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Strengthening Families for Life:  Final Report of the Commission on the Family to

the Minister for Social, Community and Family Affairs, Dublin: Stationery Office.

Review Article by

Kieran McKeown,  Social & Economic Research Consultant, Dublin

Economic and Social Review, 1999, Volume 30, Number 2, pages 203-210.

1. Introduction

Families are now high on the agenda of many governments.  In July 1998, the Government published
a major report on family life in Ireland called Strengthening Families for Life.  In November of the
same year, the British government produced a consultation document called Supporting Families.
Why is the state so interested in families?  The answer is not just that the traditional family
comprising two married parents and their children is in decline.  Traditional family values such as the
indissolubility of marriage are also in decline; indeed there is evidence that some couples may be
choosing cohabitation over marriage.  These changes mean that Ireland, like other European
countries, has a growing number of families which are not based on marriage and a growing number
of one parent families.  Although the majority of children in Ireland are still brought up by parents
who are married to each other and live with each other, the number of persons who are separated has
more than doubled in the 10 years to 1996 - up from 37,000 to 88,000 - while births to unmarried
mothers - at 14,000 in 1997 - is now 25% of all births.

The report of the Commission on the Family is nearly 650 pages long and took three years to prepare.
There is a danger that reports like this will join the esteemed company of the Bible and Shakespeare
which are more talked about than read.  It was Karl Marx, acknowledging that his own books were
not easy to read, offered the following encouragement to the faint-hearted: “There is no royal road to
science, and only those who do not dread the fatiguing climb of its steep paths have a chance of
gaining its luminous summits” (Marx, 1974). So what do we learn about families from the luminous
summit of the Commission’s Final Report?

Before answering this question, it is appropriate to declare my interest.  In 1997, I co-authored (with
Harry Ferguson and Dermot Rooney) a study on fathers for the Commission on the Family which was
published in 1998 as Changing Fathers? Fatherhood and Family Life in Modern Ireland (McKeown,
Ferguson and Rooney, 1998). I am interested therefore to find out what impact, if any, our study
made on the Commission and its Report.  Accordingly, many of my comments will focus on the
changing role of parents - but particularly fathers - in family life.

The setting up of the Commission on the Family in October 1995 was an important and welcome
initiative.  Although not stated explicitly in its terms of reference, many expected the Commission to
draw up a more inclusive concept of family life and create a working consensus on how to address
many of the difficulties which family life inevitably throws up. I think that the Minister who
established the Commission, Prionsios de Rossa, had this vision in mind when, in the press statement
launching the Commission on 16 October 1995, he stated:  “It is clear that we need to re-examine our
approach to families in the changed and changing socio-economic context with a view to developing
an integrated policy to assist all kinds of families carry out their functions of providing material and
psychological support to their members”.
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Any review of the Commission’s Report needs to be seen in the context of the enormously large and
complex task which was set for it by its terms of reference.  These are summarised in Table 1.  By
and large, the Commission took a broad understanding of its remit and covered an enormously wide
range of issues in great detail.  However at times the Commission appeared to be overwhelmed by the
scope and complexity of the task before it.  Some of the chapters of the report are little more than an
outline of different perspectives to the problem, which are then referred for consideration elsewhere,
usually to one of the many expert groups which are also looking at these questions.  Some chapters
read like university seminar papers where lots of perspectives and positions are outlined but no
conclusions are drawn other than calling for further reflection, review and research!

Table 1 Terms of Reference of the Commission on the Family, October 1995 - July 1998

The terms of reference
- to raise public awareness and improve understanding of issues affecting families;
- to examine the effects of legislation and policies on families and make recommendations to the
Government on proposals which would strengthen the capacity of families to carry out their functions
in a changing economic and social environment.  The Commission would also be expected to make
proposals to the proposed All Party Committee on the Constitution on any changes which it believes
might be necessary in the constitutional provisions in relation to the family.  Proposals involving
expenditure should be as far as practicable costed;
- to analyse economic and social changes affecting the provision of families, taking account of
relevant research already carried out, including reports of Commissions (eg. Social Welfare,
Taxation, Status of Women) and relevant Working Groups (eg. Expert Working Group on Integration
of Taxation and Social Welfare, current anti-Poverty Strategy Policy Committee) and carry out
limited research as necessary.
In carrying out its work, the Commission, while having regard to the provisions on the family in the
Constitution intended to support the family unit, should reflect also in its deliberations the definition
of the family outlined by the United Nations.
The Commission will liaise with the Oireachtas Committee on the Family.
The Commission has been asked to make its final report to Government by June 1997 and in that
report to make recommendations on how families can best be facilitated in the support and
development of individual members.  Interim Report to be prepared by October 1996.
Source: Commission on the Family, 1996 and 1998.

Given the sensitivity of gender in family matters, I am struck by the gender imbalance in the
membership of the Commission.  The Commission had 14 members, 10 (70%) of whom were women
and 4 (30%) of whom were men; during 1998, the ratio was even more imbalanced (80/20) since the
place of one man was taken by a woman.  It is clear that membership of the Commission was contrary
to established Government policy.  Since 30 March 1993, Government policy requires “a minimum
representation of 40% of men and women on State boards” (Second Progress Report of the
Monitoring Committee on the Implementation of the Recommendations of the Second Commission
on the Status of Women, 1996, p.87).  I am curious why this happened - a breach of Government
Guidelines by a Government Minister - and wonder if there is an unconscious assumption that
families are, after all, the business of women?

I welcome the innovation of having photographs in the Report. However they left me very confused
as to the message they wished to convey. There are 10 photographs, one at the beginning of each of
the 10 parts of the report.  These breakdown as follows: six are of children without parents or adults;
three are of couples without children and one of a mother with child.  Amazingly, there is no
photograph of two parents with their children; perhaps the two-parent, nuclear family (at just 80% of
all families with children or 63% of all families, according to the 1996 Census of Population) is closer
to extinction than I had thought!  Nor is there any photograph of a man with a child.  There is a
photograph of a woman looking compassionately at a man in a wheelchair (p.508) which may
symbolise one facet of the changing role of men but I doubt if it conveys a positive image of
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fatherhood!  So I have to say that the selection of photographs are a disappointment and a missed
opportunity in terms of reflecting different images and possibilities of family life.  Photographs of
children - however lovely - do not convey any image of family life and risk becoming a cliché.

Still on the subject of presentation, the Report begins with a very weak Chapter One, devoting just
four pages to defining and explaining the Commission’s approach to family policy. I had an
expectation that the opening chapter would discuss the concept of family, the internal and external
factors which have affected it in recent times and the implications of defining families to include
marital and non-marital parents as well one and two parent families.  There is none of this however.
As a result, I found myself going back to Chapters One and Two of the Interim Report (published in
November 1996) for a much clearer exposition of the Commission’s policy on the family and the six
core principles and statements which, it claims, informs its work (see Table 2).  Thus Chapter One of
the Final Report is a rather poor opening to the report and under-sells the work which the
Commission had already done.

Table 2 Fundamental Principles to the Development of
a Coherent, Progressive and Effective Family Policy

1. Recognition that the family unit is a fundamental unit providing stability and well being in our
society.
2. The unique and essential family function is that of caring and nurturing for all its members.
3. Continuity and stability are major requirements in family relationships.
4. An equality of well-being is recognised between individual and family members.
5. Family membership confers rights, duties and responsibilities.
6. The diversity of family forms and relationships should be recognised.

Source: Commission on the Family, Interim Report, November 1996, pp.12-13.

The Report is written in such a way that the Commission itself is sometimes indistinguishable from
the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs.  For example, the opening Chapter of the
Report states: “The work of the Commission received a new impetus when the Government, on
taking office in June 1997, expanded the remit of the Department of Social Welfare to make family
policy and family services central to its activities.  The new title of the Department of Social,
Community and Family Affairs indicates the new role of the Department” (p.2).  However there is no
mention of other organisational changes in the civil service which occurred at that time - such as the
change in title from Department of Health to Department of Health and Children or the amalgamation
which produced the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform - all of which have significance
for the role of these Departments in family life. Similarly, there is reference to a submission made to
the Minister for Social, Community and Family Affairs in October 1997 in advance of the 1998
budget but apparently no submissions were made to any other departments with a family remit.  The
marriage between the Department and the Commission is also suggested in Chapters Two and Three
of the Report which deals with the initiatives and recommendations as they affect the Department of
Social, Community and Family Affairs without any preliminary analysis of the changing and multiple
contexts in which different families live.   This suggests an in-house, departmental perspective.  I find
it hard to detect any independent agenda-setting role which the Commission might have played.   My
point here is not to criticise the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs for carving out
a role in the area of supporting families - indeed I commend it - but to raise questions about the
appropriateness of a service provider and the State generally in shaping the family agenda at the
expense of other stakeholders.  I would also question the wisdom of having the Commission
supported by a Departmental secretariat on the grounds that it may reduce its independence; I hasten
to add that I have no questions whatever about the overall competence of the secretariat.

I now present more detailed comments as briefly as possible.  I considered commenting on each
chapter in turn but since there are 24 chapters this is not feasible!  So I propose to highlight what I see
as the main strengths and weaknesses of the report in a more abbreviated form.
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2. Strengths

The main strengths of the Commission’s report are its proposals for substantially increased
expenditure on families with young children as well as some increase in targeting of resources at
disadvantaged families.  There are also some useful proposals for expanding existing services
including the marriage counselling service. The main expenditure proposals are:
1. increased expenditure on children under the age of three (estimated at IR£260 million)
2. increased expenditure on children aged between three and four (IR£85 million)
3. a proposal to spend IR£4 million over the next 4-5 years on 100 family and community resource

centres in disadvantaged areas
4. a doubling of resources for marriage counselling from IR£1.5 million to IR£3 million.

I think these proposals will help to strengthen families.  I have just one comment about them.  The
Commission is right in pointing out that there is a gap in provision for children in the 1-3 age bracket.
The education system is a crucial childcare support from the age of four onwards but, as the
Commission points out, “there is almost no state investment in the care of children in the years before
entry into primary school” (p. 63).  The average state investment per child attending primary school is
about IR£20 per week in 1998 compared to IR£8.50 for children not yet attending school (ie Child
Benefit).  I agree with the Commission that the per capita investment by the state for both groups
should be the same (p.73) and should be about IR£1,000 per child per annum.

The Commission proposed three options, as summarised in Table 3, for supporting children in the 1-3
age bracket but failed to recommend any one of them. My impression from the report is that the
Commission got locked in a debate over the relative importance to be attached to financial
recognition of unpaid caring work in the home as against financial support for specific types of caring
such as children and adult dependants. My own preference is for the latter approach (Option C in
Table 3) since it is neutral as regards the incentive to work inside or outside the home.  It also has the
merit, as I see it, that state financial support for caring work is linked to the child or the adult
dependent being cared for rather than the employment status of the parent or carer. However, in view
of the somewhat regressive nature of this provision, I would like to see it complemented by almost
universal and virtually free childcare provision in disadvantaged areas for children under the  age of
four.  In any case, the failure of the Commission to agree on its preferred option leaves one
wondering if this aspect of its work will have any beneficial impact.  The 1998 Budget adds to these
doubts.

Table 3 Options for Financial Support for Children Under Three
Option Description Annual Cost

A Parent Allowance @ IR£30 per week
(for parents working full-time in the home) and
Childcare Allowance  @ IR£30 per week
(for parents working outside the home)

IR£228
million

B Extended PRSI Paid Parental Leave @ IR£70.50 per week(for
parents working outside the home) and
Childcare Allowance  @ IR£30 per week
(for parents working full-time in the home)

IR£255
million

C Child Benefit @ IR£30 per week per child (compared to an
average of IR£8.50 per week now)

IR£173
million

Source: Commission on the Family, Final Report, July 1998, Chapter Five.

3. Weaknesses

Ireland has essentially a two tier family system, one inside marriage the other outside marriage.  Our
Constitution only recognises families which are based on marriage and our laws offer much stronger
protection to marital families compared to non-marital families.  The Commission openly
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acknowledges this: “it is evident that families which remain outside the legal framework of marriage
do not have the same legal supports and protection” (p. 187).  Unfortunately, it makes no proposals
for any changes in the law which would give marital and non-marital families the same legal
protections; nor are there any proposals for much-needed reform of the family law courts in dealing
with the break up of marital families.  This is a major disappointment for those who were hoping for a
more inclusive approach to family life in Ireland. I think its failure in this regard will help to weaken
rather than strengthen family life in Ireland.  I am surprised that the Commission placed so much
emphasis on marriage - see notably Chapter 9 - and so little on parenting as the cornerstone of family
life. When pushed to the limit, most people will probably surrender their marriage - if they have one
- long before they will surrender their parental rights.

The Commission’s failure to address the legal issues which are affecting a growing number of
families in Ireland is  particularly striking in view of the fact - reported by the Commission itself in
its Interim Report that: “Almost one in three submissions to the Commission raised issues to do with
marital breakdown and the law.  Many families described the difficulties which they experienced
during this very stressful period of their lives.  People wrote of delays in court lists, adjournments and
disappointment and dissatisfaction of proceedings” (p.28).  In its interim report, the Commission also
indicated that it was “examining issues in relation to family law, the family courts and the
Constitution, insofar as it relates to families.   ...   The Commission is also examining some of the
issues relating to family law and the courts system as it impacts on families” (p.25).  I can see no
evidence of this work in the final report. There is no reference to how marital disputes are being
handled in the courts, particularly the painful issue of  how parental rights are partitioned between
mothers and fathers. Family courts are held in camera although I have heard and read of the
experiences of many fathers who have received very rough justice from these courts by having their
rights of guardianship, custody and access removed at a whim.  I think the Commission might at least
acknowledge that this is a matter which requires investigation since one of its terms of reference was
“to examine the effects of legislation on families”.

Unmarried fathers do not exist in our Constitution and their rights to guardianship under the Children
Act, 1997 are subject to the consent of the mother.  The Commission has no comment to make on
whether it is appropriate to treat unmarried fathers differently from married fathers in this way.  How
does this law stand up against the principle of joint parenting?  In England and Wales, where the
situation is almost identical, there is now official recognition that this situation is no longer
acceptable.  In July 1998, the Lord Chancellor’s Department announced that “Discrimination between
married and unmarried fathers in respect of parental responsibility is increasingly seen as
unacceptable, in view of the large number of children who are now born to unmarried parents, many
of whom are likely to be in stable relationships.  It is clearly impossible to assume that most
unmarried fathers are irresponsible or uninterested in their children, and do not deserve a legal role as
parents” (Lord Chancellor’s Department, 1998, p.15).  This has been reinforced by the British
Government’s consultation document - Supporting Families - published in November 1998 (Home
Office, 1998).

The failure of the Commission to address the legal issues affecting separating and single fathers is
inconsistent with its stated emphasis on joint parenting and the importance which it attaches to the
“family incentives” and “family impacts” of different measures on family life.   More seriously, the
number of fathers affected by these legal problems is set to continue for at least two reasons.  First, as
the Commission Report indicates (p.98), the number of separated people has doubled over the past 10
years from 37,200 in 1986 to 87,800 in 1996, an average of 5,000 per annum.  Second, the number of
births to unmarried mothers (13,892) is now 25% of all births (52,311) in 1997 (Vital Statistics for
1997, p.103).  I think we live in a time when fatherhood is changing profoundly and there is a
growing desire for fathers to be involved with their children; this should be facilitated and promoted
as much as possible.
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The Commission deals at length with the issue of maintenance in Chapter 7. According to its Interim
Report (pp.104-108), submissions on this issue seem to be of concern primarily to mothers while
submissions about guardianship, custody, access and the family courts generally seem to be of
concern primarily to fathers. In view of this it is hard not to notice that, at least in this regard, the
concerns of mothers seemed to receive greater attention than the concerns of fathers!

The issue of maintenance typically arises as an obligation on the absent father and is part of the rights
and responsibilities of fathers.  The Commission points out that maintenance has to be “part of a
longer term strategy involving the promotion of responsible joint parenting” (p.115). That is to be
welcomed.  However the Commission does not spell out what this means and its recommendation
actually contradicts that position.  Its recommendation states: “The Commission recommends the
development of stronger links and more co-ordination between the legal maintenance system and the
Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs in pursuing overall policy objectives in
relations to securing maintenance from former partners for families” (p.176).  This recommendation
reminded me of the old enforcement ethos that was such a defining characteristic of the former
Department of Social Welfare.

The issue of maintenance is worth looking at more closely since it touches upon the bigger picture of
the breadwinning role of fathers in family life. It arises for separated and single fathers as a result of
the partitioning of parental rights and responsibilities, either through the court or through mediation.
In other words, it is intrinsically linked to issues of guardianship, custody and access to children.   If
the state, through its laws and courts decides that a father is not a guardian, does not have any custody
rights and has virtually no access to his children, than the state has effectively declared that person to
be a non-father.  In such circumstances, I wonder about the moral grounds on which the state can
require a father to pay maintenance when that state has declared him to be a non-father. Is this not
like obliging biological parents to pay maintenance to the adoptive parents of their child?   The
converse of this also applies of course: where fathers (or mothers) have full parental rights, then the
issue of maintenance is quite appropriate, even where the father does not wish to exercise those
rights.

Family life has been undergoing considerable changes in Ireland in recent years.  Fathers are now the
sole breadwinner in only half of all Irish families while mothers are joint breadwinners in 30% of
families.  Disturbingly, about 20% of all Irish families have no earners (see Table 4). These changes
have major implications for the role of mothers and fathers although there seems to be little
awareness of this in the Commission’s report. For example, it has no comment to make on the virtual
absence of men from the childcare sector or the fact that social service interventions in families tend
to focus exclusively on mothers.  The Commission makes useful suggestions for increasing the
Community Mothers Scheme but I wonder if it ever considered that a Community Fathers Scheme
might be worth trying in some areas where fathers seem to have little involvement in the lives of their
children?  The Commission acknowledges that the One Parent Family Payment may not be
compatible with the joint parenting of children but recommends nothing to avoid this other than
suggesting that the matter should be kept under review.
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Table 4  Distribution of Adults by Type of Household in Ireland in 1996
Type of Family N

(‘000)
% One

Earner
%

Two
Earner

%

No
Earner

%

Total

%
Older Families
 Two Parent Families
 One Parent Families

370
304

66

100
82
18

45
50
23

17
20
-

38
30
77

100
100
100

Younger Families
 Two Parent Families
 One Parent Families

786
734
52

100
93
7

49
50
36

36
39
-

15
11
64

100
100
100

Total                                 N
%

1,156
100

100
100

550
48

345
30

260
22

-
-

Source: McKeown, Ferguson and Rooney, 1998, p.21.  Based on Special Tabulations of the 1996
Labour Force Survey.

Beyond these specifics, the Commission shows very little awareness of the different issues affecting
mothers and fathers in Irish families.  Its language sometimes betrays a model of family life where
there are mothers and men rather than mothers and fathers.  In Chapter Two, for example, it calls for
“more support groups for young mothers” and on the same page (p.18) it also calls for “support
programmes for young men living in disadvantaged communities”.  Why are these young men not
referred to as fathers when that is what seems to be intended? And if it is not intended, why do young
fathers in disadvantaged areas not need support?  Surely the problem of disadvantage is not having a
stake in society.  Some disadvantaged young women have found that motherhood can help to give
them that stake; that has not been an option for young disadvantaged men mainly because the option
has not been presented to them in that way.  Those with the least stake in our society are living in
Mountjoy Prison where a recent study found that nearly three quarters (72%) of all prisoners are
fathers but more than half (59%) considered themselves “permanently separated” from their children
(O’Mahony, 1997, p.38).  I regard that as a great loss for those men and their children.  In its
discussion of services for lone parents in Chapter Seven there is not even a reference to the possibility
of reaching out to disadvantaged young fathers who, for whatever reason, are not actively involved in
parenting their child.  I think the Commission - on the evidence presented in this Report - made no
serious attempt to understand the difficulties being experienced by these fathers.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, it is important to acknowledge that the Commission was given an enormously
ambitious task and it may be expecting too much for it to come up with the “right answers” to all of
the thorny questions. The Chairman’s Preface to the report seems to acknowledge this in a sentence
which I will be tempted to use in my next report to ward off the evil spirits of my critics: “It would be
presumptuous on the part of the Commission to assume that this report though labelled “Final” is
anything but a beginning” (p.vi).

As I ploughed through this report, I was remained of a line from Patrick Kavanagh after he ploughed
one of his fields in the stony grey hills of Monaghan: “Is there some light of imagination in these wets
clods” (Kavanagh, 1972, p.34).  Maybe there are glints of imagination in this report but I had
difficulty finding them.
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