now being drawn into this type of 

administrative vacuum. A possible evaluation next year of 

the FSA funded Family Resource Centre programme could 

examine this. 

It was pointed out that there are a lot of lone parent 

households in Southill.  The local FRC needs resources 

and space to meet these needs. The lack of funds 

to resource local support groups was an important 

consideration that was echoed by many. Whatever groups 

there are in place are constantly being asked to provide 

such things as homework clubs, but there are no supports 

or resources available for this. There is also a need for 

support for mentoring initiatives.

There are different issues for clients of Doras Lumni. Here 

issues of integration and cultural issues are important. 

Reponses therefore need to reflect the diversity that 

exists.

Issues of childcare resonated in discussions. Experiences 

pointed to a lot of young parents trying to undertake the 

Leaving Certificate, while the issue of childcare is forcing 

many to drop out of school. There is a real issue regarding 

childcare for young parents in education, which is vital 

for progression.

The issue of childcare needs to be addressed at national 

level. The new National Childcare Investment Programme 

(NCIP) subvention scheme will not pay for good quality 

childcare to enable parents to go back into education, 

training or employment. There is an issue around 

subvention versus real costs and there is an added fear of 

creating social welfare only crèches. Subvention is not the 

answer. At national level, we need to look at all policies 

that affect childcare.

In relation to childcare facilities – the money is acting like 

a carrot to set them up but no running costs are being 

provided for programmes, so costs have to be sourced 

from other programmes/initiatives.

Childcare should be seen as early education. Childcare 

shouldn’t be about making profit, but should be about 

getting the the highest quality childcare. After-school 

services - which broaden our perception of childcare 

beyond the age of 5 - are virtually non-existent and any 

that are there are in the private sector.

9.3 Recommendations, Feasibility, Achievability 

and Action

A question raised was ‘how do we deliver on the 

actions?’.  It was strongly reiterated that ‘we have had 

reports before’. While all the recommendations were 

welcomed, a particular concern was that the actions 

would be pilots only and would not be mainstreamed.

Overall it was felt that a central group should take 

a coordinating responsibility to drive lone parent 

programmes and initiatives in Limerick City.  

The need for collaboration between the various agencies 

and for clarity to be embedded from the outset – in 

terms of roles, responsibilities, objectives and targets 

was endorsed. Unfortunately we are entering a climate 

of cutbacks and in some agencies, including the HSE, 

these have particularly affected the family support and 

community development side of operations. As a result 

agencies are not sure if they will get the same level of 

funding as before and will be in a difficult position.

The presentation of the deprivation index and the 

worsening trends that were recorded – particularly in 

some of the housing estates of Limerick, brought home 

the need for significant resources to be dedicated 

towards the needs of these areas and the needs of lone 

parent families within these areas. (See Appendix 2).
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Appendix 2
Deprivation Scores for 
Limerick City
A deprivation score is a single figure that indicates the 

level of deprivation or affluence in a specific electoral 

district during a census year.  It is calculated by combining 

data, obtained from the Census, under the following three 

categories for each area:

Demographic Decline

•Percentage of population aged under      

   16 or over 65

•Percentage of population with primary      

   school education only

•Percentage of population with a third             

   level education

•Percentage of households with children 

    aged 15 and under headed by a  single parent

•Percentage change in population over       

  the previous 5 years

Social Class Disadvantage

•Percentage of population with primary      

   school education only

•Percentage of population with a third       

   level education

•Percentage of households headed           

   by professionals, or managerial and             

   technical employees, inc farmers 

   with 100 acres or more

•Mean number of persons per room

•Percentage of households headed by       

   semi-skilled or unskilled manual 

   workers, inc farmers with less than 

  30 acres
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St. Mary’s CDP
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St. Munchin’s Family 
Resource Centre
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Labour Market Deprivation

•Percentage of households headed by semi-skilled 

  or unskilled manual workers, inc farmers with less 

   than 30 acres

•Percentage of households with children aged 15 

   and under headed by a single parent

•Male employment rate

•Female employment rate

This data, aggregated into a single figure, represents 

‘Overall Affluence and Disadvantage’, and can range 

on a scale from -50 (most disadvantaged) to +50 (most 

affluent.  

The Deprivation Score for the Limerick City 

Electoral Divisions are:

Electoral Division Absolute Deprivation 
Score, 2006

Abbey A 15.5

Abbey B 14.6

Abbey C -3.5

Abbey D -8.8

Ballinacurra A 17.4

Ballinacurra B 4.3

Ballynanty -14.3

Castle A 13.2

Castle B 17.5

Castle C 23.3

Castle D 26.2

Coolraine 17.6

Custom House -3.4

Dock A 7.1

Dock B 4.9

Dock C 9.6

Dock D 13.5

Farranshone 16.7

Galvone A -3.1

Galvone B -24.6

Glentworth A -7.7

Glentworth B -2.2

Glentworth C -25.7

John’s A -34.7

John’s B -10.9

John’s C 4.1

Killeely A -13.9

Killeely B -5.4

Market -2.1

Prospect A -12.1

Prospect B -22.5

Rathbane -13.3

St. Laurence 1.0

Shannon A 18.2

Shannon B 5.1

Singland A -3.6

Singland B 11.0

Limerick North Rural 10.3

Limerick City 3.2

State 10.4



32

Appendix 3 
Extract from 
the National 
Development Plan 
2007-2013
Activation Sub-Programme

The objective of the Sub-Programme, which will be 

implemented by the Department of Social and Family 

Affairs (D/SFA), is to promote participation and social 

inclusion through activation measures aimed at all people 

of working age. This approach involves engaging with all 

people of working age in a similar way, whether they are 

unemployed, lone parents, people with a disability or in 

some other category. The aim is to facilitate progression 

regardless of the circumstances that led the person to 

require income maintenance.

This will be a new service, building on the DSFA’s existing 

experience and income maintenance relationship with 

the people concerned, in co-operation with other relevant 

service providers such as FAS, VECs, HSE and 

other local agencies. 

The vision is of a single transparent system with a 

primary focus on the customer and a route map starting 

at the first point of engagement with the Department. 

The programme will complement existing services, such 

as the Department’s own Back-to-Work and Back-to-

Education Sub-Programmes, as well as services 

offered by other agencies in agreed circumstances, 

where necessary. 

The particular added value that will be provided by 

DSFA is an active outcome-focused individual case 

management of all social welfare customers of working 

age who are not progressing into employment or 

accessing training or education opportunities. Activation 

measures will be provided at the primary point of 

access, which is at the initial claim stage, delivering 

more intensive engagement with individuals of working 

age than is possible in the current structure. This will 

establish a rights with responsibilities concept in welfare 

supports by moving from a passive approach to active 

case management on an individual basis. It is intended 

to invest €50 million under this Sub-Programme over the 

lifetime of the NDP, subject to a midterm review of the 

efficacy and outcome of this Sub-Programme. In the first 

three years, €13 million will be invested, following which 

the Sub-Programme will be reviewed and a decision made 

on the extent and content of the sub-programme over the 

following four years.



Further information about the activation of lone 

parents is available on www.oneparent.ie.

This report is also available on the 

following websites:

•www.pobal.ie/live/publications/810.html 

•www.fsa.ie 

•www.oneparent.ie 

•www.paulpartnership.ie








