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FOREWORD 

On behalf 0/ the Council 0/ Ireland 0/ the Society 0/ St. Vincent de Paul, I welcame the 
publication o/this report on a survey 0/ old people living alone undertaken by members 0/ 
the-Society under-the direction %ur Development, Training and Research Committee. 
The survey is unique in that it deals with conditions in both the Republic and Northern 
Irelond and is,l believe, the /irst survey on such a.scale to seek the views of the elderly 
themselves on two villli areas of their living conditions, viz., housing and socilll cantllct. 

It is our hope that thefindings o/the survey will not only improve the quality o/the service 
provided by the members 0/ this Society to the elderly living alone, but will alert other 
voluntary organisations and the community generally to their needs and contribute to 
improvements in the policies 0/ government . and other agencies in relation to the elderly. 

I would like to express the sincere gratitude 0/ the Council 0/ Ireland to the many 
individuals, both our own members and experts/rom outside the Society. who gave so 
generously 0/ their time to the execution and publication 0/ this survey. I also wish to 
thank most sincerely Combat Poverty/or its generousfinancial support/or the survey and 
P. 1. Carroll & Co. Ltd .. for having financed the publication 0/ this report. 

Cormac 6 Broin, 
President, 
Council of Ireland, 
Society of SI. Vincent de Paul, 
18 Nicholas Street, 
Dublin 8. 

September 1980 
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PREFACE 

We have pleasure in presenting this report 
on a survey of old people living alone in 
the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland carried out in 1978 by the 
Society of St. Vincent de Paul. The 
survey sought the views of the elderly 
living alone on two principal aspects of 
their living conditions - the extent and 
nature of their contact with other people 
and their housing conditions. The pri
mary objective was to identify the 
critical factors in these two vital aspects 
of the lives of old people living alone in 
order that, with this knowledge, the 
service of the Society of SI. Vincent de 
Paul to the elderly niight be improved. 
We hope by publishing the fU1dings of the 
survey to alert other voluntary 
organisations and the community in 
general to the needs of the elderly living 
alone and to influence public policy to
wards remedying the deficiencies dis
covered. 
In Chapter 13 of the report the Steering 
Committee responsible for the survey has 
set out the main implications arising for 
our own Society, for the community 
and for government and has outlined 
proposals for improvement in the 
position of old people living alone. We 
hope that the implications of the fU1dings 
and these proposals will be widely 
considered. While much can be achieved 
by greater and more ima~ative 

voluntary effort, we realise that the 
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implementation of many of the proposals 
will require further expenditure by 
government and local authorities. We are 
conscious that these proposals are being 
made at a time of economic recession and 
fU1ancial stringency when there are many 
competing demands for public funds. 
The elderly, having served the community 
all their lives, are however entitled at ·this 
stage to special consideration. We are 
confident that the community in general 
would be prepared to accept this view. 
Very many individuals and organisations 
contributed to the carrying out and publi
cation of the survey. We are most grate
ful to them all. While this assistance was 
offered solely in the interest of improving 
the quali ty of life of old people living 
alone it would be inappropriate If we did 
not avail of this opportunity to thank 
publicly those who helped us in a special 
way. 
Without the generous fU1ancial support 
of COMBAT POVERTY, which under
wrote most of the direct cost of carry
ing out the survey, we would have been 
slow to embark on what, for a voluntary 
organisation, was a large undertaking. 
This fU1ancial support was matched by 
the encouragement we received at all 
stages from the Commit .. and staff of 
COMBAT POVERTY_ 
The cost of the publication of the report 
was kindly donated to the Society by P. 
J. Carroll & Co_ Ltd. This is much ap-



preciated. 
While carried out by members of the 
Society, the survey was designed and ex· 
ecuted with full regard to scientific prin· 
ciples. In this specialised area we were 
most fortunate to have the services of an 
experienced social researcher - Dr. James 
Russell - to whom our thanks is due not 
only for his competence and skill in the 
planning and execution of the survey but 
also for his enthusiasm in training a large 
group of voluntary workers. 
It was our objective from the beginning 
to have the report on the survey wrilten 
clearly with the least possible use of 
technical language in order to make the 
maximum impact among all sections 
of the community. The extent to which 
this has been achieved is due en tirely to 
Fr. Brian Power who, with exceptional 
skill and dedication, undertook in a 
relatively short time the unenviable task 
of interpreting a mass of research data 
and of writing up this report. The Socie ty 
is deeply in.his debt.. 
Overseeing the planning and execution of 
the survey and the publication of this 
report was a Steering Commiltee com· 
posed both of members of the Society 
and outside specialists and chaired by 
Mary Whelan. A full list of the members 
of the Steering Committee and the 
Northern Ireland sub-<:ommitteeis set out 
overleaf. Without the expertise and un· 
tiring dedication of this group of people, 
all of whom acted over a period of years 
on an entirely voluntary basis, this 
project could never have been completed. 
We are most grateful to all of them. 
Among others who assisted in various 
aspects of the survey we wish to thank 
most sincerely:. 
Most Rev. Dermot Ryan, Archbishop of 
Dublin, Professor Conor K. Ward, Maire 
Nic Giolla Phadraig, the computer staff 
of University College, Dublin, Fr. Chris· 
topher Mangan, Sr. Stanislaus, Stuart 
Kenny and Victor McBrien of Kenny's 
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Advertising. Bob Cashman, Seamus U 
Cinneide, Diarmuid McCarthy, Mary 
Johnston; the staff of the Society's 
offices in Dublin and Belfast, in particular 
our former Development Officer, Robin 
Webster, and hissuccessor, Robbie Gilligan. 
To those 277 members at the ~ociety 
who painstakingly carried out the inter· 
views speCial thanks is due, as it is also to 
Eamon Byrne, Billy Comerford, Dick 
Cullen and Philip Hickey. who coded the 
questionnaires. 
Last but not least, we express our deep 
appreciation of the wholehearted co· 
operation received from the old people 
themselves. We can only hope tho t their 
patience and courtesy in dealing with 
the extensive range of questions put to 
them will be rewarded. 

Development, Training and 
Research Committee, 

Council of Ireland, 
Society of St. Vincent de Paul, 

-18 Nicholas Street, 
Dublin 8. 



STEERING COMMITTEE FOR 
SURVEY ON OLD PEOPLE LIVING 
ALONE -

Mary Whelan (Chairperson) 
Bob Carroll 
William A. Comerford 
Michael Dowling 
Catherine Earley 
Robbie Gilligan 
Pa.trick McPhillips 
James Murphy 
Joseph O'Neill 
Laurence J. Tuomey 

Rory Hynes and Noreen Kearney re
presented Combat Poverty on the Steer
ing Committee at various stages up to 
1979. Robin Webster, formerly Develop
ment Officer of the Society, was a 
member of the Steering Committee until 
his resignation in August 1979 to take up 
the position of Director of Age Concern, 
Scotland. 
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"The respondent is bright, .lively and goodhumoured. She is in good physical condition 
and is of a very happy disposition. She was very pleased to be interviewed and regarded 
the survey asa great boon for the cause of the aged living alone. She says she looks 
forward to the report being published . .. 

"The respondent seemed to think that she might benefit directly from 'the interview 
despite explanantions of the nature of the survey. On a couple of occasions she almost 
stopped the interview as she considered it irrelevant . ... She said she didn't want to be 
rude but she had had enough of the red tape and "seless paper work of which nothing 
ever comes to fruition. .. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

l.l Background 10 the survey 
The Society of St. Vincent de Paul was 
founded in 1833 by Frederic Ozanam, a 
twenty·year-old law student of the 
Sorbonne University in Paris. He and a 
group of feUow students made contact 
with people who lived in poverty in the 
city in an effort to meet their needs of 
food, clothing and friendship. They 
chose as their patron the French priest, 
Vincent de Paul, who had drawn the 
attention of the nation to a variety of 
social problems. 
The Society is now a widespread inter. 
national organisation, Catholic in origin 
but open to aU who wish to live their 
faith by loving and serving their neigh. 
bour. It was established in Ireland' in 
1844. Here its membership has grown 
to approximately ten thousand men and 
women who belong to one or other of 
almost one thousand local Conferences 
scattered throughout the country. It is 
the early ideal of personal contact and 
friendship with people in any kind of 
need that still inspires volunteers to 
offer their services. However. as society 
itself has grown more sophisticated, 
so has the Society of St. Vincent de 
Paul. While continuing its traditional 
practice of providing material aid for 
the deprived, it has become increasingly 
aware of the need to cope with the 
causes as well as the effects of depriv. 
ation. 
Among the advisory commiuees to the 
Council of Ireland of the Society is one 
which is responsible for development, 
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training and research. An important part 
of its brief is to promote greater under· 
standing of the needs of individuals and 
groups with whom the Society is work· 
ing. In April 1977, in accordance with a 
recommendation submitted by this com· 
mittee, a decision was made to focus 
attention and action for a period of time 
on one particular group of people in 
order to identify more clearly their needs 
and problems and, in consequence, to 
improve the quality of the Society's 
service to them. Old people living alone 
were chosen as the target group for two 
reasons. Firstly, the majority of Con· 
ferences are involved in work with 
elderly people, and a third of these are 
living alone. Secondly, the old and alone 
were seen as a group particularly vul· 
nerable to neglect and loneliness. 
The survey with which this report is 
concerned was one facet of a three·part 
countrywide project. The flfst part was 
a review, carried out during the autumn 
of 1977, of work with the elderly under. 
taken by the Society of St. Vincent de 
Paul. The second part was a campaign 
to encourage Conferences throughout 
the country to initiate special projects 
on behalf of the elderly. The' survey 
was the final part of the project. Its 
aims were to gather infonnation to im
prove the quality of services offered 
to them, not only by the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul but by society in general. 
From the start, in other words, the 
survey ~as conceived of as a major 
piece of action-oriented research. 
A number of important deCisions were 
made at an early stage in the planning 
of the study. Firstly, it was decided that 
the survey would cover a sample of 
all old people living alone in both parts 
of Ireland. Consequently, it would not 
be confmed to those served by the 
Sociery and would embrace every 
religious community in the Republic 
and in the North. Secondly, it was 



decided that, rather than covering all 
aspects of the lives of the old and 
alone, the survey should aim at a study 
in depth of two aspects - housing and 
social contact. Thirdly, it was decided 
that not only should 'hard' objective 
information be gathered under these 
headings, but that the subjective views 
of the old people themselves would be 
elicited. Finally, it was agreed that the 
study should be directed by a profess· 
ional researcher. To this end, Dr. James 
Russell was appointed in November, 
1977 to work with a steering committee 
representing the Society's Development, 
Training and Research Committee in the 
planning, design, organisation and analysis 
of the survey. 

f.2 Aims of the Report 
The aims of this report are twofold. 
First, it presents the results of the survey. 
It details information about the housing 
conditions and the social con tact of old 
people living alone in Ireland and presents 
their personal views on these aspects 
of their lives. Second, it draws con
clusions and offers proposals based on 
these results. These should provide 
those responsible for the care of the 
elderly at both national and local level 
with some new guidelines for the for
mation of policy, the provision of stat
ulory services and a!d, and continuing re
search in to the needs of the elderly. In 
particular, the local conferences of the 
Society of St. Vincen t de Paul and other 
voluntary groups should be able to learn 
through study and discussion of the fmd
ings, how to improve the quality oftheir 
existing services and to develop new 
and appropria te programmes. On a wider 
level, the report should play a part in 
producing enlightenment about, and con
cern for, the elderly in the general public, 
especially the young. 
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1.3 Methodology 

Preliminary Studies 
F our small preliminary studies were 
carried out before the full survey was 
mounted. Dr. Russell personally con
ducted a pre-pilot survey in four diff
erent parts of Ireland (Dublin, Belfast, . 
Thurles and Armagh), in which he used 
an open-ended questionnaire in order 
to gain insight into the way elderly 
people living alone thought and felt 
about the issues to be studied. In the 
two scale-building studies he was assisted 
by voluntary interviewers in an invest· 
igation of the words and phrases most 
to be used by old people in describing 
the experience of living on their own. 
Finally, he trained and briefed thirty 
voluntary interviewers from the Society 
of St. Vincent· de Paul to conduct the 
customary pilot study -in different parts 
of the country so that gaps in under
standing and information could be dis
covered before the completion of the 
rmal questionnaire. 

TheSamp/e 
It was not possible. to select the sample 
for the survey from a single official 
source of statistical information about 
old people of pensionable 'age living alone 
in 1978. This meant that, in effect, 
separa te samples were drawn for the 
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
The original samples consisted of 1,078 
persons living alone 'in the Republic 
and 500 persons living alone in Northern 
Ireland. The total combined sample 
drawn consisted, therefore, of 1,578 
respondents. Due to a difference·in pen
sionable age between the two parts of the 
country, all the respondents in the 
Republic of Ireland' were over sixty
six years of age, whereas in Northern 
Ireland all the male respondents were 
over sixty-five and all the female res
ponden ts were over sixty. 



According to a check made by Dr. 
Russell, both the original sample and 
effective sample in the Republic of 
Ireland can be descrilied as represen tao 
tive when broken down and compared 
to census distributions by County and 
County Borough. Although the effective 
sample in Northern Ireland is smaller 
and its represen tative value has been 
somewhat diminished, it seems reas
onable to believe that this report will 
present a fairly balanced picture, where 
housing and social contact are concerned, 
of conditions and feelings among old 
people living alone in [reland. Percent
ages and proportions cited will refer, of 
course, to the effective sample, but may 
also be understood as rough indications 
of what we might expect to fmd in the 
total population of elderly people living 
alone in lieland. 
Because of failure to try and contact 55 
respondents, the total number of people 
throughout the country whose homes 
interviewers attempted'to visit was 1,523. 
The number who eventuaUy gave inter
views amounted to 896, of whom 688 
lived in the Republic and 208 lived. in 
Northern Ireland. This figure of 896 
constitutes the effective sample with 
which this report is chiefly concerned. 
[n the report fmdings for the Republic 
and Northern Ireland are, in most ins
tances, presented separately. Where this 
is not done it may, as a general rule, 
be assumed that there are no significant 
differences. 

Response rale 
Non-response in the Republic resulted 
in a loss of 387 respondents, 36% of 
its original sample of 1,078, and in 
Northern Ireland of 290 respondents, 
58% of its original sample of 500. The 
sample in Northern Ireland suffered parti· 
cularly heaVily from the death and move
ment of many people on the list. In 
Northern Ireland 24% and in the Republic 
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11 % of non-response was accoun ted for by 
the deaths of respondents. In Northern 
Ireland 14% of non-response was ex
plained by addresses on the list being 
found to be demolished, derelict, blocked 
up or non-existent, whereas this acc
ounted for 3% of non-response· in the 
Republic. Refusal of respondents to give 
interviews when approached explained 
about 16% and the discovery that reo 
spondents were no longer living alone 
about 13% of the total non·response. 
Only 3% of non-response in Northern 
Ireland. but 8% in the Republic, was the 
result of interviewer judgment that 
respondents were not weU or fit enough 
to be interviewed. Failure to attempt to 
contact respondents accounted for 14% 
of non·response in the Republic. The 
most frequent reason given for failure to 
get an interview. however. was the 
absence from home of the respondent 
whenever the interviewer called. This 



accounted for a third of the non-response 
in both parts of the country. 

In rerviewing 
The involvement of members of the 
Society of St. Vincent de Paul was con
sidered from the outset to be of par· 
amount importance in the conduct of 
the research. It was hoped that the pro
cess of planning and organising the survey 
would produce increased interest, know
ledge and skill in meeting the needs of 
the elderly. Volunteers, numbering 277, 
from the ranks of local Conferences all 
over Ireland were used to interview 
respondents. Almost all attended the 
day-long training and briefing sessions 
conducted at venues in different parts 
of the coun try. 
This phase of. the project was highly 
organised and evoked a generous response 
from those who volun teered their ser
vices. As Dr. Russell expressed it, the 
concern and enthusiasm of the inter
viewers made up for the fact that they 
may have lacked the experience of 
market survey interviewers. Subsequent 
coding of the questionnaires was also 
carried out by volunteers from the 
SOCiety. Dr. Russell, who supervised the 
operation, judged their performance to 
be of a very high quality. 
Many of the interviewers added comm· 
ents at the end of their questionnaires. 
These usually consisted of summaries of 
what they considered the principal 
features of interest or points of concern 
in the housing conditions and social 
contacts of the elderly people they inter· 
viewed. Excerpts from these observations 
which illustrate typical rather than 
exceptionally dramatic instances of need 
and satisfaction have been selected to 
introduce the chapters in this report. 

1.4 Background information 
While planning tJie study, Dr. Russell 
gathered as much information about 
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elderly people as seemed relevant to his 
purpose. Some of the more important 
items will help to set the fmdings of the 
survey in their proper perspective. 

• In 1971 there were close to a half 
million people aged 65 years and over 
in the whole of Ireland, north and south. 
They represented more than one tenth 
of the total population. 
• The proportion of elderly people in \ 
the population has been growing stead)ly ~ 
during this century and it is expected it 
will continue to do so. 
• The families raised by many of the 
elderly people alive today are smaller 
than those of their parents and grand
parents. 
* The decrease in size of the average 
family, when taken in conjunction with 
factors such as emigration in the earlier 
half of this century, the increase in the 
number of women working outside their 
homes, the breakdown in the pattern of 
sons following their fa thers' footsteps 
in employment and the redevelopment 
of housing areas, means that there are 
fewer middle·aged people available to 
exercise traditional roles of caring for 
the elderly. 
• Elderly people likely to be most "at 
risk" have been identified as those who 
have been bereaved, those who have reo 
cen tly left hosp;"tal, those who are iso· 
lated geographically or emotionally, those 
over 75 years of age and those who 
live alone. 
• There are about 80,000 people of 
pensionable age living alone in Ireland. 
Nearly half of these live in Northern 
Ireland. In the Republic one-fifth (about 
8,000), live in Dublin city and its environs 
and in Northern Ireland two-fifths 
(almost 16,000), live in Belfast. 
• A survey in the Diocese of Kerry (Clif· 
ford D., 1977) indicated that more than 
half of the elderly who lived alone or 
with non-relatives experienced loneliness. 



"The allitude o/the respondents was always one 0/ willingness 10 cooperate. In two 
instances I did nor succeed in obtaining an interview for Ihe reasons indicated . .. 

"I/ound the task to be rewarding and exhilarating. Only one declined to be interviewed 
but I've been told since that if I got this person to talk rd have the/our-leaved shamrock.· 
which I obviously haven't got. " 

"I/the date a/birth she gave me lVas correct. then she would nolbe a pensio~er at alf." 

"Having spoken during the past month to several elderly people, none o/whom I knew 
previously, I/ound the experience not only interesting but enlightening. While I have 
kept no record 0/ personal details, I think it would be nice if the St. Vincent de Paul in 
Dublin sent a card 10 each a/them on their next birthday as an acknowledgement 0/ 

their kindness anc/"consideralion." 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE OLD PEOPLE 
AND THEIR HOMES: 
MAIN FEATURES 

2.1 Highlights 
The following information taken from 
the survey presen ts some of the more 
striking characteristics of the elderly 
people living on their own who were 
interviewed and includes certain find· 
ings which may help to place the rest 
of this report in c1ear~r perspective. 

Sex 
• Seven out of every ten people inter· 
viewed are women. 
• Nearly two-thirds of the women live 
in urban areas. 
• Over half of the men live in the open 
countryside. 

Marital status 
* Six out of every ten have been wid· 
owed. Most of the others have never 
been married. 
o Of all the old and alone interviewed, 
53% have no children (56% in the Re
public and 42% in Northern Ireland). 

• A quarter of the widowed people 
never had children or have none living. 
• A tenth of the widowed who have 
children have none residing in Ireland. 
o Wen over half (57%) of the men in
terviewed, as against a quarter of the 
women, have never been married. 
o A higher proportion of the men in the 
Republic than in the North have never 
been married. 
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Age 
o In the Republic two-fifths, and in 
Northern Ireland a third, of the elderly 
people in terviewed are over 75 years of 
age. 

Geographical distribution 
• In the Republic the largest concen· 
tration of ·elderly people interviewed is 
in the province of Leinster (43%), foU- . 
owed by Munster (30%), Connaught 
(15%) and the tluee southern counties 
of Ulster (12%). 
• In Northern Ireland over half of the 
respondents are in the Eastern Health and 
Social Services Board area, which in
cludes Belfast. 
• Almost one-fifth of the elderly people 
interviewed live in the central parts of 
cities and towns. 
• In the Republic, 33% and in Northern 
Ireland, 16% live in the open country
side. 
o In the Republic, 49% and in Northern 
Ireland, 28% were reared in the open 
countryside. 
• Half of those who never married live 
in the open countryside. 
• Widowed people are more likely to live 
in urban, especiaUy suburban, areas. 

Single people 
• Half of those from farming back
grounds have alw'ays been single, a much 
higher proportion than of those from 
any other type of social and economic 
background. 
• The single are far more likely than the 
widowed people to have lived in the 
same dweUings all their lives or since 
childhood. 

Length of time living alone 
• In the Republic, 40% and in Northern 
Ireland, 46% have been living for more 
than ten years prior to the time of the 
survey. 



Reasons for living alone 
• The predominant reasons given by the 
widowed people· for living alone are, 
firstly, the death of a husband or wife 
and, secondly, the departure or death 
of children, parents, brothers, sisters or 
others. 
o A quarter of the widowed people in
terviewed have lost their spouses within 
the ten years prior to the lime of the 
survey. 
• Four-fifths of the single people live on 
their own because of the death or depar
ture of siblings, parents or others. 
• In the Republic 7%, and in Northern 
Ireland 10%, of the old and alone who 
were interviewed say' they are living on 
their own primarily as the result of per
sonal choice. 

Education 
• The majority of the elderly people 
interviewed, in the Republic 70% and 
in Northern Ireland 76%, had com-
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pie ted their fUlltime education by the 
time they were 15 years of age. 
o In the Republic 22% and in Northern 
Ireland 23% left school before they 
reached 14 years of age: 

Employment 
• A tenth ,of the old and alone who were 
interviewed are working in full time -or 
part-lime employment. 

Telephones 
·Nine-tenths (86%) in the Republic and 
three-quarters (76%) in Northern.lreland 
have no telephone. 

2.2 Personal characteristics 

Sex and mtlrital status 
In this section we will look a t the sex 
distribution, marital status, family back
ground, age and occupational back; 
ground of the elderly people living 
alone to whom we have been introduced. 



The old people interviewed in Northern 
Ireland are more predominantly female 
(78%) than those in the Republic (68%). 
Differences in the marital status of the 
responden ts on either side of the border 
are quite considerable, as Table 2.1 
illustrates. 

birth or from childhood. Nine-tenths of 
them live on their own because of the 
death of a spouse or the departure or 
death of children. Four-fifths of the 
single people, however, have been left 
on their own by either the death or 
movement of sisters, brothers! parents 

(Since fractions of a percentage are rounded up or down to the nearest fuU percentage, 
all the percentages in a column will not necessarily add up to exactly one hundred). 

Table 2.1: MARITAL STATUS OF WOMEN AND MEN 

N. Ireland 
\\lomen Men 

% % 
Single (unmarried) 23 48 

Widowed 73 44 

Di "orced/ Leg" II y 
Separated 4 4 

Nol living wilh 
Spouse: - 4 

Although well over a quarter (29%) 
of the responden IS in Northern Ireland 
have always been single, as many as two. 
fifths (39%) in the Republic have always 
been single. This is largely accounted 
for by the fact that a higher proportion 
of the men in the Republic (59%) than in 
the North (48%) have never married. 
People from farming backgrounds are 
more likely than others to have remained 
single. Likewise, nearly half of the 
respondents living in the more remote 
rural locations have always been single. 
Widowed people, on the other hand, are 
more likely to be found in urban, but 
especially in suburban, areas. They are 
much less likely than single people to 
have lived in the same dwellings from 
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Republic 
Total Women Men TOlal 

% % % % 
29 30 59 39 

67 68 39 60 

4 - I -

I 2 2 2 

or others who formerly shared their 
homes with them. 

Children 
In addition to the 37% of all respondents 
who never married and never had child
ren, 16% are widowed people who never 
had children or whose children have 
already died. Consequently, over half 
(53%) of the total sample are childless. 
Of the elderly people who have been 
widowed, over four-fifths in the North 
and almost three-quarters in the Republic 
have children who are, of course, no 
longer liviryg with them, Although a 
somewhat larger number of the widowed 
people in Northern Ireland have children, 
those in the Repu blic tend to have the 



larger families. Almost half of the wid· 
owed people in the North as against less 
than a third of those in the South have 
families of one or two children. A fifth 
of the Northern as aga~st more than a 
third of the Southern respondents have 
families of five children or more. 
H' an . elderly person has more female 
than male children, is that person likely 
to be visited more .often than one who 
lias raised more sons than daughters? If 
'an elderly person's nearest child resides 
within walking distance of the parent's 
home, wiu the parent be visited more 
frequently than another whose nearest 
child lives a mile or five miles away? Is 
an elderly person who has become a 
great-grandparent" relegated to a less 
central pOsition in the attentions of the 
widening family circle? Some relevant 
background information which may make 
it possible to attempt answers to such 
questions was obtained in the survey. 
In the Republic 44% of the ,widowed 
people' with children, compared with 
35% in the North, have mainly male 
children. Almost a third in both parts 

Age of Respondents 

of the country have mainly female child· 
reno The rem'ainder, 22% in the Re· 
public and 31 % in Northern Ireland, 
have families that are evenly mixed 
between male and female. 
A quarter of the widowed people in the 
Republic who have children and a fifth 
in the North say that their nearest child 
resides within a five minute walking 
distance of their homes. The total per· 
centages whose nearest child is living 
less than five miles away are 74% in the 
North and 63% in the South. For almost 
14% the nearest child's home is sit· 
uated between twenty and a hundred 
miles away. The nearest child of a ten th 
of the widowed people who have child· 
ren is living outside Ireland. 
In only 2% of relevant cases in Northern 
Ireland and 5% in the Republic is the 
nearest child a single person. As a general 
rule, the child living nearest to the parent 
is married and, much more often than" 
not; has acquired;; famiiy. Indeed, the 
nearest child of 17% of the Northern 
and 14%. of the Southern responden ts 
is·already a grandparent. 

The following table summarises the ages of the elderly people interviewed. 
Table 2.2 ELDERLY L1VING'ALONE: AGE 

Age Group N. Ireland Republic TOlal 

(Ye,. % % 

60 - 65 12 - 1 

66 - 70 25 25 25 

71 - 75 24 30 29 

76 - 80 19 26 24 

81 - 85 10 10 10 

86. 3 4 4 

Not Oblainable 6 4 4 

IO 



On their own evidence weU over half, 
56%, of the responden ts are under 
seventy-five and 38% over seventy-five 
years of age. The remainder cannot or 
will not teU their ages. The proportion 
known to ,be over seventy-five in the 
Republic (40%) is higher than in North· 
em Ireland (32%). The difference is 
largely explained by the inclusion in the 
Northern sample of women between 
sixty and sixty·five years of age. In the 
over-eighty age bracket, which embraces 
14% of the total sample, there is a'slightly 
higher proportion of widowed than of 
unmarried people. 

Occupa tWTlDi background 
Since the interviews were being con
ducted by members of an organisation 
which includes among its services the 
provision of material aid, it was decided 
that questioning respondents about their 
fmancial circumstances would be in· 

in which the elderly people themselves 
or their husbands or fathers had worked. 
The classifici3 lion was introduced to 
provide an additional yardstick by which 
to measure likely influences on such 
things as possession or lack of domestic 
amenities. The occupational or socio
economic backgrounds ascribed to the 
majority of the elderly people are un· 
skilled and skilled labour and farming. 
The research design brackets these three 
groups together as 'working class' for 
purposes of comparison with the white 
collar groups in the last two rows of 
Table 2.3. T~e white coUar groups, 
clerical, profe .... .)ional. business and mana
gerial, are bracketed together as 'middle 
class.' 
The most helpful category here is farm· 
ing, as it is the easiest to identify and to 
confirm. From a· comparison of the dis
tributions of ·skilled labour and farming 
it may be concluded that Northern 

Table 23 OCCUPATIONAL (SOCIO·ECONOMIC) BACKGROUND 

N. Ireland 

% 

Unskilled 33 

Skilled 31 

Farming 13 

Clerical 12 

Professional/Business! 
Managerial II 

vidious and open to misinterpretation:
Classification of the social and economic 
backgrounds of respondents depended, 
therefore, on the interviewers seeking 
to establish the kinds of employment 

II 

Republic Total 

% % 

36 35 

22 24 

22 19 

12 12 

8 9 

Ireland was a more industrialised and 
urbanised society than' the Republic in 
the earlier half of this century when the 
respundents in the survey were growing 
up, finding jobs or getting married. 



Generally speaking, the weight· of evid· 
ence in regard to housing and amenities 
indicates that the elderly people with 
farming backgrounds who have remained 
in the countryside do no~ live prosper
ously. Only very small percentages of 
the respondents, as it turns out, are 
described as coming from 'large farmer' 
backgrounds. In the Southern sample 
a fifth (20%) and in the Northern sample 
a tenth (10%) of the respondents are 
from a 'small farmer' segment of society. 
Respondents from skilled labour or 
white collar backgrounds live predomin· 
antly in city and town centres and sub· 
urban areas. 

Length of occupancy of home 
Those from farming backgrounds are 
twice as likely as elderly people in general 
to have lived in the same dwellings aU 
their lives. A somewhat above average 
proportion, on the other hand, of those 
from unskilled labour backgrounds have 
moved into ·their-present homes within 
the ten years which preceded the survey. 
Almost all those in the skilled labour 
segment have lived in the same dwell· 
ings for aU their adult lives. The majority 
of those with white collar backgrounds 
have lived in the same homes for more 
than ten years, but they are much more 
likely than people with skilled labour and 
farming backgrounds to have changed 

Table 2.4 LOCATION OF DWELLING 

N. Ireland 

% 

Centre City/Town 22 

Suburb of CilylTown 51 

Village II 

Open Counlrysidc 16 

12 

their residences during their adult lives. 

2.3 Features of dwellings 

Location 
Having acquired some basic information 
about the old and alone, we will now 
fmd out whatever we can about the areas 
where they live, the types and ages of 
of their dwellings and the arrangements 
under which they occupy them. The 
location of an elderly person's home 
can have an obvious influence on the 
proviSion of care and on social contact. 
Table 2.4 suggests that geographical 
isolation might be expected to present 
problems for many of the old and alone, 
especiaUy in the Republic. 

Proportionately far more of the old 
people living alone in the Republic 
than in Northern Ireland reside in the 
open countryside. Almost half of the 
total sample _who live out in.the country 
have never been married. Over half of 
these respondents who live in the more 
isola ted rural areas have lived there all 
their lives, as compared wi th only a third 
of the tota! and a seventh of those living 
in suburban areas. Suburbanites·are more 
likely to have moved into their present 
homes in the course of their adult lives. 
Two-fifths of those living in more isol· 
a ted regions are alone because of the 

Republic Total 

{i;-, c' 10 

17 18 

36 40 

14 13 

33 29 



deaths of spouses, whereas half of the 
total number of old people live alone 
for this reason. 
Higher percentages of the elderly people, 
49% in the Republic and 28% in Northern 
Ireland, were reared in the open country. 
side than are living there now. Over 
half (55%) of the Northern respondents, 
as against a third (36%) in the Republic, 
grew up in cities or towns. In the Re· 
public 13% and in Northern Ireland 
15% were reared in villages. 

Dwelling type 
The types of housing occupied by the 
respondents are extremely varied. In· 
formation is available on this score about 
the homes of the original sample of 
I ;523 respondents. Terraced houses reo 
present the largest single overall category 
- 39% in Northern Ireland and 29% 
in the Republic. But in the Republic a 
much higher proportion, 31 %,as against 
12% in the North, live in 'detached 
houses more than one storey high. 

When we turn again to the effective 
sample of old people actually inter. 

7i/hl" " AGE OF DWELLING -'. 

N. Ireland 

% 

Pre - 1870 8 

1870-/919 32 

1920 - 1944 17 

Post· 1944 35 

Unohtainabk 9 

13 

viewed, we find that nearly all of those 
who have never married live in detached 
dwellings and that they are twice as 
likely to be male as .female. Uttle more. 
than a tenth of all the detached dwell· 
ings are in the city or town locations. 
Four·fifths of the rural homes consist 
of detached houses, as distinct from de· 
tached bungalows or cottages. The incid· 
ence of this type of housing is especially 
high in the Republic, where the majority 
of these detached houses tum out to be 
rural homesteads, mostly very old farm· 
houses. If, therefore, reference in the 
survey to 'detached dwellings' should 
conjure up an image of gracious or 
opulent seclusion, the image would hardly 
be appropriate for the majoritY of houses 
so designated. 

Axe of Dwelling 
Respondents were asked to give a rough 
idea of the period of time in which 
their houses were built. Table 2.5 iIIus· 
trates some differences in response 
between the Republic and Northerri 
Ireland. 

Republic TOlal 

% % 

15 14 

38 37 

20 19 

21 24 

6 6 



As can be seen from the table, the old 
people in the Republic are less likely 
to live in modern houses than those in 
the North. In both regions the majority 
tend to reside in what would popularly 
be known as ·pre-war' houses, i.e., built 
earlier than 19114. Half of the full sample, 
indeed, live in pre.I920 homes. Since the 
interviewers weie unable to detennine 
the ages of 6% of the homes in which 
they obtained interviews, it'is likely lIiat 
they are at least old enough for the re
sidents to be uncertain when they were 
built. 
Further analysis shows that the elderly 
people who have never married tend 
to live in older homes. Nearly two-fifths 
of the widowed people, on the other 
hand, live in houses built in the period 
between the two world wars. This is 
almost twice as many as the proportion 
of single people who live in such houses. 
Women are more likely than men to live 
in modem houses. 
A strong association exists in the Re
public, but not in Northern Ireland, 
between the ages of the old people's 
homes and their location. For example, 
47% of the houses in the Republic which 
were built before 1870 and 40% of those 
built between 1870 and 1920, are sit
uated in the open countryside. Housing 
erected in either of these periods is much 
more likely to be found in remote rural 
areas than in any other kind of locality. 
A house belonging to an old person which 
was built after 1944 is much more likely 
to be in a city or town suburb. Half 
(50%) of the post-1944 homes, as weU 
as 45% of those constructed between 
1920 and 1944, are in suburban areas. 
Such modern houses are even less likely 
to be situated, however, in urban centres 
or viUages, than in the open countryside. 

Duration of occupancy 
The old people in the Sou th have moved 
around less than those in the North. 
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In the Republic 71%, and in Northern 
Ireland 54%, of the respondents have 
lived in their present neighbourhoods 
for at least the greater part of their 
adult lives. These percen tIges include 
38% and 27%, respectively, who have lived 
in their present neighbourhoods since 
childhood. Not as many, especially in 
the Republic, have lived in their present 
homes for most of their adult lives or 
longer - 59% in the Sou th and 48% in 
the North. These percentages include 
24% and 15%, respectively, who have 
lived in their present dwellings since 
childhood. 
Predictably, there is a close association 
between the length of time responden ts 
have lived in their homes and the ages 
of their houses. Those who have lived 
aU their lives in the same neighbour
hoods or houses are occupying the 
oldest houses and over half of them live 
in houses built in the last century. Again, 
it is hardly·surprising ·to fmd-that.three
quarters of those who have moved house 
or changed to new neighbourhoods 
in the ten years prior to the survey are 
living in houses less. than twen ty years 
old. 

Mode of occupancy. 
Table 2.6 summarises information 
about the ways in which people occupy 
their dwellings. The fust category, owner
occupiers, includes those who have pur
chased their homes by mortgage. 



Tuh/" 2.r. MODES OF OCCUPATION OF DWELLING 

N. Irdand 

% 

Owncr-occupiCT 35 

Acquiring from Local/ 
Public Authority I 

Renting from Local/ 
Public ~uthority 42 

Renting unfurnished 
from PrivatI! Landlord 15 

Renting furnished from 
Private Landlord 2 

Rent-free 4 

The difference between the Republic and 
Northern Ireland in respect of the prin
cipal modes of housing occupancy 
is striking_ The old people living alone 
in the Republic are much more likely 
to own their homes. In fact, three times 
as many own their dwellings as rent them 
from local or public authorities, and 
well over half of all the Southern re
spondents own their homes_ By contrast, 
only a little over a third of the old people 
in the North own their homes, the rest 
are in rented dwellings, and the highest 
proportion rent them from local or 
public authorities_ 
A somewhat higher proportion of men 
than women own their dwellings_ Women 
are more likely to live in rented accomm
odation, especiaUy in public authority 
housing. There is a much higher in
cidence of people owning their homes in 
rural than in urban areas. Renting from 
private landlords tends to be an inner 
city phenomenon and is virtually non
existent in more isolated rural areas. 
The tendency in rural areas, it would 
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Republic Total 

1ft/ % 

55 52 

3 3 

IX 24 

II IJ 

I 2 

8 7 

seem, has been for single people, espec
iaUy if they are men, to continue living 
with their parents until they die_ Tl)ey 
then inherit their parents' houses arid, 
even if they wanted to, would be unlikely 
to qualify for access to public housing_ 

Occupa tiona] background 
Over three-quarters of responden ts with 
farming backgrounds own their homes_ 
So do two-thirds of business and pro
fessional people: Less than half of those 
from aU the other socio-economic seg
ments listed are owner-occupiers_ People 
from skilled or unskiUed labour back
grounds are much more likely to live in 
housing rented from public authorities, 
whereas those with clerical backgrounds 
comprise the category most highly re
presented among renters of private 
housing. Although it might appear from 
aU this tha t, in regard to home owner
ship, old people with farming back
grounds are luckier than the rest, most 
of them are likely to own old houses 
with poor facilities. 



Dwelling type 
Old people who have lived in the same 
neighbourhoods for aU or most of their 
lifetime are more likely to own their 
homes, whereas those who have changed 
residence after the year 1968 are far 
more likely to be renting accommodation 
from local or public authorities. It is 
customary for those who live in detached 
and semi-detached houses to own them, 
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but those living in flats, maisonettes and 
pensioners' cottages are usually renting 
them from local or public authorities. 
Over half of those who rent their homes 
from priva te landlords are living in 
terraced housing. Half of the people in 
accommodation rented from private 
landlords have lived there. for the greater 
part of their adult lives. 



"The respondent~ home is one of very nicely situated maisonettes with a very Fme 
iIlyout, well spaced, etc. The internal fittings and floor are excellent and.the finestof 
their type I have ever seen. He has a wonderful sense of humour, even though he was 
in bed when I called at 7.15 p.m. He brought me in and answered the questions with a 
readiness and goodheartedness that made the interview a very great pleasure . .. 

"This Iody is a widow and well·to-do. She banged the door in my face and said to shut. 
the gate as she didn't want dogs in her garden . .. 

"He would appear to be suffering from high blood pressure .. His dwelling is a rented 
hovel in a back yard off X Y S tree t. It has only one sma/I window and is very dizrk inside. 
I had to sit by the open door for light io fiJI in the questionnoire. Although the 
respondent spends most days about the street, he was indoors when I cal/ed and locked 
the door from the inside immediately after I left, although the day was a good one . .. 

17 



CHAPTER 3 

HOME FACILITIES 

3.1 Background 
To begin wiih, let us summarise what 
we have learned about the elderly people 
intelViewed. Seven out of ten are women, 
six out of ten are widowed, and over 
half of them have no children. Of those 
who have children a ten th have none 
living in Ireland. WeU over half of the old 
and alone in the survey are under seventy· 
five years of age, bu t 14% are over eigh ty. 
In Northern Ireland almost three·quarters 
of the elderly people living alone, as 
opposed to little more than half in the 
Republic, reside in urban areas. Half of 
aU the respondents live in pre.I920 
housing. Old people in the Republic 
are far more likely than those in Northern 
Ireland to live in detached dwellings, 
but most of the laller are old rural 
farmhouses. More than half of the old 
and alone in the Republic own their 
houses, whereas in Northern Ireland 
just over a third own their homes and a 
greater proportion, over two~fifths. rent 
their accommodation from public housing 
authorities. This difference is largely 
explained by the much higher incidence 
of home ownership in rural than in urban 
areas. 
Now that we have some knowledge of 
the locations and types of accommo
dation in which the old and alone reside, 
we will examine what the survey can 
tell us about their living space and about 
their water and heating facilities. 

. 3.2 Uving Space 
Almost a third of all the respondents 
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live in homes which have five or more 
rooms. About a quarter are in three
roomed and another quarter in four
roomed houses. (A facility room, store 
room or any room used solely for a bus
iness purpose was not counted as a room 
in the survey.) 

Not many of the old people interviewed 
live in single rooms (4%). Over half of 
those in this situation live in suburban 
areas and most of them are from un
skilled labour backgrounds. The most 
noteworthy difference between the North . 
and the Republic in regard to the number 
of rooms in the elderly people's dwellings 
is that a fifth in the Republic, as against 
a tenth in the North, have two rooms 
or less. After that, there is a slight trend 
towards those in Northern Ireland having 
a larger number of rooms at their dis
posal. The old people living in one or 
two rooms are more likely than others 
to have moved into their homes within 
the decade preceding the survey. Single . 
people are less likely than the widowed 
to have a larger number of rooms in their 
homes. There are three or more rooms 
in the vast majority of detached houses. 
Three·quarters of terraced houses have 
more than four rooms; whereas over half 
of the Oats or maisonettes in which old 
people live in their own contain two 
rooms or less. 
While living space is important, a large 
number of rooms in an old person's 
home might appear to represent a dis· 
advantage when compared with smaUer, 
well·fitted units specifically constructed 
or adapted to make life easier for the 
elderly. The - possession of certain basic
amenities is surely an even more im
portant consideration than living space in 
assessing how well provided for our el· 
derly population may be. The survey pro
vides a good deal of information about 
the water amenities and heating facilities 
available to the elderly who live alone. 



3.3 WalEr AlI!enities 

Highlights 
Let us take an initial glance at some of 
the salient features which emerge from 
the data concerning basic water amen
ities. 

, A third of the elderly people living on 
their own in the Republic of Ireland 
and nearly a tenth in Northern Ireland 
possess no kitchen sink. 

, Over half of the 'elderly people in the 
Republic (57%) have no ba th or shower, 
while over a quarter (29%) in Northern 
Ireland also lack this amenity . 

, Less than half of the respondents 
in the Republic and two· thirds of those 
in the North have a flush toilet located 
within their dwellings. 

'In the Republic 16%, and in Northern 
. Ireland 22%, have only an outdoor flush 

toilet. 
• In the Republic of Ireland three·fifths 

(59%) and in Northern Ireland three· 
tenths (29%) have no hot water supply. 

, In the Republic over ane·fifth (22%) 
and in the North over twa·fifths (43%) 
have hot water available to wash·hand 
basin, kitchen sink and bath or shower. 
The remainder who have a hot water 
supply have it available only at one or 
two points. . , Over half of the respondents in the 

Republic and a quarter of those in 
North'ern Ireland do not have a wash· Possession, of amenities 
hand basin. Lack of basic water amenities has been 

• Practically a third of the old people in highlighted because it is the degree of 
the Republic and a little under,a tenth deprivation rather than of posseSSion 
in Northern Ireland have no flush toilet. that is most striking in the data. The fact 
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is that when we look at the five basic 
water facilities together - kitchen sink, 
bath or shower, wash-hand basin_ flush 
toilet and hot water supply - we find 
that 30% of the old people in the Re
public, and 7% in Northern Ireland, have 
none of these standard amenities for 
their sole personal use, Furthermore, 
when we look at possession of these 
amenities we find that only 30% in the 
Republic, and 64% in Northern Ireland, 
have exclusive use of aU five. 

Table 3.1 summarises the information 
available about the lack of water 
amenities in the homes of the elderly 
living alone. 

them at aU. The facility most likely to be 
shared is a bathroom. In both parts of the 
country 5% of the old people share with 
others the use of a bath or shower. In the 
Republic, 6% of the respondents share 
a flush toilet with people in adjoining 
accommodation. Estimation of'the small
er percentages having shared use of other 
amenities fails to alter the general pic
ture of scarcity of water facilities among 
old people living alone. 
Especially when judged in isolation from 
the rest of the survey material, the 
foregoing facts present a disturbing 
picture of the way in which so many 
elderly people on their own are obliged 
to survive. They naturally suggest immed-

Table 3.J LACK OF STANDARD WATER AMENITIES 

No hot waler supply 

Hot water at I point only 

No bath/shower 

No wash-hand basin 

No nush toilet 

Outside flush toilet only 

No kitchen sink 

No basic water 
amenity 

Lack of exclusive use of 
all five amenities 

Sharing of facilities 
There is some evidence of sharing of 
amenities although, on the whole, either 
the old people tend to have them for 
their exclusive use or they don't have 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
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% % % 

29 59 52 

9 8 8 

29 57 51 

24 ·5.2 46 

8 32 26 

22 16 17 

8 33 27 

7 30 25 

36 69 61 

iate questions as to how best to improve 
their basic living conditions. Before 
arriving at conclusions aboul how to 
improve conditions for any group of 
people, however, the people themselves 



shoUld surely be consulted. 

Possessiun of waler amenities: 
Backgruund factors 
Every possible effort was made to dis· 
cover how the responden IS feel abou t 
their own situation. This question will 
be taken up again in due course. Mean· 
while, let us consider additional in· 
formation available about possession of 
basic water amenities in order to isolate 
those factors which seem to exercise a 
major influence in this regard. 

Northern Ireland 
Multivariate statistical analysis suggests 
that in· Northern Ireland the single most 
important influence on possession of 
basic water amenities is the age of the 
dwelling in which a respondent lives .. 
Elderly people who live' alone in build· 
ings constructed before the year Ina are 
sixty per cent less likely to have possess· 
ion of all five basic water amenities for 
their sale use than those who live in post· 
1920 dwellings. Although the age of the 
dwelling tells us far more about what 
to expecf in this regard than anything 
else can do, two other factors which 
appear to have the next highest influ· 
ence are occupational background and 
the Ioca tion of the dwelling. 
Consequently, it may be surmised thai 
the kind of elderly Northern Ireland 
responden t most likely to lack all or 
some of these basic amenities is the 
person from a working class background 
(unskilled/skilled labour and small farm· 
er) living in a· pre·lnO home either 
in the central part of a city or town, in 
a vWage, or in the open countryside. 
Al the opposite extreme, the middle 
class elderly person living in a· post· 
1920 home in a town or ci ty suburb is 
most unlikely to lack all of the basic 
water amenities for her or his sole per· 
sonal use. 
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Republic of Ireland 
In the Republic of Ireland the age of the 
dwelling appears once more to be easily 
the most influenlial faclor, although 
not so potent an influence as in the 
North. It is .followed closely by several 
other factors, the most influential of 
which are occupational background and 
the number of rooms in the dwelling. 
The kind of elderly person living alone 
in the Republic, then, who is most 
likely 10 be without all or some of the 
basic standard water amenities is the 
working class citizen who lives in an 
old pre·lnO dwelling having three rooms 
or less. At the opposite extreme, the 
middle class person who lives in a more 
spacious post· I no dwelling is the least 
likely to be without all or most of these 
amenities. 
We must not allow ourselves to be mis· 
led by this kind of prome, however. 
While four out of every five old persons 
alone in homes can taining three rooms 
or less are without all or some of the 
standard water facilities, this must not 
distract us from the fact that three out 
of five of those living alone in larger 
houses fall into the sarne category. 

Other background facton 
The following background characteristics 
are also more or less strongly associated 
with possession of standard water amen· 
ilies - sex, age, marital status, type 
and location of dwelling, and time 
spen t in the neighbourhood or home of 
the respondent. Men are less likely than 
women to be provided with most of the 
basic water amenities. Only half of the 
men as against three·quarters of the 
women have a kitchen sink and almost 
two-thirds of the men as against over 
one·third of the women have no wash· 
hand basin. While bearing in mind that 
age groups above eighty have a fairly 
low representation in the sample, it 
can be concluded thai people between 



seventy·one and eigh ty years of age are 
less likely than others to have adequate 
water amenities. Where a hot water 
supply is concerned, the most deprived 
age group js the one over seventy·six 
years of age. On the basis of the in
formation available, the kind of old 
person living alone most likely to be 
without a flush toilet is an elderly bach
elor aged between seventy-six and eighty 
from a farming or unskilled labour 
background who has lived since child
hood ina detached house in an isolated 
rural area. Since profiles for non-poss
ession of any of the other water amen· 
ities are rather similar. it seems unnec· 
essary to enter into detail in regard to 
them. They add up to one general con
clusion - that the older a respondent 
is the more likely he or 'she is to be with
out any particular water amenity. with 
the proviso that in extreme old age the 
situation may have been improved. 

Sharing amenities 
The percentage of respondents having 
access to any particular water amenity 
without having sole use of it is in each 
case too small to allow for confident 
analysis. Some tentative explanations can 
be advanced. Taking all five water amen
ities together, it seems that old people 
living in dwellings categorised as con
verted nats are consistently less likely 
to have sole use of facilities than the 
majority. Where anything between 95% 
and 99% of the total number of re
spondents with access to a particular 
amenity enjoy sole use of it, it may be 
noted that of the limited number of 
dwellers in converted nats in the sample" 
who have access to particular amenities 
just over nine-tenths have sole use of a 
kitchen sink, three-quarters have sole 
use of a hot water supply, nearly two
thirds have sole use of a wash-hand basin, 
and less than half have sole use of a /lush 
toUet. 
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The location of an old person's dwell
ing also appears to have an influence in 
rei a tion to sole use of a /lush toilet. 
Centre city dweUers are less likely than 
others to have sole use of this amenity. 

3.4 Heating Facililies 
Since keeping warm in winter is a vital 
necessity for elderly people, questions 
were asked about their heating fac
ilities. Although interviews were con
ducted during the summer and a com
paratively mild autumn, interviewers were 
asked to emphasise that they were espec
iaUy in teres ted in the fuel situa tion dur
.ing the winter months. 

Highlights 
It may be useful at this stage to pinpoint 
the more important fmdings relating to 
fuel usage. 

• A tenth of the respondents both in 
the North and in the South have no 
electricity supply. 
• Those without any electricity supply 
tend to be single males from unskilled 
labour or farming backgrounds living in 
old detached houses in isolated rural 
locations. 
• The major types of fuel used by the 
elderly people interviewed throughout 
Ireland are coal, turf, mains electricity 
and wood. 
• In Northern Ireland mains gas is the 
third most popular source of winter 
heating, being used by 12% of those 
interviewed. 
• Over a quarter of the elderly people 
(39% in Northern Ireland and 22% .in 
the Republic) are dependent o'n a single 
type of fuel. 
• In Northern Ireland 24%, and in the 
Republic 8%, have no facilities for burn
ing solid fuel. 
• Those without facilities for burning 
solid fuel tend to live in urban areas, in 
/lats or maisonettes, into which they 
have moved after the year 1968. 



• Five respondents say they have no 
source of 'winter heating at aU. While 
this does not amount to a significant 
percentage, it establishes that there 
exists in Ireland a small minority of old 
people living alone without domestic 
heating at an age when it is more than 
ever necessary for physical survival. 

Sources ofwinler heating 
Many of the old people interviewed use 
more than one type of fuel. As Table 
3.2 shows, the most conspicuous diff
erence between Northern Ireland and 
Republic of Ireland responden ts lies in 
the much greater use of turf among the 
la tter. 

an equal proportion of the elderly people 
there use turf. 

Single fuel dependence 
Attention has been drawn to the fact 
that over a quarter (26%) of all the old 
people interviewed depend on one kind 
of fuel for heating. This means they are 
in constan t danger of temporary de· 
privation of heat due to supply diffi· 
culties, strikes, power cuts or personal. 
economic problems in the face of any 
increase in prices. Further analysis re
veals that of the one-source fuel users 
39% depend on coal, 25% on turf, 21 % 
on electricity and 7% on mains gas. 
Very small percentages of this group of 

rable 3.2 SOURCE OF WINTER HEATING 

N. 

Coal 

Turf/Peal 

Mains Electricity 

Wood 

Bottled Gas 

Mains Gas 

Oil Fired Cenlral Healing 

Paramn 

Communal Healing 

Home Generated Electricity 

While coal is the most commonly used 
type of fuei throughout the country, 
the Republic of Ireland figures show that 

Ireland Republic Tolal 

% % % 

77 64 67 

9 63 50 

53 46 47 

\0 25 21 

9 12 II 

12 4 6 

3 3 3 

4 2 3 
, 

- 1 1 

- 1 I 

respondents 'rely solely on 'oLI-fired cent
ral heating, bottled gas, communal heat
ing or wood. 
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Republic 
In the Republic, one hundred and fifty 
three or the old and alone in terviewed are 
one-fuel users. This constitutes 22% of 
the sample in the Repu blic. Among these 
single fuel users, 44% live in isolated 
rural areas, 30% in the suburbs, 14% in 
urban een tres and 12% in villages. 
ar the single fuel users in the Republic, 
37% burn turf to keep warm in winter. 
This means that of all the old people 
interviewed in the South, 8% rely ex
clusively on turf for their winter heating. 
Dependenee on turf is a feature of the 
open' countryside. The majoriry (74%) 
of the single fuel users who reside there 
depend on turf, while of those who live 
in villages 16% depend on turf. 

Dependence on coal only for heating 
is not as extensive and is more evenly 
spread. Dependence on electricity is 
somewhat more extensive, though not 
as striking as that associated with the use 
of turf. Half (50%) of the single fuel 
users in urban centres depend on elec
tricity and 41% of those in the suburbs 
depend on it. Dependence on electric· 
ity is an urban phenomenon. Very few 
respondents in the open countryside 
and none in the villages depend on elec
tricity alone for heating - assuming, 
of course, that they have it at all. De
pendenee on mains gas is practically 
unknown in the Republic, where three 
people in the sample rely solely on mains 
gas for winter heating. 

Northern lrebznd 
In Northern Ireland, eighty one of the 
old and alone interviewed, that is 39% 
of the Northern sample, are one-fuel 
users. Among this group of single fuel 
users, 44% live in the suburbs of cities 
or towns, 28% in urban centres, 20% in 
the open countryside and 7% in villages. 
Dependence on turf for win ter heating 
is practically unknown, it would appear, 

in Northern Ireland. One person in the 
sample, living in the open countryside, 
relies exclusively on turf as a fuel. One
fuel dependenee in the North is prin
cipally related to the use of coal, and 
after that to electricity and mains gas. 
Of the single fuel users in Northern Ire
land 60% depend on coal. This means 
that 26% of all the Northern respond
ents rely on coal alone for winter heat
ing. In urban centres, three·quarters 
(75%) of one-fuel users depend on coal, 
but so do 88% of those in the open 
countryside and 40% of those in the 
suburbs. 
The old people in the Northern cities 
and towns are more likely than those 
in rural areas to rely exclusively on elec
tric heating. In the urban ,centres 26% 
and in the suburbs 22% of one-fuel users 
depend on electricity. The corresponding 
percentages in rural areas are 17% in the 
villages and 12% in the open country
side. 
Mains gas is used by 12 % of the Northern 
respondents. Of the single fuel users, 
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15% depend On mains gas. This means 
that 6% of all the old people interviewed 
in Northern Ireland rely on mains gas as 
their sale source of win ter hea ting. All 
of those who depend on mains gas are 
living in urban areas. A quarter (25%) of 
sale fuel users in the suburbs and 13% 
of those in urban cen tres rely on mains 
gas. 

Factors affecting fuel usage 

(i) Electricity 
Half of the elderly people use some form 
of electric heating in winter time (46% in 
the Republic and 53% in Northern 
Ireland), although nine·tenths in' both 
parts of the country have an electricity 
supply. In Northern Ireland the type of 
dwelling in which elderly people live 
and the arrangements under which they 
occupy them are the strongest features 
determining whether or not they use 
electricity for heating. Where the type of 
dwelling is concerned, use of electricity 
is at its highest among those in semi· 
detached houses (77%), followed by 
terraced (52%) and detached houses 
(46%). Where mode of occupation is 
concerned, electricity is used most fre
quently by people renting unfurnished 
accommodation from private landlords or 
companies (69%), owner occupiers (57%) 
and people who rent their homes from 
public authorities (45%). 

In the Republic the strongest features 
associated with the use of electricity 
for heating are the kinds of areas in which 
respondents live and their occupational 
backgrounds. The old people in ci ties 
and towns are much more likely 10 use 
electricity for heating. Three·fifths of 
them use it as against just over a third 
living in villages and a little under" third 
in the open countryside. Furthermore, 
many more of the elderly people de· 
scribed as middle class (68%) use elec· 
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tricity for keeping warm than do work· 
ing class respondents (38%). 
In the total sample, two·thirds of re
spondents- using electricity as a means 
of keeping wann live in cities or towns. 
Half of those who never use this type of 
heating live in villages or remote rural 
areas. Widowed people are somewhat 
mare likely to use electric heating than 
those who have never married. About 
half of them use it. Furthermore, people 
in the white coUar categories are much 
more likely to use electricity than people 
from skilled or unskilled labour back· 
grounds. The group which falls farthest 
below the na tional average, however, 
consists of respondents who have farming 
backgrounds, only about a third of whom 
use electricity for heating. 

(ii) Coal 
Presumably due to the popularity of turf 
in Ihe Republic, a smaller percentage 
of old people there (64%) than in North· 
ern Ireland (77%) use coal. A higher 
percenlage of women (71 %) than of men 
(57%) use coal for keeping warm. The 
types of accommodation in which people 
are most likely 10 use coal are terraced 
and semi·detached houses. 
In Northern Ireland dwelling type, is 
most strongly associated with the use of 
coal for heating. Here coal is burned by 
nine· tenths of those who live in terraced 
houses, and well over two-thirds in semi· 
detached houses. 
In the Republic the most significan t 
factor is the part of the country in which 
the old people live. The use of coal is 
well above the na tional average in Dublin, 
Kilkenny, Louth, Cork, Kerry, Water· 
ford, Leitrim, Cavan, Donegal and Mon· 
aghan. 

(iii) Turf 
Turf is used for heating by less than a 
tenth of the respondents in Northern 
Ireland, whereas over three·fifths of 



those in the Republic use it. People be· 
tween sixty·five and eighty years of age 
are more likely to use turf than people 
over eighty. The women respondents 
below sixty·five years of age resident 
in Northern Ireland are unlikely to use 
it. As might be expected, turf is more 
popular outside the towns and cities. 
Associated with this is the fact that 
people in detached houses, the majority 
of whom live in rural areas, are more 
likely to use it than people in any other 
type of dwelling. Furthermore, almost 
two·thirds of the elderly people who 
come from farming backgrounds favour 
turf fires. 

3.5 Fuel Subsidy and Support Schemes 
Republic of Ireland 
(i) Free electricity allowance 
In the Republic of Ireland persons over 
the age of sixty-five receiving contri
butory or non-contributory pensions, 
contributory widows' pensions or retire
ment pensions may qualify, among 
others, for a free electricity aUowance 
provided that they are living alone -
or living with specified classes of persons. 
The allowance consists of relief from the 
normal fixed charge on the E.S.B.'s 
domestic consumer tariff along wi th 200 
units of free electricity each two months 
for half of the year and 300 uni ts each 
two months for the other half of the 
year. Almost aU (97%) of the respond· 
ents in the Republic of Ireland who 
possess an electricity supply make use of 
the free electricity scheme. Only 1% 
make no use of it because, although they 
have never applied, they think they 
would not be eligible. 

(ii) Solid fuel scheme 
Under the fuel schemes operated with 
government assistance by certain local 
authorities, regular but limited supplies 
of fuel (turf or timber) are made available, 
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in return tor a very small contribution, 
from April to October tonan·contributory 
old age penSioners and widows in receipt 
of pensions. 
Facilities for using solid fuel are poss· 
essed by 91 % of the old people living 
alone in the Republic. Of those who have 
these facilities two-fifths enjoy the advan· 
tages of the cheaper solid fuel scheme. 
One·fifth say that the scheme is not 
available in their local areas, ane·fifth 
that they never heard of such a scheme 
and ane·fifth that they tried to avail of 
the scheme but did not qualify. 
Northern Ireland 
(i) Instalment payments of 
electricity accounts 
Only 18% of the Northern Ireland reo 
spandents who possess an electricity 
supply take advantage of the government 
scheme there to pay electricity accounts 
by monthly instalments. Almost a quarter 
(23%) say they do not need to take 
advantage of this scheme, while 19% 
say that they are not interested in it 
and I 7% say they prefer to pay their 
electricity bills in some other way. A 
smaller percentage (7%) say they never 
tried to use the scheme but do not 
think they would qualify for it, 6% say 
they have never heard of the scheme and 
6% say they do not use electricity much 
anyway. 

(ii) Supplementary Benefit additions 
Three·fifths (59%) of the Northern reo 
spondents are in receipt of Supplemen· 
tary Benefit. This means they have pen· 
sians which fall below the prescribed 
income level as laid down by Parliament 
and receive an aUowance to bring their 
incomes up to that level. Special addit· 
ions may be made 'to this allowance to 
cover various types of extra expense in
cluding heavy fuel costs incurred because 
of frailty, illness or old age and abnor· 
mally high fuel custs attributablc tu 
central heating. 



(iii) Discounts and allowances 
Supplcmcn lacy Denefi t recipen ts may 
alsu receive special discounts on their 
winter electricity and gas bills. Of those 
respondents in Northern Ireland who 
receive Supplementary Benellt, 61 % bene· 
fit also by electricity and gas winter 
discounts and 29% receive a special 
heating allowance. A minority get both 
an allowance and a discount, but 33% 
receive no assistance in any form 
their heating bills. 
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"She lives approximately two hundred yards from the river in a very deso!Jlte area but 
with beautiful scenery. The nearest farmhouse is over a quarter of a mile away. She has . .. . 
no electricity or running water in the house." 

"The kitchen is separate but not sealed off and. he would like to have the bed out of 
sight. He would like an extra room and a proper luI/length bath." 

"She showed me her back garden in which she grows flowers and vegetables and 
entertained me to Q verse of "Annie Laurie", .. 

"This type of house is rather common in the area - a wooden two-roomed building with 
solid stone floor supplied by the County Council for one-person households. Considering 
how recently it has been built, it is incredible no sanitary convenience was erected . .'" 

. , 
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CHAPTER 4 

HOUSING 
CONDITIONS: 
INTERVIEWERS' 
FINDINGS 

4.1 Review 
The information on housing so far 
assembled consists of facts, as reported 
to and noted by interviewers, about 
living space and facilities in the homes of 
the old and alone in the survey. 'While a 
substantial minority, a fifth in the Re· 
public and a tenth in Northern Ireland, 
live in accommodation containing two 
rooms or less, the majority have three 
rooms or more at their disposal. More 
than half of the respondents in the Re· 
public and two· fifths in Northern Ireland 
live in houses constructed prior to the 
year 1920. Over a third in Northern 
Ireland, and only a fifth in the Republic, 
live in house, built later than 1944. 
An extraordinarily high proportion of the 
elderly people interviewed live in homes 
which lack all or most standard water 
amenities. In the Republic only 30% 
and in Northern Ireland more than twice 
as. many, but still only 64%, have ex· 
clusive personal use of all five basic 
amenities about which information was 
sought, namely, a hot water supply, a 
bath or shower, a wash·hand basin, a 
flush toilet and a kitchen sink. The age 
of an old person's home is the best index 
to possession or lack of water amenities. 
Very elderly people who have lived all 
their lives in rural farmhouses are the 
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group most likely to be poorly provided 
with these facilities . . 
A tenth of the respondents, among whom 
men residing in old houses in remote 
rural areas predominate, have no elec
tricity supply. This is also the group most 
likely to depend on turf as their only 
source of fuel. Two·fifths of the elderly 
living alone in Northern Ireland, and 
nearly a quarter in the Republic, depend 
on a single type of fuel for winter heat· 
ing. The possibility suggests itself that 
some of the old and alone may incur 
a high risk of being left without heating 
in the event of certain types of emer· 
gency. In Northern Ireland, where old 
people are more likely to have been 
rehoused, 24% have no facilities for bum· 
ing solid fuel, while 8% in the Republic 
are in the same situation. 

Assessment by interviewers 
A primary concern in the survey was that 
the old and alone would be. given the 
opportunity of explaining how they 
feel personaUy about the conditions in 
which they live rather than that others 
would interpret their feelings and desires 
for them. The survey did make pro
vision, however, for a very general assess
ment by interviewers of the living con· 
<litions of the old people they were asked 
to in terview. 

The interviewers' impressions are pre
sented briefly in this chapter by way 
of introduction to the expression of 
their feelings by the respondents theni· 
selves, which will form the subject of 
the chapter that foUows. The comments 
of the interviewers, aU of whom were 
members of the Society of SI. Vincent 
de Paul. refer to the homes of the old 
people selected in the original sample 
whom they were able to visit, not merely 
to the homes of those who actually gave 
interviews. Although they were supplied 
with guidelines to facilitate evaluation 
and set common standards of judgment, 



the inrormation acquired rrom inter
viewers must be regarded as secondary 
in importance to the evalua tions and 
judgments they elicited from the old 
people themselves. 

4.2 Inlerior housing conditions 
Firstly, we will consider the interviewers' 
observations on the interior conditions 
of the homes they visited. 

Internal repair 
Northern interviewers report that the 
interior parts of two-thirds of the homes 
they visited are in good or very good 
repair. Not much more than half of 
those in the Republic are similarly well 
rated. The interiors or over ~ quarter 
of the Northern Ireland and almost 
a third of the Republic of Ireland dwell· 
ings are considered to be in reasonable 
repair only. In the North 5%, and in the 
Republic 12%, of the dwellings visited. 
are described as being in a bad or very 
bad state of internal repair. 

Furniture 
The furniture in nearly two· thirds of the 
houses visited in the North, and in well 
below half of those in the Republic, 
is reported to be either in very good or 
good condition. In a quarter of the 
Northern and a third of the Southern 
homes the furniture is rated as being 
only in reasonable condition. In the 
North 9%, and in the South 16%, of the 
dwellings are said to have furniture that 
is in poor or very poor condition. 

Garden space 
Although a garden or courtyard surround· 
ing a person's home may seem to have 
more to do with external environment 
than internal housing conditions, we will 
consider this question here because it 
can influence the sense of freedom and 
security the person experiences in every
day living within the home. It is reported 
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that about a third of all· the dwellingS 
have no private space surrounding them. 
In other words, there is no space to the 
front or back of these homes over which 
members of the public do not generally 
walk. Some private space, however, 
surrounds 62% of the old people's homes 
in the North and 69% in the South. 

Oeanliness 
Cleanliness in. a home is, perhaps, a 
difficult quality to evaluate. Almost 
three·quarters of the hoinet; visited by 
Northern interviewers are pronounced 
very clean. Interviewers in the Republic 
are prepared to be equally commend· 
atory about half of the homes in their 
part of the country. A third of the dwell· 
ings in the South, along with a quarter 
of those in the North, are described 
as fairly clean. In the Republic 12%, and 
in the North 3%, are said to be fairly or 
very dirty on the oasis of whatever 
parts of the dwellings internewers were 
in a position to see. 

4.3 External oonditions 
The interviewers in the survey were 
asked to rate the outside quality of the 
dwellings they visited and the quality of 
their surrounding environments. The reo 
plies given depend very much on the in· 
dividual standards of the interviewers. 
Here we are talking again about the 
original sample rather than the effective 
sample with which this report is chiefly 
concerned. About half of aU the dwell· 
ings are rated moderate to poor in ex· 
terior quality. The other half are said to 
be of at least reasonably good quality 
as far as outside appearances go. 

Entrance 
A tiny percentage of· the old people's 
hornes have entrances situated below 
ground level, presumably basement en· 
trances.·1n the North of Ireland 6%, and 
in the Republic 7%, have entrances 



above ground level, mostly at forst or 
second [loar level. A very tiny propor
tion are said to have entrances at levels 
between the third and sixth noors of 
buildings. In the North of Ireland cases 
with entrances at these higher levels, 
lifts are generally available to the reo 
sidents. Where lifts are available, they 
were in working order when the inter
viewers called. No lifts are available to 
the small number of respondents in the 
Republic who live well above ground 
level. 

Condition of neighbouring property 
The condition of property in the imm· 
ediate neighbourhood of 60% of the 
homes in the North, and 55% of those in 
the South, is stated unequivocably to 
be well maintained and tidy. Of aU the 
homes visited 6% are surrounded by 
property which is stated, without re
servation to be poorly maint!.ined and 
untidy. The prevailing appearance of the 
immediate neighbourhood, judged by the 
amount of trees, shrubs and grass in evid
ence, is rated as exceUent or satisfactory 
for 55% of the North of Ireland and 69% 
of the Republic of Ireland dwellings. 
But 43% of the Northern and 31 % of 
the Southern respondents are said to be 
living in neighbourhoods where there 
is little evidence of trees, shrubs or 
grassland space for the embellishment 
of the environment. The prevailing con
dition of roads and pavements in the 
vicinity of 90% of all the homes is re
garded as good or a t least reasonably 
good. Varying degrees of repair work 
on roads and footpa ths are indica ted 
as desirable in the immediate neigh: 
bourhood of about a tenth of the old 
people's dweUings in both parts of the 
country. 

To the question 'Do you think that 
the ways out of the neighbourhood face 
fairly safe areas?', interviewers indicate 
the answer 'Yes' for 80% of the Northern 
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and 87% of the Southern homes. For 
only 5% in the North and 6% in the Re
public is the answer 'No' actually given. 
In relation to 11% in the North and 5% 
in the South interviewers express un
certainty about the correct answer and 
no answer is attempted in 3% of the 
Northern cases. 



"The respondent lives in excellent conditions. The house is spotlessly clean and tiJiy. 
She sUffers from arthritis and finds it difficult to do as much housework as she would 
like, but she hils a very good home help two or three days a week. " 

"The respondent lives about a mile from the nearest public rood in an old corrugated 
iron roofed house. He says his most urgent needs are electricity and piped water. " 

"This woman ~ home is very damp. The house is over two hundred years old. She feels 
hoppy enough but does not hove many visitors. " 

'. 
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CHAPTER 5 

HOUSING 
CONDITIONS: 
ATTITUDES OF 
THE OLD PEOPLE 

5.1 Introduction 
We have only a general assessment by 
interviewers of the quality of the homes 
and neighbourhoods in which the elderly 
people interviewed are living. It pro
vides us, however. with an oveiview of 
the way in which a group of people, 
most of whom may be presumed to have 
reasonable standards of living, might be 
expected to react to the accommodation 
of the old people. 
Half of the homes in the Republic and a 
third in Northern Ireland are judged to 
be in less than good repair and to be less 
than comfortably furnished. A third of 
all dwellings have no private space to 
back or front. A high standard of clean· 
liness is noted in three-quarters of the 
Northern and half of the Southern 
homes. The quality of half of all the 
buildings, judged from outside appear· 
ances, is rated as at least reasonably 
·good. More than two·fifths of the dwell· 
ings in Nor thern Ireland and nearly a 
third in the Republic are said to be sit· 
uated in unattractively landscaped areas. 
What matters most, of course, is how the 
old and alone themselves feel aboultheir 
accommodation. During training and 
briefmg sessions interviewers were given 
an insight into the emotional factors 
that might be expected to affect the pro· 
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gress of an interview. They were encour
aged to set about the creation of a very 
relaxed a tmosphere in which respondents 
might feel it was in order to say any
thing they pleased about the issues raised. 
In this chapter we will consider the reo 
sponse of the elderly people to questions· 
about -structural advantages and amen· 
ities within their homes and the environ
mental quality of their neighbourhoods. 

5.2 Interior conditions 

Altitudes to space and storage 
facilities 

(i) Number ofrooms 
A fifth of the old and alone in the Re· 
public and a tenth in Northern Ireland 
have two rooms 'or less in'their accommo
dation. The remainder have three rooms 
or more. How satisfied are the old people 
in general with their indoor living space? 
The information available does not 
directly tell us whether people who are 
unhappy with the number of rooms in 
their homes believe they have too few or 
too many. Those with four or more 
rooms. however I tend to be more satis
fied wi th their living space, while the 
least satisfied people usually have a' 
smaller number of rooms at their dis
posal. Dissatisfaction is much more 
likely to spring from a sense of restricted 
rather than excessive living spa",:. 

About a tenth of the old people in 
either part of the country are in some 
way unhappy about the number of rooms 
in their accomodation. These are more 
likely to live in flats or maisonettes 
than in other kinds of housing. Although 
a majority claim to be satisfied, the 
proportions who are satisfied increase 
with the number of rooms they have. 
Of those who have one room, 66% say 
they are happy with their living space. 



The percen tage sa tisfied rises to 84% of 
those who have two rooms, 91 % of 
those who have three, and 95% of those 
who have four rooms or more. Even 
though so few are prepared to complain, 
the impression given is tha t elderly people 
living alone prefer to have at least three 
rooms at their disposal. The fact, none· 
theless, that two·thirds of those respond· 
eots who live in one room say they are 
happy with that arrangement indicates 
that some may fmd it easier to cope with 
limited living space. Finally, however, 
i! should be noted that old people un· 
happy with the number of rooms in their 
places of residence are more likely than 
the remainder to say they would hope 
to move some day. 

(ii) Garden space 
Many of the elderly people interviewed 
have gardens, yards or some private 
space around their homes. It ·wiU be ·re· 

'called -tliai, according to reports from 
interviewers, a third of all the dwellings 
visited have no private space around 
them. Of the old and alone interviewed in 
the Repu blic 52%, and in the North 36%, 

limitation of private space around their 
homes. At the other end of the scale, 
20% of the Southerners and 28% of. the 
Northerners express varying degrees of 
dissatisfaction. 
The general picture which emerges is 
that, exceptions notwithstanding, old 
people living alone like 10 have areas· 
onable amounl of privale space al their 
doorsteps. Respondenls in semi·detached 
and, 10 a lesser exlenl, detached houses 
are more likely to be very happy with 
their garden space than those in flats 
or maisonettes who don't usually have 
any space personal to themselves. The 
vast majority of people who are pleased 
with their garden space claim also to be 
settled in their accommodation. 

(iii) Storage facilities 
Attitudes concerning .. facilities . for the 

'storage of food and clothes are almost 
identical in North and South. Table 5.1, 
presented to illustrate levels of satis· 
faction with food storage, differen· 
tia tes response be tween women Bnd 
men. 

Table 5./ LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH FOOD STORAGE 

Women Men TOlal 

% .% % 

Very pleased 57 43 53 

Fairly pleased 32 42 35 

Mixed feelings 5 6 5 

Fairly unhappy 3 6 4 

Very unhappy J 3 J 
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It is, perhaps, curious that so many more 
women than men are very pleased with 
food storage facilities. It has a lot to do 
with the type of accommodation in 
which they live, although it could be 
partly explicable on the ground of super. 
ior housekeeping expertise. 

Old people living alone in the open 
countryside, usually men, are not highly 
represented among respondents declaring 
maximum satisfaction with food storage 
facilities. Similarly, half of those who 
express themselves as unhappy with the 
storage they have are living in more reo 
mote rural loca tions. Semi·detached 
houses seem to be those most suitably 
titled with these facilities while terr· 
aced houses, nats and maisonettes appear 
to be adequately fitted. Occupiers of 
detached houses fall behind the rest in 
levels of satisfaction. The vast majority 

. of resp,ondents who are very pleased 
with this amenity say they are very setl· 
led in their accommodation. 
A rather similar pattern of response 
emerges in regard to satisfaction with 
facilities for storing clothes. Two-thirds 
of the women, but less than half of ihe 
men, say they are very pleased wi th these 
facilities. People in more remote dwell· 
ing« fall somewhat below the average 
standard of satisfaction. The only real 
difference in response is that nat·dwellers 
are, proportionately speaking, less sa tis· 
tied with clothes storage space than 
those in other categories. 
As a general conclusion, it would appear 
that some old people, although satis· 
fieo with having Wee or more rooms 
in their houses, live in old rural home· 
steads which have poor kitchen cup· 
board accommodation. Those in smaller 
housing units, such as flats, often have 
satisfactory food storage facilities but 
are restricted in closet and wardrobe 
facilities for storing clothes, sheets, 
blankets and similar items. 

(Iv) Privacy 
The majority of respondents are at least 
fairly pleased with the amount of privacy 
their dwelling« afford them. The per· 
centages expressing complete satisfaction 
are quite high - 71% in the Republic and 
62% in the North. A tenth of the North· 
em respondents have some misgivings, as 
have a slightly lower proportion in the 
Republic. Flat·dwellers, as might be ex· 
pected, are more likely to feel a need 
for greater privacy, whereas those living 
in semi·detached houses show the high· 
est levels of satisfaction. 

Attitudes to cleaning and washing 
facilities 
(i) Keeping homes clean 
Recalling that in the estimation of the 
interviewers most of the homes they 
visited were kept at least fairly clean, 
we will examine how the old and alone 
themselves feel about interior conditions 
and facilities by taking up response to a 
question concerning ease or difficulty in 
keeping their homes clean and tidy. In 
the North 42%, and in the South 39%, 
say their homes are very easy to look 
afler. In addition, 47% of the Northern 
and 40% of the Southern respondents 
fmd their homes fairly easy to keep clean 
and tidy. But 10% in the North, and 20% 
in the South, indieate that they exper· 
ience varying degrees of difficul ty in 
cleaning and tidying their dwellings. 

Surburban dwellers fmd it easiest to keep 
their houses clean. Over half of them say 
it is very easy. People in isolated rural 
homesteads experience the greatest diffi· 
culty, a quarter of these fmding it a pro
blem to some degree. People from pro· 

. fessional or business backgrounds are 
highly represented among those who 
fmd it very easy to look after thOir 
hornes, whereas those from farming back· 
grounds are least conspicuous in this 
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category. Single people report more prob· 
lems with maintaining deanliness than 
widowed people. Not too surprisingly. 
detached houses turn out to be harder 
to keep clean than other types of home, 
while flats are the easiest oraU to main
tain. 
Twice as many male (23%) as female 
(11%) respondents encounter some diff· 
iculty in keeping their homes clean and 
tidy. This could be due to educational, 
social and cultural factors, but at least 
part of the explana tion must lie in the 
higher incidence of elderly men living 
in old rural homesteads lacking in modern 
conveniences. 

(ii) Use of washing facilities 
The way the old people feel about 
keeping their homes neat and clean 
should be viewed in the light of what 
has been revealed about the availability of 
basic standard water amenities. So too, 
must the responden Is' feelings about 
the use of ~h~ir washing facilities. Table 
5.2' summarises their response to a ques
tion concerning ease or difficul ty ex
perienced in using the personal washing 
arrangements in their homes. . 

experience some difficulties in using their 
personal washing facilities. The data 
already highlighted concerning the poss· 
ession of water amenities might have 
led us to expect even higher propor. 
tions. It will be remembered, for ex
ample, that 59% in the South and 29% 
in the North have no hot water supply in 
their homes, while 58% in the South and 
29% in the North have no bath or shower. 
Perhaps it says something about the 
adaptability of the old people that three
fifths (60%) in the South and three· 
quarters (76%) in the N';rth .claim that 
their washing facilities .are very easy or 
fairly easy to use. 
Trends in response between different 
categories of respondent are similar' 
to those already noted in respect of 
main tenance of cleanliness and tidiness. 
Some difficulty is reported by ove, a 
third of the men but by less than a 
quarter of the women . .Dnce again sub
urbanites fmd the .. going easier: ,Three
quarters of them experience no real 
difficulty, probably because of the 
relatively more recent construction of 
their houses. In isolated rural areas, 
however. two·fifths of the old people 

Table 5.2 EASE OF USE OF PERSONAL WASHING FACILITIES 

Level of Ease N. Ireland Republic Total 

Very easy 

Fairly easy 

About half and half 

Fairly diffieul. 

Very difficult 

More of the old people in the Republic 
(38%) than in the North of Ireland (24%) 

% 

41 

34 

9 

9 

6 

.% % 

32 35 

28 30 

6 7 

17 t6 

t5 t3 

report some difficulty in using personal 
washing facilities. ukewise, some diffi· 
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culty is reported by almost half of the 
occupants of detached dwellings, whereas 
three-quarters of those in flats, mais
onettes and semi-detached houses say 
they find it fairly easy or very easy to 
make use of washing facilities_ 

Respondents from unskilled labour and 
farming backgrounds are much more 
likely than people from other occu
pational backgrounds to fmd their wash
ing arrangements difficult to use. A clear 
pattern emerges also to show that the 
longer people have been in their homes 
the more problems of this kind they 
will have. The older the house, the less 
likely it is to be fitted with modern con
veniences. 

(iii) Ease o[ use and possession 
o[ washing [acilities 
Ease of use of personal washing facilities 
is found to be highly correlated with 
possession of anyone of the five basic 
water amenities both in the Republic 
and in Northern Ireland. Lack of modern 
conveniences emerges as one likely reason 
for the difficulties many old people ex
perience in using the' facilities on which 
they are obliged to depend. Table 5.3, 

comparing ease of use of washing facil
ities and possession of either a fIXed 
bath or shower, reveals a strong asso· 
ciation quite typical of that which exists 
between ease of use and possession of 
any of the water amenities. No dis
tinction is made in the .table to cover 
shared possession of batluooms because 
the small percentages involved do not 
justify separate analysis. 

Of those elderly people who experience 
greatest ease in using their personal 
washing facilities the vast majority, 
91 % in Northern Ireland and 81 % in the 
Republic, have either a fIXed bath or 
shower. At the lowest end of the scale, 
75% in Northern Ireland and 88% in the 
Republic of those who encounter greatest 
difficulty possess no bath or shower. 
Generally speaking, the easier the old 
people fmd it to use their personal wash
ing facilities the more likely they are to 
have a bath or shower. 

The trend is similarly clear when we 
compare ease of use of washing arrange
ments and possession of other amen
ities, especially of a hot water supply. 
An old person who has hot water avail-

Table 5.] POSSESSION OF BATH/SHOWER IN RELATION TO EASE OF USE OF 
PERSONAL WASHING FACILITIES 

liave Bath/Shower No Bath/Shower 

Ease Le\'cl N. Ireland Republic N. Ireland Republic 

% % % % 

Very easy 91 81 9 19 

F:.lirly c:Jsy 71 32 29 68 

I kill' ;.IIIt1 1i:111" 41 24 59 76 

F:lirly difriL"uli ~9 17 71 83 

Vcry difrkul! 25 12 75 88 
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able at three points or more is over four 
times as likely as one who has no hot 
water supply to enjoy maximum ease'in 
using personal washing facilities. Natur
ally, it cannot be assumed that lack of 
water amenities is the only influence 
responsible for a difference of this kind. 
We should have to make allowance for 
other factors like increasing age and 
physical infirmity. The general assoc
iation seems strong enough, however, 
to confirm tha t lack of modem amen· 
ities creates problems for the old and 
alone in their efforts to maintain satis· 
factory standards of personal hygiene. 

Altitudes relaled 10 heating and cooking 
arrangemen Is. 

Respondents were asked how unhappy 
or pleased they fett (provided that they 
could depend on an adequate supply 
of fuel) with the heating arrangements 
in their homes in winter time. Table 5.4 
sllmmarises their response. 

eighty years of age, although the propor
tion of the over..,ighty age group who 
are sa tisfied is above average. Predictably 
enough, people who affirm that they 
are completely settled in their accommo
da tion tend to express more than average 
satisfaction with their heating arrange
ments. 
The level of sa tisfaction wi th cooking 
arrangements might be expected to be 
fairly closely linked to that with heating 
facilities, but there is in fact a higher 
degtee of satisfaction in lllis regard. 
Only 8% in Northern Ireland and 12% 
in the Republic make any complaint 
about their cooking a~rangements. Those 
who feel themselves to be at the greatest 
disadvantage tend to be single males of 
farming stock liVing in more remote 
rural locations. They do not, however, 
make any gteat complaint about their 
hea ting arrangements. They are better 
provided with turf than with any other 
form of fuel. 

Table 5.4 FEELINGS ABOUT HEATING ARRANGEMENTS 

Very pleased 

Fairly pleased 

Mixed feelings 

Fairly unhappy 

Very unhappy 

Three-quarters of the old people are at 
least fairly satisfied with their heating 
facilities. A quarter, however, are less 
than satisfied. Among those who are 
not satisfied there is a higher propor
tion of people between seventy-six and 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

38 

% % % 

36 44 41 

41 32 34 

9 8 8 

10 9 9 

4 7 7 

Dampness 
A sizeable minority of the old people, 
16% in the North and 20% in the South, 
complain of persistent, rrequenl or re
current· dampness in their dwellings. 
Another 20% in the North and 21% in the 



Suuth say they are bothered by damp
ness m;l.:asionally. The majority I about 
three-IIrths in each part of the country, 
are praclically never bothered in this 
fashion. 
Among the tenth part of the total sample 
who complain of persistent dampness, 
centre city dwellers are highly repre
sented. Old people in isolated rural 
areas also tend to be bothered by fre
quent dampness, whereas those in the 
suburbs are not much affected by it. 
The type of housing which seems to give 
most trouble in this way is terraced 
housing, whereas people in fiats, mais
onettes and semi-detached houses have 
relatively few problems. Dampness is not 
a great problem in more modem hous
ing. Where old people have moved in to 
their present homes within the ten years 
prior . to the surVey, they report very 
few dampness problems; four-fifths of 
them having no complaints. 

Draughts 
Those people who say they are unsettled 
in their accommpdation are more likely 
to complain about dampness in their 
homes. The link between housing in
adequacies and general feelings of un
settlement on the part of some respond
ents is borne out by the fact that over 
a third of the elderly people who fall 
into the most unsettled category com
plain about persistent draughts in their 
dwellings. A tenth of the total sample 
say they are bothered by persistent 
draughts. In all, 30% in the North and 

·25% in the Republic report that draughts 
give them a good deal of trouble. 

de Paul to make such inquiries. What was 
done was to try and establish the degree 
to which the old people might find these 
housing costs manageable. 

Does anyone feel perfectly happy about 
the cost of anything? Very rarely, it 
might be .,ssumed. Yet well over half 
of the respondents in the Republic and 
a fifth in Northern Ireland claim to be 
very pleased all round with accomodation 
costs. When we include, along with these, 
those who say they are fairly satislled, we 
lind that 83% in the Republic and 63% 
in the North are at least reasonably sat
isfied with the amount of money they 
have to payout for housing. 
As many as 35% of the old people in the 
North, and 15% in the Republic, have at 
least some reservations about what they 
have to pay for their accommodation. 
Almost a fifth of the Northerners and 
nearly a tenth of the Southerners say 
specifically that they are unhappy with 
their housing costs. 

Mode of occupancy 
The maximum degree of satisfaction in 
regard to housing costs is expressed by 
64% of rent-free tenants, 52% of owner 
occupiers, 46% of the small number 
renting furnished accommodation from 
private landlords, 43% of those renting 
their homes from local or public housing 
authorities, 42% of those purchasing' their 
homes from public housing authorities, 
and 40% of those renting unfurrtished 
accommodation on the private market. 
Varying degrees of reservation about 
costs are expressed by 24% of people 
ren ting their homes from public housing 

Altiludes 10 Accommodation Costs. authorities and 24% of the small number 
No attempt was made to acquire factual renting furnished private accommodation. 
information about rents, mortgage repay- Equal percentages (20%) of owner occu-
me.nts. rates or costs of maintenance piers, tenants purchasing their homes 
and repairs to housing, on the grounds from public authorities and rent-free 
that it would be inappropriate for inter- tenants entertain reservations. The lowest 
viewers from the Society of St. Vincent level of discontent (14%) in regard to 
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costs is found among people who rent 
unfurnished 3.ccommodation in the priv
ate sector of the housing market. 

5.3 External environment 

Su"ounding district 
Answers given by the elderly people to 
questions like those about their surround
ing districts, distances from sh~ps, noises 
from the streets and views from their 
windows reveal much of what they feel 
about their external environments. We'll 
look first at response to the more general 
question concerning satisfaction or dis
satisfaction with the districts around the 
dwellings. 

very pleased with their external surround
ings, while the proportion of people in 
terraced homes who say they are very 
pleased is a little below the average 
expressing maximum satisfaction. 
Respondents who claim to be settled in 
their accommodation are likely to have 
more positive attitudes to their surround
ing districts than those who feel un· 
settled. 

Distance fTOm Shops 
The distances at which elderly people 
live from the nearest shops must exert 
a great influence on how well they man· 
age to cope with day·to·day living. It is 
hardly surprising that respondents who 

Table 5.5 ATTITUDE TO SURROUNDING DISTRICT 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

Very pleased 

Fairly pleased 

Mixed feelings 

Fairly unhappy 

Very unhappy 

The amount of satisfaction expressed is 
strikingly high. There' are 13% of the old 
people in the North and 9% in the South, 
however, who are less than happy about 
the areas in which their homes are sit
uated. People who live in terraced hous· 
ing, and even more so those in flats 
and maisonettes, tend to be least content 
with the districts around their homes. 
Only half of the flat dwellers say they are 

.% .% % 
.. 

57 66 64 

)0 25 27 

40 

7 4 5 

I 2 I 

5 ) ) 

live in the central areas of cities 'or. 
towns, or in villages or in suburbs, are 
found to be generally more content with 
the convenience of shops than respon· 
dents who live in isolated rural locations. 
Nearly a fifth of..all the old people .re 
less than happy with the distances they 
have to go for shopping, and over half of 
these responden ts.< live in more remote 
rural areas. There. is evidel1;ce of an assoc-



iation between feelings of unsettlement 
and the distances of homes from shops. 

Extemal Noise 
Table 5.6 comp,ares the frequency with 
which women and men feel disturbed in 
their homes by external noise. 

Views and Daylight 
Rural dwellings can once more claim 
some advantage over others in respect 
of the views their occupants have from 
their windows. Associated with this 
superiority in outlook is the. fact that 
detached houses, followed by semi· 

Table 5.6 FREQUENCY OF EXTERNAL NOISE DISTURBANCE 

Almost always 

Frequently 

AboUI half the lime 

Occasionally 

Almosl never 

The table may seem to suggest that 
elderly women living alone have a lower 
level of noise tolerance than their male 
counterparts! Location and type of 
dwelling, however, are the factors respon· 
sible for the difference. Almost nine· 
tenths of isolated rural dwellers, among 
whom men are more highly represented, 
suffer practically no inconvenience from 
noises outside their hOmes by contrast 
with only half of the centre city dwellers. 
Ukewise, three·quarters of the old 
people living in villages are rarely 
bothered by noise. A fifth of the city 
dwellers report almost constant distur· 
bance by noises from outside their 
homes. Flat dwellers, followed by occu· 
pants of lerrraced houses, suffer mOSI 
of all from noise disturbance. Old people 
in the Republic of Ireland seem 10 be 
either a liltle less subje~t .or less sen· 
sitive to this kind of disturbance' than 
those in the North. 
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Women Men TOI.1 
% % % 

5 3 5 

7 4 6 

I I I 

]0 12 17 

67 80 71 

detached, seem 10 boast the best views. 
Flat dwellers are the least likely 10 be 

. happy with the views from their 
windows. Only half of the sample are 
fully satisfied with views from their 
windows. Even a few who are blind 
or partially blind are prepared to express 
opinions on this subject because they are 
concerne,d aboul whal their visilors 
feel whim they look out the windows. 
In the North over a quarter of the old 
people, twice as high a proportion as in 
the South, are critical about what they or 
their visilors see from the windows of 
their homes. 
In the Republic 6% and in Norlhem 
Ireland 7% of the responden ts are less 
than happy' with the amount of window 
daylight enlering. their homes. Women, 
especially those who live in rural areas, 
are much more likely than men 10 feel a 
need for more daylighl'in their accomm· 
odation. 



"This respondent has lived for fortyilVe years in a two-roomed flat without water or 
flush toilet. She is happy with her circumstances and says 'she was never used to anything 
else' . .. 

"This active, outgoing, cheerful /ody is in good health and goes out quite a lot ..... 
She has few amenities. Living abroad she became used to a flush toilet etc., but she has 
~he fortitude seen in people of her age to bellr with the shortcomings of society in regard 
to old people. She is content to live alone. Her husband died a few yean after they were 
married and she had no children . .. 

"This woman thinks hers is a great neighbourhood. There is a good community spirit and 
sense of kinship and 'they look after their own: Her sons have added a kitchen and 
bathroom to the house and some of the family call every day to see if they can do 
anything for her . .. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SATISFACTION 
WITH HOUSING 

6.1 Review 
So far we have been examining the reo 
plies given by the .elderly people inter· 
viewed to questions about specific as· 
pects of their housing. We have found 
that a tenth of the respondents are un· 
happy about the number of rooms in 
their accommodation and close to a 
quarter entertain at least some reser· 
vations about the amount of private 
space around their homes; Elderly people 
in rural homesteads, while having no 
great problems about living space, are 
as often as not dissatisfied with food 
storage space. FlatdweUers rarely have 
problems with food storage, but ihey 
tend to be less satisfied with their living 
space and storage facilities for clothes. 
A fifth of the respondents in the Re· 
public and a tenth in Northern Ireland 
find their homes difficult to keep clean 
and tidy. Men are more likely than 
women to have problems in this regard 
but, when they do, they are usually 
living in old rural houses. Almost two· 
fifths of the elderly people in the Re· 
public and a quarter .in Northern Ire· 
land report some difficulties in using their 
personal washing facilities. The more dif· 
ficulties of this kind the elderly people 
experience, the more likely they are to be 
among those who have no hot water 
supply or bathrooms. Older, poorly 
equipped houses tend to give their occ
upants a lot of problems in maintaining 
personal hygiene. 
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6.2 Overall .""""ment of housing 
Among the questions put to respondents 
were some about the length of time 
they had lived in their neighbourhoods 
and homes, how well they liked their 
current or any previous neighbourhoods 
and houses, how settled they felt in their 
homes and how satisfied they were with 
their housing. They were also asked 
about hopes or expectations of moving 
house, their feelings concerning how weU 
placed they were in comparison with 
others, how justly treated they felt, 
and whether they had any pressing per· 
sonal housing needs which sprang immed· 
iately to mind: 



Residentill/ mobility 
As has already been noted, a pattern 
of somewhat greater residential mobility 
in Northern Ireland than in the Republic 
emerges from the data. This information 
is briefly summarised in Table 6.1. 

their present neighbourhoods. A quarter 
of the old people in the Republic, com
pared with just over a sixth in the North, 
have lived all their lives or at least since 
childhood in their present houses. At the 
other extreme, 19% of the Northerners 

I 

Table 6.1 LENGHI OF TIME IN NEIGIIBOURHOOD/HOUSE 

In present Neighbourhood In presen l Home 

Most of adult Nine years of Mos( of adult Nine years of 
life or longer 3dull life or life or adult life 

% 

N. Ireland 54 

Republic 71 

Total 67 

-

The table illustrates how a majority 
(71 %) of the elderly people in the Re
public have lived most of their adult 
lives and sometimes longer in their 
present neighbourhoods. This contrasts 
with 54% in Northern Ireland who have 
been an equal length of time in their 
current neighbourhoods. In the Re
public, twelve per cent less (59%) have 
lived that long in their present homes, 
whereas six per cent less (48%) in Northern 
Ireland fall in to this ca tegocy. It seems 
that, as well as being less likely to have 
moved, the Southern respondents are 
a little less likely to have changed neigh
bourhood while moving house. 

A more complete breakdown than thaI 
shown here demonstrates that well above 
a third of the Republic of Ireland as 
against just over a quarter of the Northen 
Ireland respondents have lived their entire 
lives, or at least since childhood years,in 

less longer or less 

% 

45 

29 

33 
-

44 

% % 

48 51 

59 42 

56 ·44 -

as against 14% of the Southerners have 
moved into their present homes within 
the ten years p(ior to the survey. 

Neighbourhood preference 
Thinking of au the neighbourhoods, 
including the present, where they have 
lived during their lives, three-fifths of 
the Northern and two-thirds of the 
Southern respondents say they like their 
present neighbourhoods best of all. But 
18% and 15%, respectively, prefer some 
previous neighbourhood. The remainder 
either have no preference or have known 
no other neighbourhood. Thinking of all 
the homes they have known, even higher 
proportions of Northern Ireland (64%) 
and Republic of Ireland (69%) respond
ents prefer their present dwellings to 
any they have elver lived in, while similar 
proportions, 17% and 15% respect
ively, reply that they would prefer some 



previous home. The remainder have no 
preference or have known no other home. 

Settled in dwelling 
Response to a question about how seWed 
the old people feel in their homes is. 
summarised in Table 6.2. 

with every standard modern domestic 
convenience. Feeling settled in a house. 
on the other hand, is not necessarily 
the same thing as being satisfied with 
aU its amenities. 

Table 6.2 FEELING OF BEING SETTLED IN HOME 

Completely seuled 

Fairly settled 

Uncertain 

Rather unsettled 

Very unsettled 

There is certainly no evidence here of 
anything Uke 'Iarge·scale unrest on the 
part of senior citizens living alone. Yet, 
the data on housing did reveal that these 
old people are by no means all equipped 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

% % % 

81 82 82 

10 II II 

I I I 

2 2 2 

4 3 3 

Overall assessment, 
Already we have seen how people an· 
swered questions about specific aspects 
of their housing. Now we will look at 
response to a question inviting them to 

Table 6.3 LEVEL OF SATISFACTION WITH HOUSING 

I 
N. Ireland Republic Total 

% % % 

Very pleased 53 60 58 

Fairly pleased 38 26 30 

Mixed feelings 3 5 5 

birly unhappy 3 4 4 

Very unhappy 3 3 3 
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say how they feel about their accommo
dation as a whole. 
When we compare Table 6.3 with the 
previous one, Table 6.2, which depicted 
the degrees to which people feel settled 
in their abodes, we see immediately how 

·many more are prepared to say they 
feel completely settled than are prepared 
to say they are very pleased with their 
housing. The proportion of respondents 
who express at least some degree of 
unhappiness here is a little higher, more
over, especiaUy in the Republic. 

. Satisfaction index 
Perhaps there are better ways of assess
ing satisfaction, or at least of checking 
on how satisfied in general people may 
say they are. From seventeen individual 
items already covered in the questionn
aire a housing satisfaction index was 
constructed. In tltis index, the higher a 
person scores the greater that person's 
satisfaction with housing is assumed to be. 
Such an instrument, it is claimed, should 
convey a better idea or-now people feel 
about their houses than any of their re
plies to individual questions. 

Table 6.4 presents a breakdown into five 
levels in this housing satisfaction index. 

The index suggests that more than half 
of aU the elderly people living on their 
own are very satisfied with their housing. 
This is not too different a picture from 
that which emerges from Table 6.3, which 
summarises response to a direct ques~ 
tion about overall housing satisfaction. 
The second largest group in this index, 
those who are fairly pleased, are satis
fied with many aspects of their dweU
ings but have certain reservations about 
other aspects. A minority, not quite a 
tenth of aU the old people, are less 
than happy with their housing . 

Expectation or hope of moving house 
When it comes to the point of expect
ing or hoping to move house, we fmd a 
higher proportion of old people who 
would like to move than of those who are 
actuolly planning to do so. Where 5% in 
the North say they expect to move to 
another house in the near future, with 
another 8% being uncertain, 16% say 
they hope to move some time. Uke
wise, where 4% in the Republic expect 
to move and another 4% are uncertain, 
II % hope to be able to move some time: 
Of those who would like to move house· 
some time over twice as high a propor-

Table 6.4 HOUSING SATISFACTION INDEX 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

% % % 

Very pleased 51.8 56.9 55.7 

Fairly pleased 39.7 34.8 35.9 

Mixed feelings 6.0 6.6 6.5 

Fairly unr.appy 2.0 1.5 1.6 

Very unhappy 0.5 OJ 0.3 
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tion as thaI in the total sample pre~ 
ferred other neighbourhoods where they 
once lived to the neighbourhoods in 
which they currently reside. Furthermore, 
they are over six times as well repre
sen ted as the old and alone in general 
among those who are in some degree 
unsettled in their homes. 
Of those peo'ple (82% of the total sample) 
who are most set tIed in their accomm
odation, only 3% indicate any expect
ation of moving house. Nearly half of the 
small proportion who are most unsettled 
say they expect to move in the near 
future, and nine·tenths of them say they 
hope to move some time. Two-thirds of 
the fairly settled category also hope to 
move sometime, however, as against a 
twentieth of those who have declared them
selves most settled in their housing. This 
seems to suggest that anything less than a 
declaration of complete settlement in reo 
gard to a respondent's home may mean 
that the respondent is really quite un· 

settled. 
There is no strong association between 
the location of the old people's homes 
and their aspirations aboul moving house. 
However, those who live in urban centres 
are proportionately the most likely, and 
those who live in villages the least likely, 
to wish to move. 
11 might have been expected that reo 
spondents who lack an electricity supply 
or standard water amenities would hope 
to move house some time in the future. 
In fact, only a small minority in either 
case would hope to move and old people 
without these facilities do not predomin·' 
ate among those who are hoping to move. 

Comparison with peer group 
How do the eJderly people see their lot, 
as far- as housing is concerned, in relation 
to that of others of their age group? 
Table 6.5 reveals some difference in reo 
sponse to this question between women 
and men. 

Table 6.5 COMPARlSON OF HOUSING WITH THAT OF OTHERS 

Women Men Total 

% % % 

Belter 45 31 41 

Similar 36 43 38 

Worse 5 IJ 7 

Uncertain 6 3 5 

Never think about it 'I 10 9 
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Elderly women living on their own tend 
to regard themselves as better off in re
lation to their peer group than do their 
male coun terparts_ This seems to tally 
with the fact that among respondents in 
isolated rural areas, mostly male, only a 
quarter feel they are better off while an 
eighth believe themselves to be worse 
off than others. Half of the suburban 
dwellers, on the other hand, consider 
themselves better ofr. Half of the occu
pants of semi-detached houses and over 
half of the occupants of nats and mais
onettes see themselves as better housed 
than any comparable population. A 
higher percentage (IO%) of the old people 
in detached houses than the overall 
percentage (7%) are of the opinion that 
they are worse off than most of their 
peer group in their housing. 
Old people who never married are three 
times as likely as widowed persons to 
think of themselves as worse off in regard 
to ·housing. Although they.represenlless 
than a thir-d of -the people interviewed, 
those who are living alone as the result of 
the death of parents, siblings or com-

pallions other than spouses make up half 
of the re'pondents who think that their 
housing is less satisfactory than that of 
other old people on their own. Old 
people left alone because of the death 
or movement of children are much more 
likely to consider themselves relatively 
better off. There is an association too, as 
might reasonably be expected, between 
feelings of unsettlement in regard to ac
commodation and feelings of being wors~ 
off than other elderly people living on 
their own. 

Assessment. of housing equity 
On a more absolute level, respondents 
were asked to answer the question: 
"Do you feel you have a square deal in 
housing at present?" The tenn "square 
deal", like many other expressions used 
in the questioMaire, was .elected on the 
basis of infonnation acquired in pilot 
studies about the ""ay. in. which-elderly 

- lrish- people were likely to express.them
selves. Table 6.6 summarises the re
sponse according to the location of the 
dwellings of the old people in terviewed_ 

Table 6.6 PERSONAL ESTIMATE OF EQUITY IN HOUSING IN RELATION TO 
LOCATION OF DWELLING 

Open 

Square·Dcal? Centre CilY Suburban Village Counlryside Total 

% % % % .% 

Yes 81 42 86 80 85 

UncerLlin 7 5 6 II 7 

No II 4 9 8 7 
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While a certain proportion in every kind 
of area are at the very least un-sure that 
they are receiving fair treatment in re
gard to housing, people living in the open 
countryside, town or city centres and 
villages are more inclined to feel badly 
catered for than those in the suburbs. 
Nearly half of those who rate themselves 
unsettled in their accommodation, along 
with a third of those who feel fairly 
settled and have mixed feelings, are of the 
opinion that they are not getting a square 
deal in housing. In the most settled 
category, on the other hand, only a twen· 
tieth take this view. 

Urgent housing need 
Table 6.7 tells us how many respondents 
feel able to say they have some pressing 
personal housing need which comes 
immediately to mind that is not pro
vided for in their present accommo
dation'. 

suggests that the old and alone are slow 
to voice grievances and anxious to make 
the best of things. It is worth noting. 
then, that of the considerable proportion 
in the Republic who are aware of some 
pressi_~g personal ryeeds in their homes, 
almost half are, admittedly in very vary. 
ing degrees, less than perfec~y satisfied 
with' their housing. 

6.3 Housing satisfaction: Background 
factors 
Are there any uu 1st an ding reasons why 
some old peopJe living alone are more or 
less sa tisfied than others with the homes 
they live in? Certain factors have been 
iden tified as more influen tial than most, 
so that we can speculate as to ihe causes 
of housing satisfaction Or dissatisfaction. 

Northern Irehmd 
The most influential factor in Northern 

rable 6. 7 URGENT PERSONAL HOUSING NEED 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

Yes 

Uncerlain 

No 

A third of the respondents in the Re· 
public and a fifth in Northern Ireland 
can think of some immediate pressing 
need not provided for in their housing. 
If those who are uncertain are added, 
we have 40% in the Republic and 26% 
in Northern Ireland who probably have 
some housing needs which inconvenience 
them greatly. The general level of reo 
sponse in regard to housing satisfaction 

% % % 

19 34 31 

7 6 7 

74 59 63 
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Ireland is the way the old and alone 
see their accommodation in relation to 
that of other elderly people with whom 
they can identify. If they believe they 
are better housed than most elderly 
folk living alone like themselves, they. 
are all the more likely to express satis· 
faction with their homes. Secondly, 
there is the question of neighbourhood 
preference. Those who prefer their· 



presenl neighbourhood 10 any other 
they have known, or who are content 
with it because 'they have never known 
any other place, are much more likely 
to express high levels of satisfaction 
than those who say they preferred SOme 
previous neighbourhood or are not pre
pared to voice any preference. Finally, 
the location of a responden!'s dwelling 
has a strong bearing on satisfaction. 
The elderly people living alone in North. 
em Ireland, then, who are mOSI likely 
to be satisfied with their housing are 
those who live in villages or in the open 
counlryside, prefer Iheir own neigh. 
bourhood to all others, and feel they 
ale well accommodated in relation to 
other people in circumstances similar to 
their own. Conversely, those elderly 
people least likely 10 feel sa tisfied live 
in Belfasl or in provincial towns bUI 
would prefer to Ii~e elsewhere and be. 
lieve themselves to be less well accommo
dated than most other people who live 
on their'own. 

Typical case 
H may help 10 look at this anolher way. 
We might ask Ihe people who express 
dissatisfaction with their housing 10 ex
plain why they are dissatisfied. If we did, 
we might expecI the highesl proportion 
of replies to sound something like this: 
"I am not too happy with myaccommo
dation because I'm not keen on living 
in this city (or lown), I think I'd like a 
change of neighbourhood, and anyway 
my home is not as good as most olher 
people in my situation seem 10 be able to 
have. to 

Republic of IrelolUl 
Easily the mosl potent faclor associated 
.... ith housing satisfaction in the Republic 
of Ireland is the way the old people feel 
aboul the manner in which Ihey have 
been treated where housing is concerned. 
A feeling on their parI of nol having 

so 

been given a 'square deal' in this regard 
seems to induce maximum dissatisfac
lion in the Republic. Two olher innu. 
ences are likely 10 affect satisfaction 
more slrongly than most. One is the per· 
ception of some pressing personal hous
ing need.The other is the kind of dwell· 
ing in which a respondent lives. 
The elderly people living alone in the 
Republic most likely 10 be salisfied with 
their housing 3re those who live in semi. 
detached, terraced or maisonette.type 
homes, feel they have been woll catered 
for in regard to housing, and are unaware 
of any pressing personal housing needs. 
Conversely, those least likely 10 feel satis. 
fied are people living in detached houses 
or, less frequently, in bungalows, pen. 
sioners' cottages and purpose·built, pre. 
fabrica led or temporary. type accommo. 
da tion, who feel they have not had a 
'square deal' in their housing and are 
sensitive to the existence of some press
ing personal housing needs. 

Typical case 
If we were to ask the Republic of Ireland 
responden ts who are less Ihan satisfied 
with their hOUsing to explain why, we 
might expecI the highest proportion of 
replies to run along these or similar 
lines: 
"I'm not very happy aboul my accommo
dation because I'm living in this very 
old farmhouse (or pre·fab or tiny cottage) 
and I don't feel I've got a square deal in 
the way I'm housed and I'm badly in 
need of one or two extra facilities in my 
home to make life a little bit easier." 



6.4 Standard of Uving 
When asked how they would describe 
their standard of living, the old people 
answered as indicated in Table 6.8 

of most of their children as very satis· 
factory. In the Republic this is double 
the percen tage of old people who see 
themselves as enjoying a very good stand-

Table 6.8 PERSONAL ASSESSMENT OF STANDARD OF LIVING 

Very satisfacrory 

Fairly satisfactory 

Rather poor 

Very poor 

Not sure/No answer 

It is striking that none of the respond· 
ents, apart from 2% in the Republic, 
see their standard of living as very poor. 
Almost a tenth, however, regard it as 
rather poor. Well over half describe their 
standard of living as fairly satisfactory 
and almost a third feel it is very satis· 
factory. 
If we have been tempted, as a result of 
the picture of housing conditions orig. 
inally presented, to entertain an image 
of a majority of our old people who live 
on their own struggling miserably to sur· 
vive, it is clear that this is not the image 
they have of themselves. At the same 
time, it is well to remember that the very 
high proportion of respondents who 
believe their standard of living is fairly 
satisfactory may conceal a good measure 
of anxiety about rising costs and ade
quate subsistence in the future. Many of 
the old people are under no illusion but 
that their sons and daughters enjoy a 
higher standard of living than they them· 
selves do. In Northern Ireland 57%, and 
in the Republic 62%, of those who 
have offspring rate the standard of living 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
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% % % 

33 31 31 

56 S5 55 

8 9 9 

- 2 2 

3 3 3 

ard of living. Most of the remaining reo 
spondents think that their children have 
a fairly satisfactory standard of living and 
only small proportions North and South 
rate it as rather poor. 

6.S Altitude 10 lack of standard 
water amenities 

Lack of sltuUiard waler amenities 
The most surprising discovery in this 
survey is the extraordinary scarcity 
among the old and alone of what have 
come to be accepted in our society as 
standard water amenities. Although lack' 
of basic water facilities did not emerge 
as one of the strongest influences in 
housing dissatisfaction, it seems import· 
an t to try and establish how elderly 
people really feel about their deprivation 
In this regard. To make sure we have a 
clear picnire of the situalion, the per· 
centages of Northern and Southern reo 
spondents who are without particular 
amenities are presented in Table 6.9. 
When respondents are described as haVIng 
no kitchen sink, no bath or shower, 



or no wash-hand basin, this means they however, are not especially high. this 
do not have that.particular amenity with weakens the strength of the relationship 
a running water supply and waste pipe. which we are about to examine. 

Table 6.9 LACK OF WATER AMENITIES 

No hot water supply 

Hot water at I point only 

No bath/shower 

No wash·hand basin 

No flush toile I 

Outdoor flush toilel only 

No kitchen sink 
- -

-Ncj'}ia"sic water amenity at all 

Lack of exclusive use of all 5 amenities 

Relationship to housing satisJaction 
It will be recalled that the age of an old 
person's house is the best index to lack 
of water amenities. Not surprisingly, we 
fmd there is a significant relationship 
between housing satisfaction and poss
ession of water facilities. It is more 
noticeable in the RepubUc, but this may 
be due to the smiller proportions who are 
without these amenities in Northern 
Ireland. Nevertheless, the relationship is 
not nearly as strong as might be expected. 
Higher percentages of old people who 
are without a particular amenity express 
degrees of dissatisfaction than of those 
who possess it. Since the percentages ex
pressing dissatisfaction or mixed feelings, 
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N. Ireland Republic 

% % 

29 59 

9 8 

29 57 

24 52 

8 32 

21 16 

. 

8 33 

7 30 

36 69 

(i) Kitchen sink 
Lack of either a kitchen sink or a flush 
toilet may lead to greater dissatisfaction 
than lack of any of. the other amenities. 
A fifth (21%) of the respondents who are 
without a kitchen sink are not happy 
with their 'housing as against 7% of those 
who possess a sink, But the great major
ity of those without this amenity are 
either fairly satisfied (35%) or very satis
fied (45%). ThiS amount of maximum 
satisfaction (45%) is noticeably less, on 
the other hand, than that (64%) which 
prevails among those who have a kitchen 
sink. 



(ii) Flush toilet 
likewise, 20% of the old people who 
are without a flush toilet are not happy 
with their housing as against 8% of those 
who have this amenity and 6% of those 
who possess a flush toilet situated outside 
tne building in which they 'reside. The 
really remarkable fact remains that 80% 
of the old people who have no flush 
toilet say they are at least fairly satis· 
fied with their housing. Again, only 44% 
are perfectly happy as against 66% of 
those who have a flush toilet· inside the 
home and 59% of those who have an 
ou tdoor flush toile t. 

(iii) Other water amenities 
A similar but even less striking pattern 
is observable in the data relating to the 
other standard amenities. In each case, 
lack of a bath or shower, lack of a wash· 
hand basin and lack of a hot water 
supply, 14% are not happy with their 
housing as against 8% or 9% of those who 
have these facilities. At the other ex
treme, the gap in maximum satisfaction 
between the 'haves' and the 'havenots' is 
narrower than in the examples already 
given. More than a third of those who 
are without anyone of these three 
amenities are perfectly happy with their 
housing as compared with half of those 
who possess it. 
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Water amenities and urgent housing 
need 

We can only conclude that most old 
people living alone who have lived all 
their lives without modern conveniences 
have grown accustomed to their way of 
life and are not going to get disturbed 
if they cannot acquire them now. This is 
not the whole story, however. When we 
compare Tables 6.2 and 6.4, we see that 
twenty·six per cent more of the old 
and alone say they are completely settled 
in their homes (82%) than emerge as very 
satisfied with their. homes (56%) in the 
housing satisfaction index. This must 
make us wonder why so many who feel 
they have settled down completely in 
their homes remain less than completely 
satisfied with them. It has been found 
that perception of a pressing personal 
housing need is one of the predominant 
influences which can reduce the level 
of an old person's satisfaction with acc
ommodation. Since it seems reasonable 
to assume that this kind of perception 
may be closely related to lack of modem 
water conveniences, the extent of this 
relationship in the total sample has been 
investigated. 
Rather small percentages of respondents 
express themselves as uncertain when 
asked to say whether or not they can 



think immediately of some urgent per
sonal housing need. These are included 
along with those who answered affIr
matively so that we can contrast the 
proportions who are defmite that they 
have no pressing need with the remainder. 
Table 6_10 presents a quite different 
picture than the one suggested as a result 
of examinin-g housing sa-tisfaction in re
lation to possession of water facilities. 

Generally speaking, respondents who are· 
without an amenity are almost twice as 
likely as those who have it to think of 
an immediate domestic need. In every 
instance, moreover, approximately half 
of the old people who lack a particular 
water facility can at once think of, or 
more occasionally ponder about, the 
existence of some pressing housing.need 
which they would like to have supplied. 

Table 6.10 POSSESSION OF WATER AMENITIES IN RELATION TO PERCEPTION 
OF PRESSING HOUSING NEED 

Have/ 
May have need No need 

% % 

Have kitchen sink 32 q8 
--

No kitchen sink. 52 49 

Have ba th/shower 24 76 

No bath/shower 48 52 

Have wash·hand basin 27 73 

No wash-harid basin 48 52 

Flush toilet in home 27 73 

Outside nush toilet 46 54 , 
No nush toilet 52 48 

Hot water supply (3 points) 22 78 

Hot water supply (I point only) 39 61 

No hot warer supply 49 51 
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Although it cannot be narrowed down 
in more specific detail, this represents 
an important fInding. It underlines the 
danger of assuming that, because they 
are not prepared to complain very much, 
old people have no great needs about 
which we should concern ou""lves. 

Satisfaction concetding resignation 
What appears to be moderate satisfac· 
tion is, as often as not, more likely to 
represent a spirit of resignation or acc
eptance. 'What can't be cured must be 
endured' is one basic 'sentiment that 
appears to be typical of a section of 
the more materially deprived elderly 
Irish people living on their own. Per
haps half of them do not care very much 
about modem conveniences, may even 
distrust them; and are content to go on 
fetching water from a well, pump or 
outside tap, or boiling water on a range 
or cooker for the tea and for washing 
purposes, or tramping out in aU'weathers 
to an old-fashioned bucket latrine in the 
back yard. The other half might be di
vided into those' who manage quite well 
and those who fmd the going difficult 
but would, in both cases, welcome the 
opportunity, should it arise, of acquir
ing a kilthen sink, a fItted bathroom unit 
or a modem water closet. 
That is how it would appear from the 
response. Another consideration, how
ever, must be borne in mind. An inter
viewer conducting a survey is not in a 
position to present any feasible alter
natives when he asks a question about 
urgen t housing needs. The response 
might be very different if the same 
question were asked by a housing inspec
tor with a mandate to offer alternative 
modem facilities to those which the 
respondents possess. 

6_6 Satisfaction with housing: Summary 
We have completed our investigation of 
the housing conditions of the old and 
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alone in the survey and of the way they 
themsel',es feel about them. Although 
a high proportion live in' old houses 
which lack aU or some standard modem 
amenities, the majority display a close 
attachment to their present neighbour
hoods. In Northern Ireland, however, 
16% and in the Repu blic II % say they 
hope they will be able to move house 
some day. People who are without par· 
ticular amenities are not very highly 
represented among these and only a 
minority of them are anxious to move. 
Almost three-fIfths of all the elderly 
people in telviewed say they are per
feclly satisfIed with their housing and, 
in addition, nearly a third express mod
erate satisfaction. Over a tenth have 
reservations or are unhappy with their 
accommodation. In Northern Ireland 19% 
can think at once of some pressing per
sonal housing needs and a further 7% are 
uncertain in their response. In the Repub
lic, as many as 34% can think of some 
such needs and 6% are uncertain. 

In Northern Ireland the highest level 
of housing dissatisfaction is to be found 
among people living in Belfast or pro
vincial towns who would prefer to live 
elsewhere and feel they are not as fort
unate in their accommodation as most 
other elderly folk , living alone. In the Re
public the greatest volume of dissatis
faction is to be found among people in 
detached houses, bungalows, cottages and 
purpose-built or prefabricated homes who 
feel aggrieved about the way they are 
housed and are sensitive to the exis
tence of some pressing personal housing 
needs. In the total sample about half of 
the respondents who lack any particular 
water amenity have urgent housing needs 
they would like to have supplied. 



"This woman has very good frieOOs and neighbours and is very happy. She is very 
friendly and loves the company of others and I gather there is always someone coming 
and going to her house . .. 

"The respondent lives in a very isolated area at the foot of a mountain with only a 
narrow track for about a mile from the nearest lane. A helicopter would be needed in 
wet weather . .. 

"The respondent stated that she enjoyed living alone. She is a very friendly, talkative 
person and I got the impression that someone had given her the idea, possibly in jest, 
that there was a move afoot by the authorities to try to get companions for people who 
live alone. This may account for her reluctance to take part in the survey, as she 
obviously would notrelish the idea of someone !"oying into her house." 

"This man was healthy and active up to the end of last year but is now UIII1ble to leave 
the house except for short walks. When he says he is unhappy with the views from his 
windows, this is beCiluse he cannot see as many houses and people in the area as he could 
when he was younger. The population has, in fact, declined considerably in the past forty 
years. " 

"This respondent is lucky to have excellent neighbours, due in some measure to his 
cheerful disposition. Without such neighbours, he could sCilTCely continue to live alone . .. 
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. CHAPTER 7 

SOCIAL CaNT ACT 

7.1 Another aspect of life 
A certain degree of material comfort is 
important to everyone. For old people 
it is more than ever essential in view of 
the increasing aches and iUs to which 
humanity is prone as the advancing years 
take their toU. It scarcely needs saying, 
however, that no amount of material 
comfort is sufficient on its own for con· 
tenlment or fulfliment. 
The survey could not hope .to explore 
aU possible factors which might con
tribute to the general weUbeing of elderly 
people living on their own. Consequently, 
it concentrated on just one importan t 
aspect of life .other than housing, namely, 
social contact. 

7.2 Reason for living alone 
Respondents were asked to name their 
most important reason for living on their 

own. The response is summarised briefly 
in Table 7.1 so that the social contaCt 
section of this,report may be read in the 
context of the principal factors which 
have produced the present life circum
stances of the old and alone interviewed. 

The predominant reason for living alone 
given by close on half of the respond
ents in the Republic and weU over half 
in Northern Ireland is the death of a 
marriage partner. Most of the ,remaining 
reasons given (37%) refer to the death or 
movement of parents, children, sisters, 
brothers and others. 
There are 7% in the Republic and 10%. 
in Northern Ireland who say they are 
living alone because they made a personal 
decision to do so. It is important to bear 
in mind that the great majority of the old 
and alone interviewed riever made any 
formal choice or arrangement about living 
alone, although some may have chosen 
to remain in the situation once it Was 
thrust upon them. 

7.3 Importance of social contact to old 
people 
Before we investigate the amount of 
social contact the old and alone in Ire
land may have, let us ftnd out some-

Table 7.1 PREDOMINANT REASON FOR LIVING ALONE 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

% % % 

Death of husband/wife S6 47 49 

Death/movement of parentsl 
ch ild ren/sisters/bra lhers/ others 30 39 37 

Personal choice 10 7 8 

Other reasons/Do not know 4 6 6 
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thing about the degree of importance 
they attach to social contact. The re
spondents were asked how important 
they felt it was for people to call fre
quently upon neighbours, relatives and 
friends_ On the basis of these replies each 
elderly person was accorded a score 
to summarise the amount of importance 
she or he attached to social visiting_ 
From the resultant scale it emerges that 
67% of the respondents in Northern 
Ireland, and 72% in the Republic, attach 
at least some importance to social visit
ing_ Some of the answers having been 
incomplete, the percentages who do not 
attach importance to social visiting may 
be estimated as 27% in the North and 
21 % in the Republic_ A considerable 
minority, therefore, constituting over a 
nfth of the total sample (22%), do not 
consider visiting or being visited an im
portant component of the normal pattern 
of their lives. 
A larger proportion of people in the 
RepUblic than in the North attach a high· 
degree of importance to social visiting. 
Where 56% in the Republic believe that 
frequent calling upon one another among 
neighbours is very important, 43% in 
Northern Ireland rate it that high in 
importance. Where visiting between 
friends. is concerned, the respective per
centages judging this very important are 
50% in the Republic and 36% in the 
!IIorth_ The difference is not as striking 
in regard to relatives, for 46% in the 
North compared with 52% in the Re
public think it very important for re
latives to keep in frequent touch with 
one another. 
That mixing with neighbours has a slight
ly higher value in the Republic than in 
the North seems to be confirmed by the 
difference at the lower end of the scale 
between the percentage in the North 
(29%) and the percentage in the South 
(18%) who consider it of little or n';' 
importance for neighbours to call f re-
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quently upon one another. 

7.4 Frequency of visits 

Elderly wilhou I children 
Among all the elderly people inter
viewed, 37% never married and never 
had children. When we consider along 
with the widowed people the small 
proportion who are divorced or living 
apart from their spouses, we discover 
a further 16% who never had or no 
longer have children. 
This means that 53% of all the 'old and 
alone in the survey are childless. For 
more than half of the total sample, 
therefore, one major potential source of 
visitors is non-existent. 

Elderly wilh and withoul children 
We are interested in assessing the degree 
to which the old and alone in general 
retain communication with other· people. 
Table 7.2' summarises the frequency 
of visits they exchange, as a group, with 
their children and their children's famil
ies, when they have any. Those who'have 
no children are included so that it will 
be easier later to compare the relative 
frequencies of visits between all the old 
people interviewed and different cate
gories, namely offspring, other relatives. 
and neighbours and friends. It should 
be borne in mind that there is a higher 
proportion of childless people in the 
Republic of Ireland (56%) than in the 
Northern Ireland sample (42%). 



Table 7.2 FREQUENCY OF VISITS TO AND FROM CHILDREN 

Visits Received Visits Paid 

N. Ireland Republic TOlal N. Ireland Republic TOI::JI 

% '70 % % % % 

Daily I H 14 15 4 7 6 

Every 1-3 
days 13 7 8 9 3 4 

Weekly 15 10 II 14 9 10 

Fortnightly/ 
Monthly 3 5 5 10 6 7 

Twice yearly/ 
less 6 7 7 14 12 12 

Never/No 
children 42 56 53 48 6'2 59 
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Visiting by children 
The proportion of old people living 
alone. viewed as an entire group, who 
can expect some daily sociaJ contact as 
a result of having children is quite small. 
There are 15% who are visited by child· 
ren or grandchildren. Largely because 
of the higher incidence of childlessness, 
exchange of visits with children is a much 
poorer source of regular social contact 
in the RepubUc. Of the respondents there 
31 %, as against 46% in Northern Ireland, 
rece,ve at least weekly visits from off· 
spring. 
Table 7.3 presents the pa tlern of visit· 
ing in respect of widowed people with 
children. 

children's families at least once a week. 
Over three·quarters (78%) in Northern 
Ireland, and almost three·quarters (73%) 
in the RepubUc, are able to make this 
claim. Included 'in those percentages are 
33% in the RepubUc,and 29% in Northern 
Ireland, who receive daily visits of this 
kind. While only a tiny minority say 
they are never visited by their children or 
their children's families, 16% in the Re
pubUc and 14% in Northern Ireland say 
they receive such visits twice a year or 
less frequently. 

Size of family 
The number of children a respondent 
has exercises some influence on the 

Table 7.3 FREQUENCY OF VISITS TO AND FROM CHILDREN (WIDOWED PEOPLE 
WITH CHILDREN) 

Visits Received Visits Paid 

N. Ireland Republic 

-
% % 

Daily 29 33 

Every 2-3 
days 24 16 

Weekly 25 24 

Fortnigh,ly! 
Monthly 7 II 

Twice yearly! 
less 14 16 

Never I I 

Visits from children 
When we consider as a distinct group 
the widowed elderly people who have 
children, we fmd thai the majority re
ceive visits from their children or their 
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TOIaI N. Ireland _ Republic - TOIaI 

% % % % 

32 7 15 13 

18 15 6 8 

24 25 20 21 

10 18 16 16 

16 26 27 . 27 

I 10 14 13 

frequency of visits she or he receives. 
The effecl on daily contact is especially 
noteworthy. Of elderly people with one
child families 21% are visited daily, 
bui 37% of those with big families of 



six or more children are visited daily 
by at least sume uf their offspring. 
Parents of une-child families also make 
fewer weekly and monthly visits to 
offspring than do any of the others. 

Male and female children 
The more female children an old person 
has, the more likely the parent is to be 
visited frequently, especially in Northern 
[reland, though this is not a very con· 
siderable influence. Ukewise, whether 
the nearest child is a daughter or a son 
makes little difference to the frequency 
of visits received by an elderly person 
in the Republic of [reland. In Northern 
[reland, however, those who have daugh· 
ters living in closest proximity to them 
are visited somewhat more often by 
children and their families than those 
whose nearest children are sons. 
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Marital status of children 
If the nearest child is married, this 
appears to increase the likelihood of the 
parent being visited frequently by the 
child or the child's family, but since in 
only a very small percentage of cases 
is the nearest child a single person no 
valid comparison can be made. There 
is no evidence to suggest that if the 
nearest child is already a grandparent 
this makes any difference to the freq· 
uency of visits received by an elderly 
person. Becoming a great·grandparent 
does not appear to entail any increasing 
isolation from one's family. 

Proximity of children 
The influence on visiting of proximity 
of the nearest child's residence is very 
considerable and largely explains the 
incidence of a fairly substantial propor· 



, 

tion of widowed people who receive 
only rare visits from any of their children. 
Table 7.4 illustrates how frequency of 
visits decreases dramatically as the 
distance of the nearest child's residence 
from an old person's home increases. 

but· it is proximity which is the decisive 
influence. ! 

The ligures in the table speak for them
selves. Only' 3% of the widowed parents 
whose nearest chiJdren reside more than 
twenty miles away are visited every day. 

Table 7.4 PROXIMITY OF "EAREST CHILD IN RELATION TO FREQUENCY OF 
VISITS RECEIVED (WIDOWEQ PEOPLE WITII CHILDREN) 

Daily AI le~sl 
weekly 

rfr, 7-, 

5 Minules 
wa1k or 
less 73 CJ6 

Up to 
1 mile 46 90 

1-5 miles 22 k7 

5-20 miles ~ k3 

Over 20 
miles 3 22 

Outside 
Ireland IJ [) 

Three-quarters (73'%-} of the ,ild people 
living alone whose nearest ofrspring 
live w~thin five ~inutes walking distance. 
can depend on being visited daily by 
children or grandchildren. They 2fe 
more than twice as likely as the widowed 
people in general to receive daily visits. 
Almost all of this group (96%) are sure of 
being visited at least once a week. These 
visits are not neces~arily all made by the 
families living within strolling distance, 
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.. 
At least Allcas[ Allcast 

monthly twice yearly 
yearly 

% % % 

99 

96 

9.4 

98 
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0 II 41 

As long as the distances to be travelled 
do not exceed twenty miles, almost all 
of the old people's offspring succeed 
in keeping in touch on a monthly or 
even weekly basis. After that it becomes 
much more difficult, and when an old 
person's children live outside the country 
regular visits to the parental home be
come impossible. 



Visits tu drildrell 
Natur~lIy clluugh, ~s can be deduced 
from· Table 7.3, old people who have 
children are unlikely to pay as many 
visits to uffspring as they receive from 
them.' Nevertheless, nearly half (47%) 
of this group of respondents in Northern 
Ireland, and two-fifths (41 %) in the Re
public, visit one or other of their child
ren's homes at least once a week. These 
percentages include 2:2% in Northern 
Ireland and 21 % in the Republic who 
visil children either daily or- every two 
or three days. Another 18% and 16%, re
spectively. visit offspring every fortnight 
or every month ',lJhile 26% and 2770. 
respectively. do so twice a year or less 
frequently. About a tenth (Northern 
Ireland 8% and Republic of Ireland 
13%) say they never visit any of their 
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children. 
Widowed people .11 of whose children 
are living outside Ireland make up a tenth 
of the widowed people with children, 
Even this group are not readBy daunted 
by the difficulties of travel, for weU 
over half say they have visited children 
abroad at some stage in the past. In facl. 
28% of them say they visit children living 
outside the country at least once a year. 
Once again. however. distance greatly 
intluences the frequency of a widowed 
parent's visits 10 children. ·Of those who 
have t1ve·minute walks to make. 40% 
pay daily visits and 74% at least weekly 
visits to <hildren. When the distance 
increases to one mile. the effect is already 
striking. Only 10% of the parents in this 
situation succeed in making daily visits 
and 54~ manage [0 visit at least once a 



week. After that making daily visits be· 
comes excepti9nally rare, lhough fair 
proportions contrive to make the necess
ary journeys every week or every month 
until distances ~xceed twenty miles. 

Visits to and from other reiatives 
About nine·tenths of the old people 
iitterviewed had ·brothers and/or sisters. 
Almost four·fifths in the RepubUc and 
seven·tenths in Northern Ireland have 
brothers and/or sisters still living. How 
frequently do the elderly people living 
on their own exchange visits with broth. 
ers, siSters and cousins? The pattern of 
response is summarised in Table 7.S. 

in Northern Ireland than in the Republic. 
In. both parts of Ireland the respondents 
clai~ to receive visits a little more often 
than they make them. A fifth in both 
regions never receive Vis~ts from relat
ives, in some cases because they do not 
have any. Three-tenths receive such 
visits as rarely as twice a. year or less 
often. 

Brothers and sisters 
Having brothers or sisters living makes 
a difference to the regularity of the old 
people's visits to relatives other than 
children. Those who have brothers and 
sisters are more than twice as likely as 

Table 7.5 .. FREQUENCY OF VISITS TO AND FROM RELATIVES. 

Visi ls Received Visits Paid 

N. Ireland Rep~li_c 
. 

. 
% % 

Daily 12 8 

Every 2-3 
days 8 7 

Weekly 14 13 

Fortnightly/ 
Monthly 16 18 

Twice yearly/ 
less 28 31 

Never/no 
relatives 20 21 

Don', know/ 
no answer 3 2 

There is a slight trend in the ·direction . 
of a more'frequent exchange of visits be· 
tween elderly people and their relative. 
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:rolal N.·lreland Republic· Total 

% % % % 

9 4 5 5 

7 8 5 6 

13 12 9 10 

17 14 16 16 

30 32 32 32 

21 25 30 29 

2 4 2 2 

those who have·none or have none living 
to make visi ts to relatives a t least once 
a month. 



Visits to and from friends or neighbours 
About a thitd of the old people in both 
parts of the country have friends or 
neighbours, who visit them every day, 
Almost seven-tenths say they receive 
such visits at least once a week, A fifth 
say they never receive visits from friends 
or neighbours, and some of these say 
they haven't got any. 
A fifth of the old people in both parts 
of the country say they leave home to 
visit friends or neighbours every day. 
Half of them pay such visits at least once 
a week. Over a fifth never visit friends 
or neighbours. sometimes because, they 
say, they have rione, Table 7.6, in can· 
junction with the tables which have 
preceded it, will enable readers to com· 
pare the amount of social contact that 
old people on their own, taken as a 
whole, are likely to have in consequence 
of association with their children, when 
they have any, their other 'rela tives, and 
neighbours and friends. 

When this table is compared with the 
two that have preceded it, it becomes 
clear that the main hope of regular 
social contact for old people living alone, 
viewed as an entire group, must lie in 
their association with neighbours and 
friends rather than with children or other 
relatives, Over half of all the old people 
are visited at least every two or three 
days by neighbours or friends. Pre· 
sumably because of closer> proximity" 
they are also likely to pay more frequent 
visits to neighbours and friends than to 
anyone else, Over a third do so at least 
every two or three days. 

Importance of friends and neighbours 
Assuming that daily social contact is 
important both for the mental well· 
being and safety of elderly people on 
their own, consider the relative percen
tages of the' total sample who receive 
daily visits by reason of having children 
(15%), other relatives (9%) and friends 

Table 7,6 FREQUENCY OF VISITS TO AND FROM NEIGHBOURS OR FRIENDS 

VisilS Received VisilS Paid 

N, Ireland Republic Total N, Ireland Republic Total 

% % % % % % 

Daily 30 35 34 19 21 21 

Every 2-3 days 11 17 18 15 15 15 

Weekly 17 16 16 17 14 IS 

Fortnightly! 
Monthly 10 9 9 14 12 12 

Twice yearly! 
less I 3 2 10 10 10 

Never/None 20 18 18 21 24 23 

Don't know 
No answer I 2 2 3 2 2 
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and neighbours (34%). Recall, then, the 
percen tage (32%) of widowed people 
with children who receive daily visits 
from some of them, and it becomes 
evident how important are friends and 
neighbours as a source of daily contact 
for the old and alone in general. 

Although there may be no very surpris· 
ing discovery in all this, it is probable 
that most people rarely advert to the fact 
that old folk living alone are quite so de· 
penden t on people in their own neigh· 
bourhoods for day·to·day commun· 
ication. Visiting and being visited, how· 
ever, are not the only ways by which 
people come together. We will now take 
a look at further social activities of the 
old people. 

7.S Mobility 

Use of Transport 
Various questions were asked with a 
view to finding ou t how much and how· 
easily the old and alone manage to get 
about. One of these questions was con
cerned with travelling, that is, using trans· 
portation to get around as distinct from 
walking to places. 

Reasons for not /ravelling 
Close on half of the responden IS in the 
Republic and over two·fifths in Northern 
Ireland say they travel fairly regularly. 
The remainder gjve a variety of reasons 
for not travelling. The greatest pro· 
portion of those who don't travel, 29% 
in the Rep~blic and 36% in Northern 
Ireland, say they cannot leave home for 
health reasons. This means tha t 14% of all 
the old people in terviewed in the Re· 
public and 15% in Northern Ireland say 
they cannot leave home for health 
reasons. 
About a fifth of the old people who don't 
travel say they have no interest in trav
elling anywhere and a tenth say they 
have no particular reason for wanting 
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to leave their local areus. A tenth ex· 
perience difficul ty in travelling by bus or 
train. Smaller percentages are afraid of 
travelling. In Northern Ireland 4% say 
specifically that they are afraid to travel 
because of the current troubles; another 
3% express fear in more general terms. 
9uI an equal percentage in the Republic, 
thai is 7%, say they don't travel because 
they are afraid to do so. In the Republic 
7%, as against I % in the North, say thai 
buses or trains are too inconvenient to 
them, but 5% in the North and 2% in 
the South say they don't travel because 
they have no personal transport them· 
selves. In Northern Ireland 4% and in the 
Republic 2% say they cannot afford to 
Ira vel regularly. 

Free Travel scheme: Republic 
Free travel is available to all persons aged 
66 years or over residing permanently 
in the Republic of Ireland. An authoris· 
ation for free· travel is issued to ;anyone 
receiving a pension from the Depart
ment of Social Welfare. Application 
for a travel card need only be made, 
therefore, by someone over 66 years 
of age who is not in receipt of such a 
pension. There is no limit to the amount 
of free travel that may be undertaken 
outside of specified peak travel periods. 
The concession is available on all road 
and rail services of C.I.E. and the ser· 
vices of certain private bus operators. 

Since free public transport may enable 
some elderly people to make more fre· 
quent social visits, respondents in the 
Republic were asked about their use of 
the scheme. It should be remembered 
that half of the elderly people in the Re· 
public do. not travel regularly and the 
reasons for this have already been given. 
Of the 33% who make no use at all of 
the free transport scheme two·fifths 
explain they don't particularly want to 
go anywhere, nearly a third experience 
difficulty in lravelling by bus or train, 



and a quarter lind buses and trains are 
inconvenien L. A small proportion (2%) 
say they tried tu use the scheme but 
didn't qualify. Being of pensionable 
age, they are in fact eligible and may 
have been the vielims of some misunder· 
standing. 

Travel concessions: Northern Ireland 
Shortly before the survey began, the 
Department of the Environment intro· 
duced on behalf of the Northern Ireland 
Govemmen t a comprehensive scheme 
authorising half·rate travel on most in· 
ternal train and bus services for aU citi· 
zens over 65 years of age. Those eligible 
are required to obtain a Concession 
Fare Pass, issued by Ulsterbus Limited on 
behalf of the Department of the Envir· 
onment. They are obliged to apply in 
person and produce specified evidence 
of age. 
The reasons offered by nearly three· 
fifths of the Northern respondents 
for not travelling regularly have already 
been given. In response to a question 
asking if they make use of travel con
cessions for pensioners, 62% of the re· 
spondents say they do not avail of them. 
The predominant reason, offered by two-

Table 7.7 WALKING A MILE UNAIDED 

fifths of those who don't avail of the 
travel concessions, is that they don't 
particularly want to go anywhere. Almost 
a quarter have difficulty travelling on 
buses Or trains and nearly a ten th say 
buses and trains are not convenient to 
them. Fairly small proportions say they 
never heard of any concessions (5%), have 
their own transport (5%), and tried to 
avail of some travel concessions but 
didn't qualify (6%). There are II %, how
ever, who are !lot certain but don't think 
they would qualify. 

Walking aMity 
As long as they are able to walk, people 
can go to many places without depend
ing on transport. Table 7.7 summarises 
response to a question asking how easy 
or difficult the old and alone would fmd. 
it to walk a mile unaided. 

Two-fifths in Northern Ireland and not 
quite half in the Republic are in the pos-

.. ition of being able to lead a fully active 
life. Less than half (46%) of aU the old 
people interviewed can move "around 
without any difficulty. Near enough to 
two-fifths would fmd it impossible or 
very difficult to walk a mile without 

N. Ireland Republic Total 

% % % 

No difficulty 40 48 46 

Little difficulty 20 IS 16 

Considerable difficl!hy 22 18 19 

Impossible 17 18 18 
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assistance. Kelallves would need to be 
living very close at hand for these elderly 
people to pay them regular social calls 
without a good deal of planning and 
preparation. The same would apply to 
calling at the local post office in aider to 
collect a pension or going out to trans
act any other business. 

Visits to meeting phIces 
Post Office 
A high proportion of the old people say 
they visit the post office at least some· 
times. Less than a fifth never go near it, 
mostly because of ill health, physical dis· 
ability, or lack of ability to walk the 
necessary distance, but a sizeable min· 
ority is included here who never go 
simply because there is someone willing 
to go there on their behalf. 
Nearly half of the old people who visit 
the post office say it is less than a quarter 
of a mile away. Over three·quarters 
have no more than a mile to walk, but 
a fair·sized minority, 26% in the Republic 
and 16% in Northern Ireland, report that 
-the nearest post office is over a mile 
away. Over three"!u.rters of the old 
people who visit the post office go there 
once a week. A small proportion go more 

frequently, about a tenth once a fort· 
night, and a small proportion less regularly. 

Church 
Four·fifths (82%) of the old people in 
the Republic also go out sometimes to 
visit a church 'or similar place of religi· 
ous assembly. In Northern Ireland over 
two·thirds (68%) do likewise. For nearly 
half of the respondents the church or 
worship centre they attend is less than 
a quarter of a mile from their homes. 
But quite a lot of people, in the. Republic 
29% and in Northern Ireland 23%, under· 
take a journey of over a mile whenever 
they go out to church. 

Meeting phIces in general 
Attendances at church generally involves 
some communication with others. Apart 
from church, there are places such as 
clubs and social halls where the elderly 
may go to. meet· other people. Taking 
all visits 10 any.such places of assembly, 
includiog post offices and churches, let 
us see how often the old people are 
likely to meet others outside the immed· 
iate environment of their homes or the 
homes of those they sometimes visit. 

Table 7.8 FREQUENCY OF VISITS TO MEETING PLACES 

N. Ireland Republic ToLal 

% % % 

Daily 6 18 15 

Every 2/3 days 15 II 12 

Weekly 43 46 45 

Every 2/4 days 6 5 5 

Twice yearly/less 6 4 4 

Never 22 15 17 
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We have already round (Table 7.7) that 
three-nrths or lhe Northern respondents 
would be u"able tu walk a mile unaided 
without experiencing al least 'some 
difficulty. Table 7.8 may confinn the 
existence of a trend towards greater 
ease in phyical mobility in the Republic 
of Ireland sample. Three·quarters of the 
latter, as against less than two-thirds of 
the Northern Ireland group, go out at 
least once a we.ek to some place where 
they can mix with other people. In the 
Republic 15% and in Northern Ireland 
22% never go out to places where people 
gather together. 

Leisure A eriv; ries 
The majority of the old people favour 
less active and less socially involving 
pastimes to occupy their leisure time. 
The main leisure activities they claim 
to have are reading books, newspapers 
and magazines (26% in the 'Republic 
and 24% in the North), watching tele
vision (18% and 26%), listening to the 
radio (I I % and 6%), home gardening 
(8% and 7%), and sitting by the fire 
(6% and 10%). Smaller percentages men-

tion sewing or knitting, walking, clubs, 
parties. religious gatherings, conversation 
with neighbours and sporting occupations 
not usually requiring a greal deal of 
exertion. Respondents were asked to 
name only their principal leisure activity, 
which could explain why some activities, 
including bingo, cards and music, only 
barely figure in the list. 

7.6 Feelin!!, about their social contact 
Table 7.Y summarises the way the old 
people feel about the degree of contact 
they actually have with other people. 

Nine-ten ths of the old people who live 
alone are at least moderately happy 
about the contact they have with others. 
Almost a tenth are less than satisfied 
with their social contact and there is 
a slightly higher proportion of men in 
this group. Among the women who reel 
this way about the contact they have 
with others those in the 60-65 age group, 
all living in Northern Ireland, are more 
than proportionately represented. It 
seems reasonable to speculate that those 

Tobie 7.9 FEELINGS OF THE OLD AND ALONE ABOUT THEIR SOCIAL CONTACT 

N. Ireland Republic TOlal 

% % % 

Very pleased 54 59 58 

Fairly pleased 34 31 32 

Mixed feelings 6 4 4 

Fairly unhappy 3 2 2 

Very unhappy 2 2 2 

Don't know/No answer I 2 2 
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respondents, constituting a third of the 
sample, who say they are fairly pleased 
with the contact they have with other 
people might be very pleased if they had 
more social contact. There is little vari-
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otion in response to this question among 
people living in different locations or 
coming from different occupational back· 
grounds. 



"His only waTry is thllt he mighl die in Ihe house, bul he would nollike 10 leave until 
he really hIld 10. Then he would nol mind going into a geriatric hospital, bul would like 
10 be reassured about his future . .. 

"This woman ~ husband is very old imd hils gone 10 live with her dizughler since she 
became IUIIlble to care for him. She feels IhIlt a telephone would be very useful . ... 
I really think she is in a sad condition. Though her daughler comes and does whllt she 
can, she herself is recovering from an operation and also hils 10 look after her father. 
Never!heless, the respondenl is alerl, hIlppy and satisfied and thllnks God for her 
blessings . .. 

"The respondent lives in ;solalion aboul two miles from Ihe neareSI village. He is a very 
cheerful and interesting person and does nOllike living alone. His health is not good 
but he makes the best of Ihings. He is at present negotiating Ihe installation of a 
telephone so thllt he can contact his children whenever he needs them. He must pay 
an initial amount of money on installation and this could be tough to meet . .. 

"This man's home is on a hill which provides a view of a very large valley. He seems 
quite confident thllt if his neighbours did not see smoke rising [rom his chimney they 
would know he wasn't well . .. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONTACT AND 
FEELINGS OF 
SECURITY 

8.1 Introduction 
We now know a number of things about 
the social lives of the elderly people 
living alone in Ireland who 'were inter· 
viewed in this survey. Most of· them 
consider social ·contact important. Most 
cannot hope, however, to be visited 
every day by children, relatives, or friends 
and neighbours. Over half of them ex· 
perierice some difficulty in walking dis· 
tances, but nearly three-quarters manage 
to make at least weekly visits to places 
where they encounter other people. 
FinaUy, although less than three·fifths are 
completely happy with the amount of 
social contact in their lives, less than a 
ten th say they are in any. way unhappy 
with it. 
Social contact can be viewed from more 
than one perspective. It is important 
for most people's fulfilment to experi· 
ence and enjoy the company of others. 
Contact with others can also be seen, 
however, in the ligh t of its importance 
for physical survival. A major concern 
of old people living on their own must 
be the need for reassurance that help 
will be available in any emergency that 
may arise. 

8.2 Emergency contact 
Only half of the people in the survey 
believe they would be able to summon 
help if they became ill without warning. 
On the brighter side, three out of four 
think that if they hadn't been seen 
around aU day someone would investi
gate to make sure there was nothing 
wrong wi th them. 

Telephones 
The majority of the respondents, 86% in 
the Republic and 76% in Northern 
Ireland, have no telephones. Further· 
more, of those' who "have no telephones 
two· fifths in the Republic, and a quarter 
iii Northern Ireland, have no easy access 
to .. working teiephone. In the light of 

" these facts, neighbourly surveillance must 
be seen as especiaUy important· and the 
revelation that nearly a quarter of the 
old people feel uncerta.in that their dis·. 
appearance from view would b·e noticed 
by anyone assumes a more ominous 
significance. 
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The possession of a telephone' is much 
more than a social asset for an old person 
living alone. It represents the best guar· 
antee of being able to summon help in 
an emergency, as the figures in Table 8.1 
illustrate with striking clarity. 



Table 8.1 POSSESSION 'OF TELEPHONE AND CONFIDENCE IN ABILITY TO 
SUMMON HELP 

Those having telephones 

Those having access to telephones 

Those having no telephone/no access 

Very few of the old people who own tele
phones are in doubt about their ability 
to summon help in an emergency. Half 
of those who depend on access to a tele
phone on someone, else's premises or in 
a street or hall kiosk feel confident about 
their ability to contact anyone if taken 
ill without warning. Of those who haye 
neither a telephone nor access 'to a tele
phone, a mere 29% are confident of being 
able to get help in a hurry and the major
ity (60%) are certain that there is no way 
in which they could call anyone in the 
eyent of sudden illness. 

Old people liying in the open country
side are the least likely to haye their 
own telephones, although they are the 
group we may assume would haye great
est need of this form of emergency 
communication. Only 8% of them haye 
telephones as against 23% of respondents 
residing in the suburbs and 16% in city 
or town centres. People from farming and 
skilled or unskilled labour backgrounds, 
moreover. are less likely to possess tele
phones than those from white coUar back
grounds. 
When we examine the majority who 
don't haye telephones of their own, 
we lind that in the Republic of Ireland 
half of the old people living in rural 
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Sure of gelling help 
% 

91 

50 

29 

areas, as against a quarter in all other 
areas, have no access to- telephones. 
The pattern in Northern Ireland is similar 
except in the case of city and.town centre 
respondents, whose access to working 
telephones is as limited as that of rural 
dwellers. 

Other means of emergency co~tQCt 
In spite of the connection between 
telephone possession and ease of comm
unication in emergency situations, by no 
means all the old people think of the 
telephone as the only way of getting 
help in a sudden illness. Knocking on 
waUs or shouting and waving from 
windows would seem to be the most 
likely alternative courses.available, unless 
a number of the elderly people have beDs 
which enable them to summon wardens 
or neighbours when needed. Table 8.2 
indicates that nearness to a sufficient 
number of neighbours proyides for many 
some guarantee of being able to get 
help if necessary. The table should be 
read in the context of the finding that 
44% 'of the respondents in the Republic, 
and 27% in the North, say that if they 
became ill without warning they would 
have no means of calling anyone to help 
them, while in both parts of the country 
a further 10% are doubtful that they 
would be able to summun help. 



The old people' who live in city or town 
centres in Northern Ireland are, in spite 
of poor telephone facilities, especiaUy 
secure in the belief that they are in a 
position to get speedy assistance if re
quired. The more isolated their homes 
are, however, the'less confident the old 
and alone become of their ability to 
summon help in an emergency. In both 
parts of the country, dramaticaUy so in 
the Republic, those who live in remote 
rural areas are the most likely to feel 
uncertain abou t being able to get help. 
A more surprising feature, especiaUy 
striking in the Republic, is that the 
communication problem affects almost 
as many who live in villages as those fur
ther au t in the coun try. Nor can we' 
afford to overlook the fairly high pro
portions of elderly people on their own 
who reside in the more densely popu
lated cities and towns but have no as· 
surance that they would be able to con
tact anyone at a time of crisis. 

Three-fifths of the elderly people inter
viewed in the North, but less than half 
of those in the South, say they have some 
means of caUing for help in an emer
gency. There is little difference, on the 
other hand, between the respondents 
in the. two parts of the country in their 

Table 8.2 LOCA nON OF 

impressions of whether anyone would 
take notice if they disappeared from 
public view for a day. 

Women versus men 
Much more striking in relation to emer
gency contact is the difference in re
sponse between women and men. Nearly 
half of the women, compared with three
tenths of the men, believe they could 
get help readily if they became suddenly 
iU at home. The difference in this respect 
between men living on opposite sides 
of the border is also striking. Airnost 
twice as many men in the North as in 
the South feel they could make contact 
with someone, in an emergency. Although 
women in the sample tend to be only 
a little more confident than men that 
they would be missed if they disapp
eared, men living north of the border 
(83%) are more likely to feel certain of' 
being, checked on in'such circumstances 
than men who live south of the border 
(69%) 

DWELLING AND CONFIDENCE IN ABILITY TO SUMMON HELP 

Sure of gelling help 
N, Ireland Republic Total . 

% % % 

City/lown centre 77 6S 69 

Elsewhere in ciry/town 6S 63 63 

Village S6 36 40 

Countryside 46 2S 28 
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Checking in event of disappearance 
Age does not seem to have a great in
fiuence on the old people's confidence 
in their ability to communicate in a crisis. 
but it, does affect the degree 10 which 
they believe that their disappearance 
from view would be noticed_ Table 8.3 
illustrates this for respondents in age 
brackets from 66 years upwards. 

their health and safety? It would appear 
that a lifetime spent in the same locality 
is no guarantee that an elderly person 
living there will have discovered any 
reliable system whereby to contact neign_ 
bours in an emergency. On both sides of 
the border a smaller proportion of people 
who have lived in their neighbourhoods 
since childhood than of thOSe who 

Table 8.3 AGE GROUP AND EXPECTATION OF BEING CHECKED ON 

N. 
Age Group 

66·70 -
. '71 - 75 

76 - 80 

80 + 

As has been noted, there is a fairly high 
incidence of confidence amongst the 
old people in general that their well-. 
being is monitored by someone close 
at hand. 'Confidence that a concerned 
eye is being kept on them reaches its 
lowest point in the group between 
71 and 75 years of age (68%), then in
creases again and is, curiously enough, 
at its highest among those over 80 years 
of age, especially in the Republic. Per
haps heighbours become more watchful 
as old people living alone grow older. 
Alternatively ,it may be that increasing 
age makes most people more disposed 
to ask neighbours or friends to check 
regularly on their welfare. 

Length of time in neighbourhood 
Has the length of time respondents have 
spent in their neighbourhoods any in
fiuence on how secure they feel about 

Sure or being checked on 
Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

81 76 77 

74 67 68 

78 75 76 

80 86 84 

arrived there during their early adult 
lives say they have the means to summon 
help in an emergency. Of the former 
group 36% in the Republic, and 55% in 
the North, are confident of being able to 
call for help in such circumstances, 
whereas of those who were adults when 
they came to live in their· present neigh
bourhoods 49% in the Republic, and 69% 
in the North, express confidence in being 
able to do so. In the Republic, moreover, 
as many as 64% of those who have moved 
into their present neighbourhoods within 
the ten years prior to the survey are 
confident of being able to get help 
speedily, while 50% in the corresponding 
group in Northern Ireland express the 
same kind of confidence. 
Table 8.4 illustrates the degree to which 
the same groups of people believe tha t 
a concerned eye is kept on their general 
welfare. 
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Table 8.4 LENGTH OF TIME IN NEIGHBOURHOOD AND EXPECTATION OF 
BEING CHECKED ON 

Since childhood/always 

Arrived in adult years 

Arrived in past len years 

In the Republic length of residence seemS 
to make little difference, but in Northern 
Ireland a remarkably high percentage of 
people (88%) who have lived since birth 
or childhood in their present neigh· 
bourhoods seem confident that enough 
notice is taken locally of their comings and 
goings for any prolonged disappearance 
to give rise to concern among their neigh· 
bours. 

8.3 Care during illness 
A tenth of the elderly people living alone 
on both sides of the border cannot say 
if there would be anyone to look after 
them if they were ill at home. The largest 
single group in Northern Ireland (36%) 
believe their children or members of their 
children's famWes would look after them, 
whereas a quarter of the Southern re
spon~ents would depend on. these. 
The largest single group in the· Republic 
(29%) expect neighbours would ·Iook 
after them, whereas 18% in Northern 
Ireland would rely on help from neigh- . 
bours .. Nearly a quarter in both parts of' 
the country hope that. brothers, sisters· 
or cousins would take care of them. 
A ten th on both sides of the border 
expect they. would be looked after 
either by a nurse, home help or janitor. . 
None of the responderits s_uggest 1 thal ' 
voluntary workers from any organisa
tions might take care of them. 

Sure of being checked on 
N. Ireland Republic Total 

.% % % 

88 7S 77 

71 74 73 

71 74 73 

EstimJIte of h(!Qlth 
A minority of respondents feel seriously 
concerned about their present state of 
health. Only 3% consider they are in a 
very poor state of health. Close to a tenth 
rate their state of health to be fairly 
poor. Over three-tenths consider they 
enjoy very good health and' almost a 
half say their health is fairly g\lOd_ 
The rest are uncertain -ahout it. Since 
·those who believe their health is less 
than satisfactory tend to have problems 
in walking distances, their estimates 
are probably sound. 

Medical contact 
In both samples 5% of the old people 
report that they have been hospitalised 
within the month prior to being inter
viewed. In Northern Ireland 54%, and in 
the Republic 46%, say they have had no 
contact within that month with a doctor 
or nurse of any description. But 32% 
in Northern Ireland and 43% in the Re
public have had one or two medical 
contacts, and 12%in Northern Ireland and 
10% in the Republic have had three or 
more medical contacts in that time. 
In the Republic, however, 13% of those 
who say their health is very good and 
37% of those .who regard it as fairly 
good would find it considerably diffi
cult or impossible to walk a mile: The 
same pattern is observable in the response 
in Northern Ireland, where 16% of those. 
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who believe their health is very good and 
41% who believe,' it is fairly good are 
similarly restricted in physical mobility. 
Perhaps many old people grow accus
tomed to a gradual reduction in physical 
fitness and do not see this as related to 
their state of health. 

8.4 Minimum daily contact 

Importance of daily contact 
It seems clear that there are old people 
living alone who would remain unper
turbed if days passed without an oppor
tunity of talking to anyone. Even for this 
minority some daily social contact re
presents, perhaps, the principal means 
whereby one type of calamity that rarely 
fails to shock a community can be 
averted, that is, the situation in which 
an elderly person is discovered at home 
dead or dying after an interval of time 
during which her or his disappearance 
has passed unnoticed. It is appropriate, 
then, to present at this point the scale 
of daily social contact which was con
structed from the data on the different 
ways in which the elderly who live alone 
are likely to meet other people. 

On their own evidence, over a third of 
the old people living alone in the Re
public and over two-fifths in Northern 
Ireland have no daily social contact. 
This suggests that a substantial minority 
(38%) of old people living alone in Ireland 

. run a grave risk of not receiving help 
within the day in the event of any emer
gency in which they found it impossible 
to sound some kind of alarm. The incid
ence of risk appears to be somewhat 
higher in the Nortl .. Furthermore, anoth-

:·er substantial proportion (29%) of the 
.' respondents seem to have little more 
. than a one-shot chance in an emergency 

of getting assistance wi thin a reasonable 
length of time. If we can make the ass
umption, on the other hand, that where 
old folk expect to meet :it least two 
people every day they are less likely 
to be neglected in a crisis, we can con
clude that for a third (34%) of the elderly 
people living alone in the Republic and 
for nearly three-tenths (28%) in Northern 
Ireland, the risks of sudden misfortune 
.and long term neglect are considerably 
min~ed. 
It.cannot be taken for granted, however, 
that the old people .(29%) who claim at 

Table 85 MINIMUM DAILY SOCIAL CONTACTS 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

None 44 36 38 

At least one, 27 30 19 

At least two 20 24 23 

At least three 7 7 7 

" 

At least f~ur I 2 2 
'. 

At least five - I I 

-
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leust one daily social contact have absol
utely nu other. In any case, the risks 
attend<lnl on sudden 3.ccident and isol
ation seem to be at least reduced for 
them_ But for 36% of the respondents 
in the Republic, and 44% in Northern 
Ireland, it appears quite defInite that 
there is no way they can meet some
body every day. We will compare, then, 
those respondents who have no daily 
social contact with all those who have, 
at the very least, one such contact. 
From this comparison we will try and 
distinguish why some old people living 
on their own have no daily contacts 
and others have .. 

Daily contact: Background factors in 
Republic of IrebJnd 
In the Republic 64% of the respondents 
have at leas\" one social contact every 
day. whereas the. remainder do not meet 
some person every day. The three feat
ures most strongly associated with 
whether or not the old people living alone 
have some daily social contact are iile 
types of dwellinis· they inhabit, their 
feelings about the amount of contact 
they actually have, and their levels of 
satisfaction with their housing. 
This means that the old person living 
alone in the Republic most likely to have 
some daily social contact lives in a semi
detached or terraced house, is satisfIed 
with this accommodation, and feels 
happy with the amount of social contact 
in her or his life. On the other hand, 
lack of social contact is most likely to be 
found in the case of an elderly person 
living in a detached house, who tends in 
fact to be less than happy both about the 
quality or amenities of this accommo
dation and about the amount of social 
contact she or he has. At first sight it may 
seem almost too obvious to state that old 
people who don't have much social 
contact are not usually happy about the 
amount of contact they have. In reality, 

as will be seen shortly, it is not obvious 
and tells us something important. It tells 
us that many old people living alone ·in 
the Republic of Ireland for whom whole 
days pass without human communication 
have not chosen isolation as a way of life. 
They would prefer that things were 
otherwise. They may not necessarily 
wish to live with other people, but would 
certainly like to be able to mix more 
with them. 

Daily Contact: Background factors in 
_. Northern Ireland . 
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In Northern Ireland 56% of the re
spondents have at least one social contact 
every day. The remainder do not meet 
some person every day. Four features 
emerge . as especially higltly associat~d 

with regularity or lack of social contact. 
These are the type of dwelling a respon
dent has; the attitude to visiting others.or 
being visited by them that she or he dis
plays; the part of Northern Ireland, that 



is, east or west of the River Bann, in 
which the respondent lives; and her or his 
socio-economic background. 
In effect, this means that lack of social 
contact is most likely to be found in 
Northern Ireland among middle class 
elderly people who live alone to the east 
of the River Bann in detached houses, 
cottages, bungalows, maisonettes or flats, 
especially if they don't attach much 
importance to social contact in the first 
place. At the other end of the scale, those 
who have regular social contact tend to 
be working class people who live, to the 
west of the River Bann, in semi·detached 
or terraced houses and believe that it is 
important to keep in touch with other 
people. 
In Northern Ireland attitudes appear to 
have more significance in explaining lack 
of social contact than in the Republic. 
A larger proportion of the Northern than 
Sou thern old people appear to choose 
not to have a great deal of social contact. 

Widowed versus unT1ll1111ed 
Whether the old people have been 
married or not has less bearing than 
might have been expected on the amount 
of social contact they have. Having 
children, however, makes some difference 
to the regularity of interpersonal com· 
munication enjoyed by widowed people. 
Where 46% of the childless have no daily 
social contact, 29% of the widowed with 
children living have no daily contact. 
The difference holds good only for the 
Republic, however. In Northern Ireland 
the elderly people who have children 
seem no more likely to meet someone 
every day than the childless respond· 
ents. Only a slightly higher proportion 
of all the widowed people with children 
than of the childless respondents feel 
sure they would be able to make contact 
with someone in·an emergency and they 
are no more confident than the .others 
that someone would check on their 
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welfare should they disappear from view. 
When we examine separately the un
married eld'erly people who live alone, 
certain factors emerge as more closely 
related to regularity of social contact 
than others. For example, single elderly 
people in the Republic who are less than 
happy about the amount of contact they 
have are as likely as not to have no daily 
contact with other people. This means 
their felt need of greater communication 
springs from a real state of social iso· 
lation. In Northern Ireland another factor 
emerges as the one most closely linked 
to social isolation. Here the vast majority 
'of single elderly people who have no daily 
social contact are living in detached 
houses, flats or pensioners' cottages. 
Those who live in semi·detached and ter
raced houses are much more likel: to 
meet someone every day. presumauly 
because in these types of residential 
accommodation neighbours are either 
closer or more visible. 
Where widowed elderly people in the 
Republic are concerned, it is those who 
live in remote country areas who are the 
most likely to have no daily social 
contact. This is immediately understand· 
able, but in Northern Ireland the feature 
most strongly associated with socially 
isolated widowed people living alone is 
their place of origin. In Northern Ireland 
28% of the sample grew up in the 
countryside, but only 16% live in the 
countryside now. Otherwise there is no 
evidence of much shift in population 
distribution. The widowed people who 
were reared in cities or villages are much 
more likely to have some daily social 
communication than those who were 
reared in the open coun tryside or in 
towns. One inference might be that grow
ing up in the more gregarious milieu of 
a city or viUage enables one to mix more 
easily in later life. Why tuwns should 
offer ·Iess oppurtunities in early life for 
social intercourse is nol easy to under-



stand, but it is quite plausible that 
people who have moved to the cities 
from quiet countryside locations might 
experience problems in social adaptation. 

Those who have 'amenities versus 
those who lack them 
Are friends, neighbours and relatives 
more inclined to visit an old person if 
her or his home is well equipped with 
amenities, spotlessly clean and in very 
good repair? Any evidence examined in 
the survey indicates that such things 
make no or little difference one way or 
the other. Relatives other than offspring, 
friends and neighbours are just as likely 
to visit the old and alone who lack 
amenities and whose homes are reported 
to be less than very clean and in less than 
very good repair as those who have 
amenities and whose homes are reported 
to be very clean and very well 
maintained. 
Arnong the old and alone who have 
children the proportion who possess 
water amenities and an electricity supply 
is higher than among the childless. A 
higher proportion are reported to be 
living in homes which are very clean and 
in very good repair. When we compare 
within this group those who have 
amenities with those who lack them, we 
fUld a slight but consistent bias in favour 
of more frequent visits from offspring 
being received by those who possess parti· 
cular horne facilities than by those who 
lack them. Likewise, there is a slight bias 
in favour of more frequent visits from 
offspring being received by those whose 
homes are rated most highly on clean· 
liness and repair than by the remainder. 
This kind of bias is certainly not strong 
enough, however, to justify the can· 
clusion that any substantial number of 
the widowed old and alone are neglected 
liy their children because their homes are 
less pleasant to visit. 
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8.5 Physical mobility 
Mobility and social contact 
We have seen how satisfaction with 
housing, more notably in the Republic 
than in Northern Ireland, is closely 
related to the amount of social contact 
the old and alone enjoy. It is probable 
that because some old people feel unable 
to take much pride in their homes they 
become less inclined to invi te others to 
visit them and, since they cannot reci
procate invitations, are therefore less 
inclined to call on others. We might 
have been disposed to think that physical 
disability would have a similarly strong 
effect on the amount of social contact 
elderly people can maintain. Inability 
to walk long distances, however, does not 
appear to present an insuperable obstacle 
to keeping in touch with families, friends 
and.neighbours. 
Well over half (56%) of the old and alone 
who make daily visits to children or 
grandchildren fall into the category of 
those who experience no difficulty at 
all in walking a mile without assistance, 
whereas 14% fall into the category of 
those who fUld it impossible to walk 
such a distance unaided. While the old 
people who are less mobile are unable 
to make as many visits as the remainder 
to offspring, however, they are more 
likely to receive daily visits from children 
or grandchildren. When we examine the 
frequency of visits received from and 
paid to other relations, friends and neigh· 
bours, the same trend is eviden t. The less 
able they are to get around and visit, 
the more likely the elderly people are to 
receive visits from relatives of every kind, 
from friends and neighbours, and from 
social service workers. Furthermore, there 
is no diminution in the frequency of 
visits received by the old and alone 
because of any degree of difficul ty they 
may experience in keeping their homes 
dean and tidy. 



Mobility and age 
As we might expect, the older the reo 
spondentS are the more likely they are 
to be restricted in their ability to walk 
any great distances, Table 8.6 reveals 
the influence of increasing' age on 
physical mobility in respect of the total 
combined sample. 

62% of the old. people between sixty .. 
six and seventy experience no difficulty 
in walking a mile without assistance. 
But only 26% of those over eighty can 
make the same claim as against 46% of 
all the respondents. 
Taking together the levels of consider· 
able difficulty and impossibility in walk· 

Table 8.6 LEVELS OF DIFFICULTY IN WALKING A MILE UNAIDED FOR 
VARIOUS AGE GROUPS 

Age Brackel No Difficulty Lillie Difficulty Considerable Impossible 

% 
60 - 65 51 

66 - 70 62 

71 - 75 52 

76 - 80 37 

Over 80 26 

The old people whose ages are unob tain· 
able (4%) have been omitted from this' 
table, and it should also be noted that the 
60-65 years age bracket comprises only 
3% of the total sample. The '16% of reo 
spondents aged between sixty and sixty· 
five, all of them' women living in 
Northern Ireland, who would find it im· 
possible to walk a mile unaided refers 
to four respondents. 
Otherwise, it may safely be concluded 
that the older the respondents are the 
mOre likely they are to suffer from reo 
strictions on their physical mobility. Only 
8% of those aged between sixty·six and 
seventy are in the least physically mobile 
category. Of those who have passed their 
eightieth birthday 38% are in lliat cate· 
gory as against 18% of all the old and 
alone who were interviewed. Likewise, 
when we look at those who enjoy maxi· 
mum ease in getting around, we see that 

Dirriculty 
% % % 
20 12 16 

13 16 8 

20 15 13 

16 : 24 "'. 23,. .' , 
12 . ' .25 . 38 

81 

.. 

ing a mile without assistance, it seems 
reasonable to infer that serious restric· 
tions on physiC3J mobility affect 25% ·of 
the' respondents between' sixty·six and 
seventy years of age, 28% between 
seventy..,ne and seventy·five, 47% 
between seventy·six and eighty, and 62% 
of those who are over eighty years of 
age. 

8.6 Satisfaction with life 
An overull view 
Now let us take a look a t the way the old 
people living alone feel abou t their lives 
in general. People may be satisfied with 
their housing, their standard of living and 
their relationships with other people, but 
all this would not necessarily add up to 
happiness with life as a whole, Table 8.7 
presents the old people's response to the 
question: 
"Taking everything into account, how 



satisfied are you with your life in 
gene'ral?" 

old and alone feel about what people in 
their own locali ties are doing on behalf .. 

Table 8. 7 LEVELS OF SATISFACTION WITH LIFE IN GENERAL 

Very satisfied 

Fairly satisfied 

Mixed feelings 

Fairly unhappy 

Very unhappy 

No answer 

In the Republic 15%, and in Northem 
Ireland 10%, of the old and alone f"lless 
than happy about their lives in general. 
Very few, however, are prepared to say 
they are unhappy. Five per cent more.of 
the-Northern (52%) than of the Southem 
respondents (47%) claim to be very salis
fied with life in general. 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

52 47 48 

35 35 35 

8 13 12 

2 I I 

I I I 

2 3 3 

of the elderly. 

Feelings of neg/ect 
Percentages of-old people who feel very 
unhappy and fairly unhappy about life 
refer to very small numbers, so that no 
reliable conclusions can be .drawn. The 

, percentages at the top of the table in 
View of local action for elderly the fltst column, 75% and 69%, mean 
One feature we fmd to be strongly related respectively that six out of eight persons 
to general life satisfaction is the way the in the total sample who feel very 

Table 8,8 LIFE SATISF ACTION AND SATISF ACTION WITH LOCAL ACTION FOR 
ELDERLY 

Feelings about Local Action 
Life Less than Fairly Very 
Satisficalion Level salisilied satisified satisified 

% % % 

Very unhappy 75 25 -

Fairly unhappy 69 3 I -

Mixed feelings 61 22 17 

Fairly happy 45 35 21 

Very happy 33 - 30 37 
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unhappy about life, and nine out of 
thirteen persons who feel fairly unhappy 
about life, are less than satisfied with 
local concern for the elderly. Since 
107 people, about 12% of the total 
sample, entertain mixed feelings about 
life in general, valid grounds for com· 
parison remain. The table teUs us that the 
less happy the old and alone feel about 
life in its entirety the more likely they 
are to feel neglected by their local com· 
munities. Twice as many respondents 
who display a very happy attitude to life 
in general (37%) as those who are ambi
valent (17%) are highly satisfied with 
local action on behalf of the elderly . 

. A feeling of being neglected by those who 
live or work in their vicinity may, then, 
contribute to the general sense of unhap
piness experienced by a sizeable minority 
of elderly people living alone in Ireland. 
The pattern observable in Table 8.8 holds 
good both for Northern Ireland and the 
Republic. As will later be seen, in North
ern Ireland feeling; about general life satis
faction and about governinent action on 
behalf of the elderly are closely linked, 
as contributory factors, with the experi
ence of loneliness among the old and 
alone in that part of the country. 

Happiness and possession of amenities 
In contrast to these fmdings, it is dis
covered that lack of individual water 
amenities is not directly related to dis
satisfaction with life in general. Never
theless, as will be seen, housing satis
faction and happiness with life in general 
combine as strong influences on positive 
attitudes to living alone. It would seem 
that it is not so much the lack of a parti
cular amenity,like a bathroom or kitchen 
sink, that can make living alone seem diffi
cult as the cumulative effect on an old 
person's morale of various concerns and 
needs in regard to housing. 
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"Her house is so bad thllt the County Council provided her with a CIlTIlJIan to sleep in. .. 

"This woman is quite happy in her own way ... and would not tolerate any outside 
interference. Alfshe would wish for is a car to call for her now and again and take 
her for a drive to the seaside." .. 

"This woman is very ill .-.. The Public Heaith nurse calls weekly. The St. Vincent de Paul 
used to call, but not any more, and she needs contact with people. .. 

"She said you hIld to be dirty and poor looking to get any help . .. 

"This woman is a very well adjusted'eiglrty·year:ald. She has worked for most of 
her Me in hospifllls and even up to a few years ago was able to go out to work as ~ 
help for sick people, sitting with them all night, minding the';' and lifting them. .. 
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CHAPTER 9 

COMMUNITY 
CARING 

, \. " 

9.1lntrodnction 
Although the vast majority of old people 
living alone possess no telephones, we 
have seen the effect possession of tele· 
phones can have on confidence in ability 
to summon assistance in an emergency .. 
Only half of the people interviewed 
believe they would be able to get help in 
a sudden illness. A much larger pro· 
portion, three-quarters, are sure that if 
they were out of view for a day someone 
would come to investigate their dis· 
appearance. 
Less than three· fifths of the old and 
alone, however, are actually in touch with 

. at least one person every day. Further· 
more, many of the old people who feel 
less than happy with life' in general are 
unhappy about what people in their 
neighbourhoods are doing on behalf of 
the elderly. What is, in fact, being done 
on behalf of the elderly who live alone? 
And how do the old and alone in general 
feel about local and government action 
on behalf of elderly people? While the 
survey cannot give complete answers to 
these questions, it supplies a certain 
amount ofiilformation on what statutory 
and voluntary services are doing for the 
ageing and on what old people living 
alone think about local and national 
policy in their regard. 
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9 .. 2·Frequency of visits from statutory 
and voluntarY services 
Social services 

/ 

The respondents were asked to name any 
statutory or voluntary service groups 
whose representatives visited them regu

.Iarly, that is, at least once a ~onth. As 



Table 9.1 shows, the term 'social 
service' has been interpreted in a fairly 
wide sense. Perhaps not everyone would 
regard the rent collector, for eXample, 
as providing a social service! A small 
proportion of the old people, however, 
name their rent coUeetors among those 
whom they see in this light. Nor is there, 
of course, any reason to believe that 
rent collectors should not be able to 
extract the money due to them so pain· 
lessly as to make their visits a source of 
pleasure rather than disturbance. 

people in the Republic. are also likely to 
receive more regular visits from ministers 
of religion than from any other group, 
although they are not as likely as those in 
the North to be attended in their homes 
by their spiritual pastors. After that, they 
have a· much better chance than in the 
North of receiving regular visits from the 
nursing profession, but are much less 
likely to enjoy the services of home helps 
or social workers on a regular basis. 
A large variety of services mentioned by 
the respondents includes .those .grouped 

Table 9.1 SOCIAL SERVICES VISITORS NAMED BY OLD AND ALONE 

Those receiving regular visits 
Social Service N. Ireland RepubUc Toral 

Ministers of religion 

Nurses 

Home Helps 

Rent Collectors 

Soc. of Sf. Vincent de Paul 

Religious congregations 

Social Workers 

Legion of Mary 

Meals on wheels 

Wardenfjanitor/ma Iron 

Social services councils/comts. 

Any oLhers 

The old people living alone in Northern 
Ireland are most likely to be visited re
gularly <at least once a month) by 
ministers of religion, followed by home 
helps, social workers and nurses. The old 

% % % 

48 29 34 

9 19 17 

18 , 5 8 - -

4 7 6 

4 6 6 

5 5 5 

10 4 5 

2 5 4 

3 5 4 

I I I 

7 2 3 

6 5 5 

together at the bottom of the table which 
are narned by less than I % of the sample 
e.g. community councils, youth c9m
mittees, representatives of day centres 
or clubs. Conferences of the St. Vincent 
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de Paul Society, it will be noted, reach 
6% of the total sample on a regular basis. 

The overall picture 
Table 92 supplies a summary of the 
amount of regular (at least monthly) 
visits to the old and alone made by all the 
social services named by the responden ts. 

Tw<>-thirds of the elderly people living 
alone in Northern Ireland, but only half 
in the Republic, say they are visited reo 
gularly (once a month or more·often) by 
at least one statutory or voluntary social 
service worker. The likelihood of being 
visited regularly by more than one such 
worker is also greater in the North. 

Table 9.2 OLD AND ALONE RECEIVING REGULAR VISITS FROM 
SOCIAL SERVICES 

N. Ireland Republic TOlai 
% % % 

From no social service 3S 49 46 

From one social service 31 2S 27 

From two social services 19 14 1 S 

From more lhan two 
social services 1 S II 12 
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Women versus men living alone in villages or more isola ted 
In Northern Ireland. 68% of the women rurar areas are just as likely to receive 
as against 53% of the men receive visits regular visits as those in city or town 
at least once a month from'social service centres, but those in the suburbs are "9t 
bOdies, but women in the Republic have visited quite as regularly. In Northei~ 
only a slightly higher chance of being Ireland the old people mOst likely to 
visited regularly. Table 9.3 shows the receive regular visits are those who live 
~fferences in regular visitation of vary· in city and town centres,' foilowed by 
mg age groups. those in villages,. with the suburban and 

Table 9.3 AGE GROUPS AND REGULAR VISITS RECEIVED FROM 
SOCIAL SERVICES 

Receiving Regular Visits from Social Services 

Age bracket N. Ireland Republic Total 

60 -70 

71 -75 

76 - 80 

80 t 

The emphasis in visiting 
The very old, presumably because they 
are most in need of attenlion, are the 
most likely to receive regular visits not 
just from one but from two or more 
statutory or voluntary service represen· 
talives. In both parts of the country 
Community care increases with increas· 
ing age, reaching an exceptionally high 
regularity for people over eighty years of 
age in Northern Ireland. Respondents 
who are less physically mobile are also 
more likely to receive regular visits from 
statutory and voluntary service workers 
than those who are active and able to 
move around easily. 

Location of dwelling 
The location of an old person's dwelling 
does not affect the degree of regular 
attention received from social Service 
agencies as much as might have been sus· 
pected. In the Republic elderly people 

% % % 

55 33 40 

56 47 48 

79 57 61 

93 80 82 
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countryside dwellers trailing somewhat 
behind. 

Inconsistency in response 
An inconsistency arises when we con
sider response to a further question de
signed to establish the regularity with 
which old people are visited by statutory 
and voluntary service agencies. Roughly 
the same percentages of old people north 
and south as have stated that they are not 
visited regularly by any such bodies can· 
firm that they are not visited at all. The 
discrepancy lies in the response of the 
remainder. 
The phrasing of the question is as 
follows: "Taking them all together, how 
often would you say that people like that 
(voluntary and statutory workers) visit 
you?" To summarise the response of 
those interviewed, 40% in the Republic 
and 42% in Northern Ireland state they 
are visited at least once a month, while 



10% in the Republic and 21% in Northern 
Ireland say they are visited twice a year 
or less often. 
Response to the-previous question (Table 
9.2) has yielded the contrasting infor
mation that 50% in the Republic and 65% 
in Northern Ireland are visited at least 
monthly by representatives of one or 
more social service agencies. One pos
sible explanation is that when people are 
asked to name specific organisations they 
find it easier to recall the frequency of 
their visits. If this is so, there is no reason 
to doubt that fifteen per cent more of the 
old and alone in Northern Ireland than in 
the Republic really do receive mOre 
regular visits from social service workers. 
Another possibility, however, is that 
when they are asked to name regular 
callers, some of the old people, especially 
in the North, credit certain organisations 
with more frequen t calls than they 
actually make. If this is so, it would seem 
to indicate that infrequent visits of this 
kind are so much appreciated that old 
people living alone tend to exaggerate 
their frequency when naming particular 
agencies that have displayed some in terest 
in their welfare. 
Response to the second qilestion con
firms that in Northern Ireland women 

are more likely to be visited than men, 
whereas in the Republic they receive 
much the same amount of attention as 
men. The pattern already detected of 
attention increasing as people grow older 
is once more manifest. 

Comparison with other visitors 
About 5% of all the respondents say they 
are visited daily by voluntary or statutory 
social service workers. The various social 
services, no matter how effective they 
may be in other ways, can hardly be ex
pected to compete directly with families, 
friends and neighbours in the provision 
of daily contact for the elderly_ It might 
be expected, however, not least by many 
of the statutory and voluntary workers 
themselves, that their combined efforts 
would add up to a comprehensive pro
gramme of regular care for the old and 
alone. We will examine, then, the relative 
proportions of eldetly people living alone 
who are visited at least once a month by 
offspring, other relatives, neighbours or 
friends, and social service workers of 
various kinds (Table 9.4)_ 
If we accept as probably valid the re
sponse to the flfst ques tion which was 
asked concerning Visits received from 
social service represen ta lives, then the 

Table 9.4 OLD AND ALONE RECEIVING AT LEAST MONTHLY VISITS 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

From offspring 49 36 39 

From offspring (widowed with 
children only) 85 84 84 

From other relatives 50 46 46 

From neighbours/friends 78 77 77 

From social service workers 65 51 54 
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latter rank second to neighbours and 
friends as a source of regular monthly 
(but not daily) visits for elderly people 
living alone viewed as an entire group. 
Where the latter have children, however, 
their children and grandchildren are the 
most fruitful source of regular monthly 
(but not daily) visits. 

9.3 Visiting by Conferences of St. 
Vincenl de Paul 
Naturally, members of the voluntary 
organisation responsible for this study 
would like information about the various 
ways in which their services are distrib· 
uted among the old and alone. Since the 
Society of SI. Vincent de Paul is stated to 
make regular visits to no more than 6% of 
all elderly people interviewed, not many 
conclusions can be drawn from the data 
about the nature of its work. However, 
it does appear that its main concentration 
is on visiting in urban areas, especially.in 
the suburbs. Nearly half of the visits 
made by t1ieSociety members that are 
recorded in the survey are carried out in 
the surburbs of cities and towns, over a 
quarter in city and town· cen tres, and a 
quarter in villages and countryside . 

. Since two-fifths of the total sample 
reside in surburban districts, the distribu· 
tion of attention· is not as dispropor· 
tionate as it might seem. Although a third 
of the old people living alone in the 
Republic reside in the open countryside, 
however, only about a tenth of the Soc· 
iety's regular .calls embrace the remote 
rural regions of the Republic. Whether 
this is mainly accoun ted for by shortage 
of members, travel difficulties, or lack 
of acquaintance with small isolated 
populations remains open to question. 
In another respect, members of the 
Society, like social service workers in 
general, tend to pay more regular visits 
where they are probably most needed, 
namely to the older age groups in the 
sample. People over 80 are more likely 
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to be regularly visited by them than those 
under 80 years of age. Similarly, their 
visiting rate to people under 70 years of 
age is below average. Visiting carried out 
by members of the Society also con· 
centrates quite considerably on the less 
mobile old people living alone. Nearly 
three·quarters of their caUs are made to 
respondents who experience al least 
some difficulty in walking distances. 
The great majority (85%) of the old 
people visited by SI. Vincent de Paul 
Conferences are also visited at least once 
a month by other voluntary or statutory 
agencies. About 1% of the respondents 
narne the Society as the only group 
from which they receive regular visitors. 
Respondents visited by the Society, 
however, are most likely to be visited also 
by personnel whose principal concerns 
are their health, spiritual welfare, or basic 
sustenance, that is, either by nurSes, 
ministers of religion or distributors of 
meals·on·wheels. Generally speaking, 
therefore, whether Conference members 
are concerned to provide company or 
fmancial assistance or both, they cannot 
be said to be duplicating the special· 
ised services being supplied by other 
agencies. 

action for the 
elderly 
To a question on how happy or unhappy 
they feel about what people in their own 
communities are doing on behalf of the 
elderly, the old people replied as follows: 



Table 9 5 LEVELS OF SATISFACTION WITH LOCAL ACTION FOR ELDERLY 

Very pleased 

Fairly pleased 

Mixed feelings 

Fairly unhappy 

Very unhappy 

Don't know/No answer 

Exactly 41 % of the elderly people in both 
parts of the country entertain varying 
degrees of disillusionment with the way 
they are treated by their local communi· 
ties. The amoun t of maximum sa lisfaction 
expressed in the Republic (30%) is higher 
than in Northern Ireland (19%). If 
community care of the elderly seems a 
little mOre inteosive in Northern [reland, 
the old people living alone there hardly 
confrrm tha t impression in their response 
to this .question. Even when they express 

. 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

19 30 27 

36 27 29 

20 23 11 --. 
14 9 10 

7 9 9 

2 2 2 

satisfaction, they tend to be less enthus· 
iastic than the old people in the Republic. 
9.S Views about national action for the 
elderly 
The. respondents were asked to say how 
they felt about what national authorities 
like the Government are doing for elderly 
people. Response to this question is in 
some respects surprisingingly different 
from that to the question concerning the 
interest shown by local communities in 
the welfare of the ageing. 

Table 9.6 LEVELS OF SATISFACTION WITH GOVERNMENT ACTION FOR 
ELDERLY 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
I % % % 

Very pleased 20 28 26 

Fairly pleased 35 41 40 

Mixed feelings 23 13 15 

Fairly unhappy 12 8 9 

Very unhappy 9 8 8 

Oon:l know/No answer I 2 2 
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Dissatisfactiun with national policy is 
slightly higher in Northern Ireland (44%) 
than dissatis1action with local concern 
(41%). In the Rebublic, however, where 
precisely the same degree of dissatisfac· 
tion with local community care is expres
sed as in the North, far fewer old people 
(29%) are prepared to be in any way 
critical of national policy. In the Repub
lic 69% and in Northern Ireland 55% are 
happy with what the central authorities 
are doing on their behalf, although 
maximum satisfaction is expressed only 
by 28% in the Republic and 20% in the 
North. 
Once again the picture emerges of a less 
cri tical, more sa tisfied and perhaps more 
easily pleased majority of elderly people 
in the Republic than in the North. This 
time, however, we are confronted with 
the problem of trying to understand why 
a considerable proportion of old people 
living alone in the South should regard 
the local community as bearing greater 
responsibility than the national author· 
ities for deficiences in the" care of the 
elderly, whereas equal proportions in the 
North ate critical of both local and nat· 
ional concern. The discrepancy may have 
something to do with differing expec
tations or divergent views of what con
stitutes good neighbourliness. Some 
elderly people ill the Sou th may see their 
welfare as primarily the responsibility of 
the local community rather than of 
Government authorities. 

Whatever the reason, we are faced with 
the anomaly that greater numbers of old 
people living on their own in the Repub
lic than in Northern Ireland are poorly 
housed or lack basic ameni ties in their 
homes, yet greater numbers in the Repub· 
lic than in Northern Ireland are satisfied 
with national policy in their regard. This 
hardly supports the popular myth that" 
people in the Republic have always been 
"against the Government" regardless of 
whoever may be in power. Perhaps more 
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attenbon shuuld be paid to the fact, how
ever, that the largest single proportion of 
the old people north and south, 40% of 
the combined sample, say they are just 
fairly satisfied with government action on 
behalf of the elderly. There are 72% of 
all the old people in terviewed less than 
completely satisfied. 

9.6 Relationship between views on com
munity caring and other ractors 
A llitudes revealed in the survey both to 
local and governmen t action have' .been 
investigated in relation to some other 
variables. L.a.ck of modern water amen
ities in the elderly people's homes fails to 
emerge as directly associated with any 
great increase in dissatisfaction with 
local action on behalf of the ageing and 
is shown to have no adverse effect on 
attitudes to central government. There 
is a small positive association, more pro
nounced in the Republic of Ireland than 
in the Northern Ireland sample, between 
housing satisfaction and appreciation of 
local concern. Although there is no strong 
link between housing dissatisfaction and 
dissatisfaction with national policy in 
regard to the elderly,the trend indicates 
that, in both parts of the country, the 
happier people are with their hOUSIng 
the happier they are with government 
action. 

Perception of urgent housing need 
When we examine, however, the relation
ship between perception of urgent hous
ing needs and attitudes to local· and 
national concern, we fmd a stronger 
association on both counts. This is espec
ially pronounced in the Republic, where 
those people who have no pressing 
domestic needs are twice as likely to be 
very pleased with local action on behalf 
of the elderly as those who are aware of 
immediate needs. Even more significantly, 
those who have no such needs are three 
limes as likely to be very pleased with 



government action as those who have 
them. Of those with urgent housing needs 
in the RepubUc 54%, as against 24% of 
those without them, are dissatisfied in 
varying degrees with local action and 41%, 
as opposed to 34%, are critical of govern
ment action. If we can conclude that 
perception of pressing home needs plays 
a part in forming these attitudes, then the 
old and alone in the Republic who feel 
neglected in their personal housing con
ditions seem likely to blame lack of 
local sooner than lack of government 
action in promotion of their welfare. 

To keep the balance straight, it must be 
remembered that a high proportion, three
fifths, of the respondents in the RepubUc 
who have immediate housing needs are 
quite pleased or very pleased with wbat 
the central authorities are doing on be
half of the elderly. Not even half, how
ever, are similarly satisfied with what 
people in their own communities are 
doing. 

Locatinn of dwelling 
No consistent pattern can be found in 
the data to suggest that people Uving in 
one kind of area rather than another 
tend to be more or less disillusioned 
with local or government interest. While 
people Uving in the central parts of cities 
or towns are more !ban proportionately 
represented among the severest critics of 
local action on behalf of the elderly, they 
also figure most prominently among 
those who are highly satisfied with 
local action. It might be speculated that 
they have particular needs which make 
them exceptionally sensitive to interest 
or neglect on the part of their commun
ities. When we look at urban centre 
dwellers in the Republic only, we fmd 
that over the whole range of response 
they score a Uttle higher on community 
satisfaction than people in suburbs, 
villages or countryside. There is no signif
icant relationship at all when we make a 

separate examination of the influence of 
location on attitudes to community 
action in the Northern Ireland sample. 
Feelings about action on behalf of the 
elderly seem to be quite unrelated to 
occupational background. Neither are 
they related to the regularity of visits 
received from statutory and voluntary 
workers in the community. As noted in 
the preceding chapter, however, there is a 
striking association between the way 
respondents feel about action on behalf 
of the elderly and the way they feel 
about life in general. 
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"ThiJ man is quite content. He hils always been in lodgings and so likes the privacy of 
having hiJ own [lot . .. 

"an the d(!Qth of her husband she cracked up, became an alcoholic and was hospitalised. 
She iJ still suffering from deep depression and loneliness. .. . 

"ThiJ woman hils made no anemptto keep her house In any condition whatever and 
looks like a person who has not washed herselffor yean. In spite ofthiJ, she isa very 
cheerful, humorous and lightht!QTted person. She emphatically states that she is happy 
living alone and, having met her, thiJ I believe. She seems very healthy and active . .. 

"He <pends mOst of hiJ life in pubs and very often does not return home at night. His 
nt!QreSt neighbour is. half-a-miJe-'11~my.:' 
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CHAPTER 10 

ATTITUDES TO 
LIVING ALONE 

10.1 IntroducdoD 
More than half of the elderly living on 
their own have regular (or at least monthly) 
contact with some of the statutory or 
volun tary organisations which include 
care for the ageing among their services. 
A much higher proportion of people aged 
seventy·five or over than under seventy· 
five are visited at least once a·month by 

'representatives of one or more of these 
organisations. Likewise, those who are 
unable to move around a great deal 
receive more attention than the active 
elderly. Nevertheless, all the statutory 
and volun tary services combined are 
clearly unable to provide anything reo 
sembling the daily or very frequent con· 
tact which families, neighbours and 
friends of the elderly can often maintain.' 
The old and alone who were interviewed 
are less posi tive in their response to 
questions about local and government 
action on behalf of the elderly than they 
are to most other questions in the survey. 
Evidence suggests that the personal un· 
happiness or reservations about life in its 
entirety expressed by some old people 
may spring, at least in part, from feelings 
of neglect by others in their community 
or by society in general. 
An important objective of the survey was 
to discover how the cross·section of elderly 
Irish people who form the subject of this 
report feel about living on their own. 
Within a framework of identifying at· 
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titudes to living alone, it was hoped to 
assess the extent to which the old and 
alone suffer from loneliness. 
It will be recalled that 10% of the old 
people interviewed in Northern Ireland 
and 7% in the Republic give personal 
choice as their predominant reason for 
living alone, The majority have not plan· 
ned to live that way. How do they react 
when the necessity is thrust upon them? 
Loneliness is one possible attitude or re
action to living alone. It has been defmed 
as an unwelcome and unpleasant feeling 
caused by lack of companionship. Com
panionship consists of company that is, 
at least for the most part, congenial and 
available. In its most acute form lone
liness can be a very deep feeling of sheer 
misery and abandonment, and can be 
experienced even in company or in a 
crowd. 
There are, however, other possible 
attitudes to living alone. It carmot be as
sumed that, because people live that way, 
they are inevitably lonely. Some people, 
for example, enjoy the independence of 
soli tary living. 

10.2 Method of delmniDin& aititudes 
Care was taken in pilot surveys to ask old 
people what they thought Br felt about 
living on their own without any poSsible 
answers being suggested to them. Eight 
Conferences of the Society of St. Vincent 
de Paul in different parts of Ireland selec· 
ted members to carry out one of these, 
pilot surveys. The replies in the pilot 
surveys were recorded and divided into 
categories to form the basis for subse
quent interviewing. 
Interviewers in the fmal survey were 
carefully briefed in order to minimise 
the danger of responden ts ' being 
prompted to make a particular kind of 
reply. The words denoting positive and 
negative attitudes which recurred most 
regularly in preliminary investigations 
were used alternately in eight questions 



designed lu fiJcilitate an accurate assess
ment of how elderly Irish people reel 
aboul living iJlonc. The positive words 
comprised or stcmmed from the foUow
ing expressions of feeling -'contentment, 
freedom, peace and enjoyment. On the 
negative sid.e were depression, hate, 
fear and loneliness. 

10.3 Positive and negative attitudes 
Contentment and enjoyment 
Although response is not substantially 
different between North and South, in 
replies to most questions there is a slight 
overall trend towards a more positive 
evaluation of living alone in Northern Ire· 
land. In the Republic 73% and in 
Northern Ireland 78% of the old people 
say they are almost always content to 
live alone. At the opposite extreme 10% 
and 8%, respectively, almost never fmd 
contentment in living on their own. The 
remainder take up intermediate positions. 

"It· is clear thai, as" most of ~s would 
probably do, the old people make a dis· 
tinction between the states of content· 
ment and enjoyment. The latter is a more 
active state of mind. Only 61% in the 
Republic and 65% in Northern Ireland go 
so far as to say they almost always 

enjoy solitary living. Table 10.1 also 
reveals a somewh<.it larger response at 
the negative end of the scale, where 
28% of the Southern and 22% of the 
Northern respondents reject the sug· 
gestion that they might fmd living alone 
enjoyable, even occasionally. This is in 
contrast to 18% in the Republic and 14% 
in Northern Ireland who say that they 
never or rarely experience contentment 
in living on their own. 

Three·fifths (62%) of the old people 
actually enjoy, as a general rule, their 
solitary life style, while 76% in Northern 
Ireland and 69% in the Republic fmd it 
at least frequently enjoyable. Of all the 
respondents 27% rarely or hardly ever 
fmd it enjoyable. The fact that more old 
people (74%) have expressed habitual 
contentment than express a similar 
measure of enjoyment (62%) indicates 
that a sizeable minority may contrive to 
make the best of a situation they don't 
particularly enjoy. 

Freedom and peace 
Some people who don't altogether enjoy 
living alone may, nevertheless, see certain 

Table 10.1 ENJOYMENT IN LIVING ALONE 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

Almost always 65 61 62 

Frequently II 8 9 

OccaSionally 9 14 13 

Almost never J3 14 14 

Don't know/No answer 2 2 2 
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advantages in il. In the Republic 68% 
and in Northern Ireland 73% say they like, 
as a general rule, the freedom of living 
alone, and almost equal proportions fmd 
the peace and quietness consistently 
appealing. But a tenth of the respondents 
see no value in such freedom or in the 
peace and quietness of their way of life. 
In some cases, no doubt, their particular 
circumstances do no(" in fact offer them 
these advantages and in other cases free
dom and quiet may not be seen as 
~~pecially high values. 

Hatred of living alone 
The most extreme expression in the nega
tive category of terms used' is hatred of 
living alone. Curiously, it is only in this 
regard that as many as a tenth ofthe 
respondents are prepared to express 
disenchantment really strongly, saying 
that almost invariably .they hate the 
necessity of living on their own. The only 
other negative feeling so strongly ex
pressed by almost as many is loneliness. 
Of the total sample 7% say they are 
nearly always lonely. 

Fear 
In the Republic 70% and in Northern 
Ireland 77% of the old people reject any 
suggestion that they ntight hate the state 

of solitary living. But even higher propor· 
tions, 74% in the Republic and 82% in 
Northern Ireland. claim that they are 
hardly ever frightened when they are on 
their own. Perhaps surprisingly, very 
small percentages admit to feelings of 
persistent fear when alone. Persistent or 
frequent fear, however, is experienced by 
8% in the Republic and 5% in Northern 
Ireland. Old people who live in urban 
areas, both in the Republic imd in the 
North, are proportionately a little mare 
likely than rural dwellers to experience 
fear when alone, but there is no very 
significant association between fear and 
location of dwelling. 

Depression 
Depression is another matter. Only three· 
fifths of the full sample (60% in the 
Republic and 64% in the North) say 
they practicaDy never get depressed. 
Clearly, much greater numbers of the 
elderly people are prone to depression 
than to fear. Yet, they are once more 
reluctant to exaggerate the strength of 
its incursions, for quite a small per
centage (5%) claim to suffer from 
persistent depression. 

Loneliness 
Response to 'the question directly related 
to loneliness is shown in Table 10.2. 

Table 10.2 LONELINESS IN LIVING ALONE 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

Almost never 63 57 58 

Occasionally 21 26 25 

Frequently 5 7 7 

Almost always 9 7 7 

Don't know/No answer 2 2 2 
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J\nlllllg llll! uld people living· alone in the 
HcpuhliL: two-fifths suffer at least occa
sionally from loneliness. So do over a 
IhinJ in Northern Ireland_ These propor
tions arc practically identical with similar 
proportiuns who at least occasionally 
experience depression, and the association 
found between loneliness and depression 
is so strong that they are much more than 
likely to be the same people. 
Loneliness may be felt more keenly, 
it would appear. Not all of the loneliest 
old people seem to perceive persistent 
loneliness as necessarily leading to 
chronic depression or as identical with it. 
Where 14% are afflicted by frequent or 
persistent loneliness, 10% are subject to 
frequent or persistent depression. 
A greater proportion of the old and alone 
interviewed are affected by loneliness 
than by fear. Analysis reveals, however, 
that fear. and loneliness often go hand in 
hand. 
Most .striking of all, perhaps, may be the 
.fmding that almost three·fifths of the' 
old people living on their own say they 
are hardly ever lonely when alone. It 
would be a great mistake, then, to assume 
that an old person living alone must 
suffer inevitably from loneliness or 
depression. 

SummJUY of positive and nelllltive 
attitudes 
That much established, let us examine aU 
the replies concerning feelings abou t 
living alone in order to assess how 
positively ur negatively this way of life 
is seen as a whole by those who are in 
the situation. The overall picture of 
response emerges as follows (Table 10.3): 

Nearly two· thirds (63%) of the old people 
are less than completely positive in their 
attitude to living alone. It is equally irn· 
portan t to note that weU over a third 
(36%) see no problem at aU in living by 
themselves. More than a third, further· 
more, have very positive attitudes. 
although entertaining minor reservations 
about their solitary life style. While the 
Norihern responden Is tend to be more 
positive, they are not so noticeably 
under-represented on the negative side 
of the scale. 
None of the respondents are totaUy_ 
negative in -their attitudes, but' 7% in the 
Republic and 8% in Northern Ireland 
may be described as generally disillu· 
sioned, seeing only one or· tWo minor 
advantages in living alone. When we add 
to these percentages those who may be 
regarded as generally unenthusiastic, we 

Table 10.3 AITITUDES TO LIVING ALONE 

N. Ireland Republic Total 
% % % 

Com pIe lely' positive 37 36 36 

Very positive 41 33 35 

Positive 8 15 13 

Negative 6 9 8 

Very negative 8 7 7 

Completely negative - - -
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fmd that 16% in the Republic and 14% in 
Northern Ireland are negative in their 
overall altitude to living by themselves. 

10.4 Attitudes to living alone: Back
ground factors 
Probable reasons 
In analysing the reasons why some old 
people seem more or less sa tisfied with 
life lived on their own, we will take the 
Republic and Northern Ireland separately. 

Republic of lrewlld 
The features most strongly associated 
with a completely positive attitude to 
living alone in the Republic are satisfac· 
lion and the background reasons which 
have resulted in a solitary life style. 
Consequently, it may be surmised that 
the kind of old people most likely to have 
a highly posi tive approach to living on 
their own are those who are most satis
fied with life in general and with ~e 
houses in which they reside by themselves 
because of the death of a spouse, brother 
or siSler or the departure of their children. 
Conversely, the elderly folk most likely 
to entertain a less than positive, or 
negative, attitude to life lived alone are 
those who tend to be most dissatisfied 
with their lives in general and with the· 
homes where they are living alone as the 
result of the death of their parents or 
companions other than immedia te 
relatives or as the result of a personal 
choice. 

Typical case 
Suppose an elderly man in the Republic 
whose overall attitude to living alone 
tends to be negative was asked why he 
felt unhappy about ·his situation. The 
reply would be something rather like the 
following. 
"I can't get used to living on my own 
because nothing in life has ever gone 
quite right for me since my parents died 
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- even though that's a long time ago 
now. It wouldn't be so hard if I'd a better 
place to live in, but this house is going 
from bad to worse and I don't seem to be 
able to manage any more." 

Northern Irewnd 
In Northern Ireland two of the same 
factors emerge once more. The most 
strongly associated features here are 
general life satisfaction, the age at which 
respondents completed their fulltime 
education, housing satisfaction and 
marital status. The kind of elderly folk 
expressing the most positive attitudes to 
living by themselves tend to be unmarried 
people who are satisfied with their lives 
as a whole, are happy about their hous
ing, and continued their fulltinie edu· 
cation beyond iIleir fourteenth birth· 
day. At the opposite extreme, those who 
entertain a lesS than positive, or negative, 
attitude to living alone are most likely to 
be found among widowed people, un· 
happy with their dwellings and less 
than satisfied with their lives in general, 
whose fuUtime education ceased before 
they were fourteen years of age. 

Typical case 
What, then, would a Northern Ireland 
woman who tends to have negative feel· 
ings about living alone be likely to reply 
if asked to explain this sense of dis
satisfaction? The reply might sound 
rather like this. 
"It's lonely living here since my husband 
died. We always had life hard but at least 
we had one another after the children 
went away. Being alone in an old house 
like this that's nearly ready to fall can be 
very demoralising, and a lot of the time 
I don't know what to be doing with my
self because I never got much school
ing and never seemed to fmd time when 
I was younger to educate myself or pick 
up a hobby." 



"The respondent is very. pleasant and very happy. She goes to Mass every morning and 
spends a lot of her time standing at the front door, talking to people and watc/ling the 
Imffic. She is never lonely. " 

"She lives in a country area. The gardens are very well kept and she does all/his herself. 
She seems to suffer from loneliness in wintertime." . 

"This ·.vaman is intelligent, listens to discussions on radio and is very selective in viewing 
television. She misses her daughter veiy much indeed and the interview waS difficult 
because of the grief which every question seemed to cause. Loneliness is a very great 
problem with her, also the apparent neg/ectof her by her children. She asked me to find 
her a sub·tenant to ease her loneliness. " 

"He gives the impression of being an emotioiuiJperson who still, some years 
/ater, deeply misses his Wife. He feels a s/Tong attachment to his children and appears 
to be a very private person in so far as his lack of contact with his neighbours seems to 
him to be an achievement .. 
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CHAPTER 11 

LONELINESS 

11.1 Introduction 
Three·quarters of the old and alone in the 
survey have found a high degree of con· 
tentment in living alone, although this 
does not necessarily mean they enjoy it. 
A tenth fmd it impossible to achieve even 
a minimal level of contentment. More 
than three·fifths are able to enjoy life to 
the full in spite of, or because of, their 
solitary life style. But over a quarter are, 
as a general rule or for a great part of 
the time, basically unable to enjoy living 
on their own. Over a tenth say they hate 
living alone nearly aU the time or for a 
substantial part of it. More than a fifth 
suffer at least occasionally from fear 
when alone. 
Loneliness afflicts two·fifths of the 
elderly people at varying levels -
occasionally (25%), frequently (7%) and 
persistently (7%). Almost as many (38%) 
suffer at least occasionally from depres· 
sian and a ten th are constantly prey to 
it. When all the feelings that have been 
expressed are considered together, it·is 
estimated that over a third of the reo 
spondents have a completely positive 
overaU attitude, while 15% have a 
negative or very negative overall attitude 
to life lived alone. Such features as 
bereavement, dissatisfaction with housing, 
unhappiness with life in its entirety and 
early termination of formal education in 
childhood all contribute strongly to the 
shaping of negative attitudes to life lived 
alone. 
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The initial question about loneliness was 
asked within a framework of inquiIy 
about attitudes to living alone. Con· 
sequen tly, the response is likely to be 
more reliable than if the old people were 
asked about loneliness independently of 
any other possible attitudes. As we have 
seen, a fairly small minority complain 
of persistent feelings of loneliness, but. 
two-fifths say they suffer from loneliness 
at least occasionally. 

Reasons for not feeling lonely 
Three predominant reasons are advanced 
by the majority of respondents who 
practically never experience loneliness 
to explain why this is so. In the Republic 
23% and in Northern Ireland 29% say 
they are not the kind of people who 
would ever permit themselves to feel· 
lonely, while 24% in the Republic and 
21 % in Northern Ireland say the question 
of loneliness does not arise because they 
have adequate social contact. Quite a 
high percentage in Northern Ireland. 
21 % as compared with 9% in the Rep
ublic, explain simply that they are accus
tomed to living alone. In both parts of 
the country 6% say they are never lonely 
because they feel no need for company. 
Fairly large percentages, 32% in the Rep
ublic and 19% in Northern Ireland, 
offer no explanation, possibly because 
people who don't. have a problem fmd 
it difficult to explain why they are not 
burdened with it. 

11.2 Reasons for lonetiness 
Major reasons 
It is more important to understand why 
some old people living alone suffer .from 
loneliness. Two major reasons predol)lin· 
ate - lack of company and.the effects of 
bereavement. 

Occasional loneliness 
Among those who occasionally experi· 



ence loneliness 25% in the Republic and 
11)% in Northern Ireland give lack of 
company as the main reason. while 
bereavement is primarily responsible in 
the case of 17% in the Republic and 26% 
in Northern Ireland. Nervousness, fear or 
depression are given special mention by 
11% in the Republic and 16% in North· 
em Ireland. The in trusion of memories 
of days gone by is given as the predomin· 
ant reason by II % in the Republic and 
5% in Northern Ireland. Very smali per· 
centages either cannot think of anyone 
major reason for -:tbeir occasional feel
ings of loneliness or .offer reasons such as 
the realisation that they are getting older 
or the advent of special occasions like 
Christmas and anniversaries. 
When we come to analyse the principal 
reasons for loneliness among the old and 
alone who experience it frequently or 
persisteritly, we are dealing With smal· 
ler percentages. It is best to focus 
attention on the reasons offered by. fairly 
substantial proportions of respondents in 
these categories. 

Frequen t loneliness 
A quarter of those who are frequen tly 
lonely give lack of company as the prin· 
cipal reason. Over a third of those who 
suffer from persistent loneliness also 
blame lack of company. Bereavement is 
seen as primarily responsible by a third 
of the old people in the Republic who are 
frequently lonely and by a third of those 
in both parts of Ireland who suffer from 
chronic loneliness. Smalier proportions 
of respondents who ai'-frequently or in. 
variably afflicted by loneliness principaliy 
attribute this to anyone of a fairly wide 
variety of other reasons, notably nervous· 
ness, depression. fear, lack of occupation, 
retirement from work, brooding over old 
memories, and the onset of old age. 

Critical Ufe events 
It is very clear, then, that lack of com· 
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pany and bereavement may be singled out 
as the two principal harbingers of lone· 
Iiness. These factors may sometimes be 
related, since loss of intimate companion· 
ship can be one of the harshest effects of 
bereavement. As a further probe into the 
causes of loneliness, ali those respondents 
who experienced it, whether occasionaliy, 
frequently or almost always, were asked 
if there was any particular time in their 
lives when they began to feel lonely more 
often than previously. The table of 
response is presented here. Most of the 
answers refer to a time of loss, either 
loss of personal relationships or material 
loss (Table Il.l). 
At least two types of response, concern· 
ing moving house and retirement, could 
arguably be included in either category, 
but it is assumed that the decisive factor 
would have been the loss of friends or 



neighbours in moving house and the loss 
of a job or goal in retiremenl. Some re
spondents, it should be noted, give more 
than one answer. 

numbers of responden ts. Physical loss, 
mainly represented by the onset of old 
age and loss of mobility, makes ailote· 
worthy but less dramatic contribution 

Table 11.1 INCREASE IN FREQUENCY OF LONELINESS 

Time in life 

I. TIme or mainly personal loss 
(of family/friends) 

After family bereavement 

After family left home 

After friends died 

After friends moved away 

After moving house 

2. Time of mainly malerialloss 
(of energy/ occupa tion) 

With increasing age 

Since unable to gel oul much 

Since retirement 

Other limes 

No particular time 

Always relt lonely 

Don't know/No answer 

BerelJllement 
Three-fifths of the old people who experi
ence loneliness associate the onset of in
creasing loneliness with times of family 
bereavemenl. The loss of a .member of 
one's family, usually through death and 
sometimes by reason of deparlure from 
the home, is easily the most significant 
factor in determining the time of life 
when an elderly person begins to suffer 
more acutely from feelings of loneliness. 
The loss of friends, through death or 
separation, is mentioned by smaUer 

103 

N. Ireland Republic Towl 
% % % 

61 61 61 

14 19 18 

4 6 6 

3 3 3 

3 5 5 

II 19 17 

3 13 II 

3 2 2 

7 I 2 

3 5 5 

3 I I 

18 8 10 

than loss of personal relationships .. an 
explanation of the increasing loneliness 
felt by some elderly people. Respondents 
in the Republic seem more vulnerable 
to loss of youthful vigour and energy, but 
those who feel keenly their inability to 
gel around may miss most of aU the 
company they used to meel when they 
went out. 

Timearday 
Over two-fifths of the elderly people 
living alone who are affected by loneliness 



can think of no particular time of the day 
or night when feelings of loneliness are 
most likely to occur. But two-fifths 
(42%) in Northern Ireland and a third 
(33%) in the Republic fmd that they are 
most susceptible to loneliness during the 
night·time before they go to bed. In the 
Republic 13% and in Northern Ireland 5% 
are more likely to be affected during the 
night or early morning while they are in 
bed. For 9% in the Republic and 5% 
in Northern Ireland the afternoon 0' 
evening is the time of day when they are 
most prone to loneliness, while the 
morning is the critical part of the day for 
4% in the Republic and 3% in Northern 
Ireland. 

Onset of loneliness 
Generally speaking, the elderly people 
who experience loneliness are unable to 
explain much about the immediate 
occasion of feelings of loneliness. A fifth 
associate its onset with lack of social 
contact in the period' of time preceeding 
it. A fifth also favour some form of social 
contact as a means of combating lone· 
Iiness, though the range of response 
indicates that seeking someone to talk 
with is not necessarily the remedy most 
likely to be adopted to avert the threat 
of loneliness. The impossibility of making 
any further classification of response to 
follow·up questions suggests that lone· 
Iiness is not an easy thing for most elderly 
people who suffer from it to analyse 
deeply. 

11.3 Factors associated with loneliness 
Further anDlysis 
We have seen how, in the minds of the 
old people themselves, loneliness is most 
commonly associated with bereavement, 
loss, and lack of companionship or com· 
pany. In order to discover more about the 
kind of elderly people most likely to be 
subject to attacks of loneliness, we will 

examlne the strength of association be
tween other rea tures in the survey and 
the response of those who say they suffe, 
at least occasionally from feelings of lone· 
Iiness. As will be seen, this approach co,· 
roborates the fmding that bereavement 
plays a very large part in producing 
feelings of loneliness among the ageing 
who live alone. 

Republic of Irelmui 
In the Republic of Ireland 40% of the 
elderly people interviewed sometimes 
experience loneliness. The features most 
strongly associated with response to the 
question concerning loneliness are life 
satisfaction, personal physical mobility, 
and reasons for living alone. 
In the Republic of Ireland, then, the 
elderly people most likely to suffer from 
loneliness are those who tend to be less 
than completely satisfied with life in its 
entirety, fmd it very difficult or impos· 
sible to walk a mile unaided, and are 
living on their own because of the de. th, 
or more occasionally movement, of hus
band, wife, brothers or sisters. Lone· 
liness decreases, however, among those 
who are very sa tisfied wi th their lives in 
general, fmd it fairly easy to get around 
on their own, and are living alone for 
reasons other than those just specified. 

Typical cases 
Let us imagine that two typical respon· 
den Is at opposite ends of the scale have 
been induced to talk on the subject of 
loneliness. The fust is a woman who says 
she never experiences loneliness. 
"Why should I let myself. feel lonely? I've 
had a good life and I still can't fmd time 
for all the things I like doing. I'm living 
alone ever since my sister and brother 
got married. Either of them would be 
glad to have me stay with them, but it's 
nicer to be independent and enjoy being 
able to get out to visit them." 
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The second is a man who admi 15 to 
suffering from frequent bouts of lone
liness. 
"It's mostly when the evening sets in I 
begin to get lonely. My whole life chang
ed after my sisters died and I've never 
been able to get used to living on my oWll 
Especially since I developed this arthritis 
complain t I can't get out much and 
there's very little I can look forward to 
each day." 

Northem IreloOO 
In Northern Ireland 35% of the elderly 
people interviewed say they are at least 
sometimes lonely. The feature most 
strongly associated with the response to 
the question about loneliness, showing 
an inOuence far above any other but, it 
should be noted, very likely' to be inOu
enced by other features, is general life 
satisfaction. Other features most closely 
associated with degrees of loneliness are 
feelings about what the authorities are 
doing on behalf of the elderly, subjective 
estimates concerning personal standards 
of living, reasons for living alone and 
marital status. 
In Northern Ireland the old people most 
prone to loneliness are identified as 
widowed people_who are living alone 
because of the death of husband or wife, 
tend to be unhappy about what the 
authorities are doing on their behalf, 
have reserva tions in varying degrees 
abou t their personal standard of living 
and are less than completely satisfied 
with life in general. Conversely, those 
most likely to be free from loneliness 
are elderly people who have never mar
ried, are living alone for other reasons 
than the death of a spouse, are pleased 
with government policy and with their 
personal standard of living, and exper
ience a very high level of satisfaction 
with life in its entirety. 

Typical cases 
Let us surmise what two typical respon
dents at opposite ends of the scale might 
have to sayan the subject of loneliness. 
The fust is a man who says he has hardly 
ever known what it's like to be lonely. 
"I've always been a happy sort of person, 
nover the kind to be cast down for very 
long. I've been used to living on my own 
since my parents died. I've a good pen
sion now that I've retired, there's a lot 
going for elderly people these days and 
I must say I'm very pleased with every
thing the government here has done for 
retired people like myself." 
The second is a woman who is prey to 
constant loneliness. 
"I don't think I could ever get used to 
being on my own after a lifetime spent 
with my husband. I never really knew 
what loneliness was till he died and 
nothing has been the sarne ever since. 
It's hard to manage on the widow's 
pension, too. Not that the powers that 
be are going to was te time worrying 
about someone like me, a poor old 
widow's vote doesn't count much to 
them." 

llA Loneliness and daily contact 
Since lack of company has been present
ed by some of the old and alone as one 
of the principal causes of their loneliness, 
it may be helpful to examine the relation
ship between loneliness and the daily 
social contact score of the old people 
'who live alone. Table 11.2 can tell 
us nothing about the quality and duration 
of interpersonal communication available 
to the respondents, but it confums that 
there is an association between feelings 
ononeliness and lack of regular company. 
Table 11.2 examines the relationship be
tween feelings of loneliness and daily 
social contact. 

105 



Table 11.2 LONELINESS AND DAILY CONTACT 

Minimum Daily Contact Almost Never 
% 

None 35 

One 29 

Two 2S 

Three or more II 

Although the incidence of loneliness 
invariably diminishes with increasing 
social contact, we should note that of 
those who suffer from persistent loneli
ness II % have daily contact with at least 
three, four or five people. We must not, 
therefore, identify loneliness with soCial 
isolation, although isolation may some· 
times be responsible for it. 
Of the _old people .. who never or only 
occasionally feel lonely about a third 
cannot depend on meeting some other 
person every day but are not seriously 
affected by this lack, it would appear. 
Over half of those who experience fre· 
quent or persistent loneliness, on the 
other hand, cannot look forward to 
daily communication with another 
human being. A similar pa Item is observ· 
able both in Northern Ireland and in the 
Republic. The only notable difference is 
that in Northern Ireland a higher percen· 
tage (44%) than in the Republic (32%) of 
those who never suffer loneliness have 
no guarantee of meeting someone every 
day. It would appear that a somewhat 
larger proportion of old people in the 
North may remain undisturbed by lack 
of daily human contact. 

11.5 Elderly bachelor.; in remote 
farmhouses 
Housing disadvantages 
Elderly bachelor.; living alone in old 

Frequency of Loneliness 

Occasionally Frequently Almost Always 
% % % 

34 53 55 

33 27 26 

2S 15 7 

8 5 II 

fannhauses in the open countryside are 
shown in the survey to be a group subject 
to various disadvantages in their housing. 
They figure prominen tJy among the old 
and alone who lack modern water amen· 
ities and who have no electricity supply. 
They form a majority of those who have 
difficulties in using their· cooking facil
ities. Although they are mostly content 
with their heating arrangements, ·many 
depend on turf as their sale source of fuel 
and, having no electric heating, appear 
vulnerable in regard to warmth should no 
turf be available. 
Since these rural bachelor.; appear as a 
clearly identifiable group, we may won
der whether they tend to become socially 
isolated or suffer from lonliness as a 
result of the foregoing limitations on 
their .life style. As we have seen, among 
widowed elderly people living alone, 
those who reside in countryside houses, 
especially in the Republic, turn out to be 
a group who are particularly vulnerable 
to social isolation. What of the single 
elderly people living on their own in 
these loea tions? Since men predominate 
among these, it was decided to fmd out 
something about the social contact and 
attitudes to living alone of the elderly 
bachelors whose housing conditions are 
so inadequate by modern slandards. 
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Visiting Patterns 
Because they have no children, one 
potential source of regular visiting is 
closed to this group. Investigation reveals, 
however, that the elderly bachelors living 
alone in isolated rural farmhouses do not 
appear to be any more socially isolated, 
at least as far as visiting is concerned, 
than the old and alone in general. A 
tenth, as many as in the overall sample, 
receive daily visits from sisters, brothers 
or other relatives, and the visiting pattern 
of the remainder in this regard is similar 
to tha t in the total sample. While 17% 
never receive any visits from relatives, 
the fact remains that a fifth of aU the 
respondents are never visited by relatives 
other than offspring. 
Visits received 
More than a third of aU the respondents 
receive daily visits from friends or 

neighbours. Almost as many (31%) of the 
bachelors in remote rural farmhouses are 
visited daily by friends or neighbours. 
The remainder fare a liWe better in 
receiving frequent visits than the old 
and alone in general. Moreover, where 
a fifth of all the respondents receive no 
visits of this kind, a smaller proportion 
(12%) of the countryside bachelors are 
never visited by friends or neighbours. 

Visits made 
More of the rural bachelors (28%) than of 
the old and alone in general (20%) pay 
daily visits to friends or neighbours. 
Those who don't make daily visits are less 
likely to make visits as frequently as the 
respondents in general, but a slightly 
smaller percentage (18% against 22%) 
never go out to visit friends or neighbours 
at all. 
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Visits from social services workers 
Nei ther is this group as likely to be 
forgotten, relatively speaking, by the 
statutory and voluntary social services 
as might have been suspected. More are 
visited regularly by clergy (40%) and 
social workers (6%) than of the old and 
alone as a whole. Almost as many are 
visited regularly by nursos (I7%) and 
home helps (6%). Rent collectors reach 
5%, meals on wheels 3%, and the St. 
Vincen t de Paul Socie ty 2%. 

A ttitudes to living alone 
In many respects, other than exchange 
of visits, opportunities for social contact 
migh t still seem likely to be rare enough 
for the single elderly men in the 

countryside. It would hardly be surprising 
if we found that in their attitudes to 
living alone they were less enthusiastic 
than the majority. Here, however, the 
evidence is quite otherwise. A slightly 
higher percentage (7S%) of the bachelors 
in remote rural loea tions 'than of the 
total sample (74%) say they are almost 
always content to live on their own and 
a slightly smaller percentage (7% as 
against 9%) can fmd no contentment 
at all in living alone. More surprisingly, 
nine per cent more of them (71%) than 
of the respondents in general habitually 
enjoy their solitary life style. They are 
far less subject to depression a t any 
level than the old people in general 
and are even less disposed to be fearful 
when alone. More of them appreciate the 
freedom and peace of their way of life 
and somewhat smaUer percentages than 
in the full sample fmd there is no free· 
dom or peace in living alone. 
A tenth of the rural bachelors, however, 
just as many as in the total sample, 
state without reservation that they hate 
living alone. In spite of this, as a group 
they are far less likely to suffer from 
loneliness than the old and alone in 
general. As many as 77%, compared with 
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5S% of all the respondents, say they are 
practically never lonely. Although 7% 
suffer from persistent or frequent lone· 
liness, twice as many of the old and alone 
in general suffer in this way. 

Geographical versus social isolation 
While they have many housing problems, 
~nd the existence of the minority who 
hate living alone and suffer from loneliness 
must not be forgotten, elderly bachelors 
alone in remote rural farmhlluses, which 
can be euphemistically described as 
detached dwellings, are not an exception
ally socially isolated or lonely group of 
people. We may even conclude that the 
influence of their presence in the 
sample is to diminish the incidence of 
loneliness among the ageing which might 
otherwise have emerged. 
The smaller proportion of widowed 
people living alone in the countryside 
run a greater risk of social isolation and, 
perhaps, loneliness. 

11.6 Loneliness among the old and 
alone: Summary 
If one basic reason for loneliness among 
the old and alone who were interviewed 
can be identified, it is quite simply lack 
of company. Loneliness is by defmition 
an unwelcome or painful feeling caused 
by lack of companionship. Frequently 
among the old people interviewed, the 
latter takes the form of loss of intimate 
companionship as the result of bereave· 
ment. Apart from bereavement, the 
factors discovered to contribute most 
strongly to frequent or persistent lone· 
liness as a reaction to living aJone are a 
decrease in physi<:;ll mobility, a feeling 
of being neglected by society, dissatis
faction with one's standard of living and 
a sense of unhappiness about life in 
general. . 
More than half of the old people ,who 
suffer from frequent or persistent lone-



liness have no guarantee that they will 
mee t some other person every day, 
while over a quarter are unlikely to have 
more than one daily social contact. 
Although bachelors living in old farm
houses in the more isolated rural 
·Iocations emerge in the survey as a 
group very likely to have exceptionally 
poor housing facilities, the majority 
exchange social visits as frequentlr as 
the old and alone in general and display 
more positive attitudes to living alone. 
Possible explanations may be that, 
having alway, b~en single, they have 
grown accustomed to being alone; they 
are more likely than the widowed to 
have lived a greater part of their lives 
in the same ramiliar homes and surround· 
ings; and they reside in areas where 
distance is an obstacle to communication 
that has to be overcome by almost 
everyone in their vicinity. A tenth, none· 
theless, say they ha te living on their own 
and a somewha I smaller proportion, 
though only half of the proportion found 
in the total sample, suffer from frequent 
or persistent loneliness. 
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"The respondent stressed the importance of a telephone as a life line between her and her 
children and hopes the Government will get round to subsidising telephones for old 
people living alone ". . . 

"The respondent would prefer a full length to a hip-bath. " 

"This woman has an outside toilet which is not working. The Corporation came and took 
some part and never came back and that was months ago. Still, she doesn't want to Il?lJTJe 
because she says she knows some people living in specially built houses and they are very 
lonely. " 

"His sister told me he needed blankets and I hope our Conference will oblige, although 
he is not in our parish. " 

"This lady sliffers [rom tirthritis which i-estficts her travelling"bui does not allow her io 
sit in one place for very long. Perhaps that is why I received two cups of tl!ll, a leg of 
chicken and a glass of whiskey at different stages of our interview- but I think, in fact, 
she is the soul of kindness and I pray that God will grant hera good many moreyears 
because the world will be the poorer for her passing . .. 
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CHAPTER 12 

SUMMARIES OF 
PRINCIPAL 
FINDINGS 

12.1 Introduction 
About 80,000 elderly people of pension·. 
able age live alone in Ireland. They con
,titute a sixth of the total population of 
elderly Irish people of pensionable age. 
While it may be possible to debate how 
precisely some of the distributions in the 
sample refiect true distributions in the 
population of old people living alone, the 
percentages and proportions cited in this 
report present a valid picture of housing 
conditions and social contacts amon~ 
the old and alone in general. 
When it is stated that 25% of all those 
interviewed are without standard water 
amenities of any kind in their accom
modation, this means that 20,000 old 
people, maybe a little more or a little less, 
are living alone in conditions which suc
ceeding generations of Irish people would 
regard as primitive and deprived. When it 
is reported that 53% believe they would 
experience at least a little difficulty in 
walking distances without assistance, this 
means that there are over 40,000 elderly 
people living alone in Ireland who are no 
longer completely physically active. Even 
when it is discovered that 4% of the 
respondents feel frightened practically all 
the time when on their own, this implies 
quite a large number. at least 3,000 old 
people, living alone in constant fear, to 
say nothing of greater numbers who 
experience fear frequently or occasion
ally. 

I t I 

Differences in the background charac· 
teristics and housing conditions of the 
respondents in the Republic of Ireland 
and Northern Ireland are more striking 
than those in the section of the survey 
dealing with social contact. Separate 
summaries of the principal fmdings in the 
background characteristics and housing 
sections (Chapters 2-6) are presented 
here. These will be followed by a 
summary of the principal fmdings in the 
social contact section (Chapters 7 - II) 
pertaining both to the Republic and 
Northern Ireland. 
A little over half of the old people living 
alone in Ireland are in the Republic. In 
making rough estimates from the survey 
fmdings of how many people are in a 
particular situation in the North or South, 
the total population of old and alone in 
either part of the country may be taken 
to be about 40,000. 

12.2 Housing 
Republic of Ireland 
Background CluJracteristics 
In the Republic 40% of the old people 
of pensionable age who were interviewed 
have been living alone for more than ten 
years. Approximately three·fifths are 
widowed and two·fifths never married. 
Over a quarter (27%) of the widowed 
have no children living, so that 56% of 
the sample in the Republic are childless. 
Over two-thirds (68%) of the widowed 
people with children, however, have 
families of three children or more. 

Two-fifths (40%) of the old and alone 
interviewed in the Republic, therefore 
probably more than 16,000 in the total 
population, are over seventy-five years of 
age. A third (33%) of the respondents live 
in the open countryside, although 
practicaUy half (49%) were reared there. 
Little more than half (53%) reside in 
cities or towns, 17% being in urban 
centres and 36% in the suburbs. The re-



mainder (14%) reside in villages. 

Housing and Amenities 
Over half (53%) of the Southern respond
ends live in pre-I920 houses and only a 
fifth in houses built later than 1944. 
Almost a third (31%) live in detached 
houses, uSHally old farmhouse-type 
accommodation in rural areas. A high 
proportion (71%) have lived in their 
present neighbourhoods for at least the 
greater part of their adult lives, and this 
includes 38% who have lived in these 
neighbourhoods since childhood. Over 
half (55%) own their houses and 18% 
rent them from local or public housing 
authorities. 
A fifth (20%) of the respondents in the 
Republic live in accommodation can· 
taining two rooms or less. This includes 
4% who live in single rOoms. Half (50%) 
have accommodation containing either 
three or four rooms. Only 30% of the 
old people interviewed have exclusive use 
of all five standard water amenities about 
which information was ,ought . in the 
survey (fable 3.1). The best index to 
possession or lack of these facilities is 
the age of an old person's home and, 
generally speaking, the older the respond· 
ents are the more likely they are to be 
without any particular water amenity. 
The homes which lack some or aU of 
these amenities are most likely to .be 
those which contain no more than three 
rooms. Four·fIfths (81%) of these smaller 
dwellings do not possess all five standard 
water amenities. This should not lead us 
to ignore the fact that three-fifths (61 %) 
of the dwellings with four rooms or more 
do not have all five amenities. 
A tenth (9%) of the respondents, among 
whom men in older houses in .outlying 
rural areas predominate, have no electric· 
ity supply. This group of men are also the 
group most likely to depend on turf as 
their only Source of fuel. Of all the old 
people interviewed in the Republic 22% 
depend on a single type of fuel for winter 

heating. Almost a tenth (8%) have no 
facilities foi burning solid fuel. The most 
popular types of fuel used are coal (64%) 
and turf (63%), followed by electricity 
(46%) and wood (25%). A little over a 
ten th (I2%) use bottled gas, not as a rule 
exclusively. 
The old people who live in cities or towns 
in the Republic are much more likely 
than others to use electric heating. 
Almost all (97%) of the old people inter· 
viewed in the Republic who possess an 
electricity supply make use of the free 
electricity scheme. Two·fifths of those 
who have facilities for burning solid fuel 
make use of the solid fuel scheme. 
Coal is most likely to be used in coUP ties 
where large cities or towns, such as 
Dublin, Cork, Waterford, Kilkenny or 
Drogheda and Dundalk, are situated. 
Turf is most popular outside the cities 
and towns and among. people from 
farming backgrounds. Respondents over 
eighty years of age are not as likely as 
the younger age groups to use turf. 

Interviewers in the Republic believe that 
the in teriors of almost half of the homes 
they visited are in less than good repair 
and are less than. comfortably furnished. 
They report that a third of the homes 
ha~e no private space surrounding them. 
They note a high standard of cleanlinesS 
in about half of the dwellings. Half of the 
buildings appear to be less than reason· 
ably good in quality and a third to be in 
unattractively landscaped neighbour
hoods. 

Feelings about housing and amenities 
Almost two-thirds (65%) of the old 
people interviewed in the Republic are 
very satisfied with the number of rooms 
in their homes, while 8% feel less than 
happy with their living space. Over half 
(52%) are fuUy satisfied with the private 
space surrounding their homes and a fifth 
(20%) express varying degrees of dis· 
satisfaction. Over a tenlh ace less than 
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satislicd with load storage and clothes 
storage facilities and 7% feel the need for 
much greater privacy than their dwellings 
afford them. A fifth (20%) say they have 
problems in keeping their homes clean 
and tidy. As many as 38% experience 
difficulties in using their personal 
washing facilities. It is signifIcant that 
the great majority (88%) of those who 
fmd their washing facilities extremely 
difficult to use have no baths or showers 
in their homes. 
A quarter (24%) of the respondents in the 
Republic are less than satisified with their 
heating facilities, while 12% have reserv· 
ations about their cooking facilities. A 
fifth (20%) are bothered a good deal by 
dampness in their homes and another 
fifth (21 %) are occasionally troubled in 
this way. A quarter (25%) have a lot of 
trouble with draughts and another quar· 
ter (26%) report having occasional diffic· 
ulties with draughts in their houses. 
Only 15% express reservations about the 
costs of their accommodation; most of 
these (9%) are fairly ,or very unhappy 
with the costs. Nearly a tenth (9%) are 
less than pleased with the external envir· 
onments in which their homes are situ
ated, 13% are not happy with the views 
from their windows, II % are troubled a 
good deal by external noise, and 6%, 
mostly women in rural areas, are less than 
happy with their window daylight. AI· 
most a fifth (18%), as often as not living 
in outlying rural areas, are unhappy in 
varying degrees about the distances they 
have to travel to the nearest shops. 

A tenth (11%) of the old people inter· 
viewed in the Republic say they hope to 
be able to move house some day. As 
many as 34% can think at once of some 
pressing personal housing need and 6% 
more are uncertain on this score. Never
theless, 93% say they feel at least fairly 
settled in their homes and this includes 
82% who say they are completely settled. 
At the same time, only 60% say they are 

very happy with their housing, while 26% 
express moderate satisfaction. There are 
12% who feel, in respect of their housing, 
that they are worse off than, or are 
unsure they are as well off as, other old 
people living alone. Furthermore, 15% 
are less than sure that they have been 
given a "square deal" in their 
accommodation. 
It is this last kind of feeling about having 
been treated badly in regard to accom· 
modation that is most strongly associated 
with housing dissatisfaction in the 
RepUblic. Other inlluences leading to dis· 
content are the perception of urgent 
housing needs and the type of dwelling 
in which a respondent lives. Old people 
who have reservations about their homes 
arelikely to be living in old farmhouses or, 
perhaps, in pensioners' cottages, bunga· 
lows or purpose·built and prefabricated 
accommodation. 
Although no more than 31% of the old 
and alone in the Republic of Ireland 
sample are very satisfied with their stand· 
ard of living over half (55%) express 
moderate satisfaction. There are 11% 
who feel their standard of living is rather 
poor and this includes 2% who see it as 
very poor. Attitudes to their personal 
standard of living contrast strongly with 
attitudes to that of their children on the 
part of the widowed who have families; 
62% believe their children enjoy a very 
satisfactory standard of living, while 2% 
think most of their children have a rather 
poor standard of living. 

Northern Ireland 
Background Characterisrics 
In Northern Ireland 46% of the old 
people of penSionable age who were 
interviewed have been living alone for 
more than ten years. Two·thirds (66%) 
are widowed, 28% never married and 4% 
are divorced or legally separa ted from 
their spouses. Almost a fifth (18%) of 
the widowed people have no children 
living, so that 46% of the Northern 
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sample are childle",. Almost half (48%) 
of the widowed people with offspring 
have families of one or two children. 
A third (32%) of the old and alone inter
viewed in Northern Ireland, therefore 
probably about 12,000 in the total popu
lation, are over seventy-five years of age. 
Only 16% of the responden ts live in the 
open countryside, although 28% were 
reared there. Half (51%) reside in the 
suburbs of cities or towns and over a 
fifth (22%) in the central districts of 
cities or towns. The remainder (11%) 
reside in villages. 

Housing and amenities 
Two-fifths (40%) of the Northern re
spondentslive in pre-I920 houses. Over a 
third (35%) reside in houses constructed 
later than 1944. A much smaller per
centage (12%) than in the -Republic live 
in detached houses and the highest single 
proportion (39%) in terraced housing. A 
lower proportion than in the Republic 
have lived -in their present neighbour
hoods for the greater part of their adult 
lives, but it still amounts to 54% of the 
respondents and half of these (27%) have 
lived there since childhood. While 35% 
own their homes, 42% rent them from 
the public housing authorities. 
In Northern Ireland 2% of the re
sponden ts live in single rooms and 
another 7% in two-room accommodation. 
Half (49%) have accommodation con
taining either three or four rooms_ Only 
64% of the old people interviewed have 
exclusive use of all five standard wa ter 
amenities about which information was 
sought in the survey (Table 3.1). Easily 
the best index to possession or lack of 
these facilities is the age of an old 
person's home_ Other particularly strong 
indicators of lack of water amenities ate 
age and occupational background (over 
70 years of age and working class). 
Furthermore, the old people living in 
urban centres or rural areas are much 

more likely to be without all or some of 
these facilities than those in suburban 
areas. 
A tenth (10%) of the respond en ts, usually 
living in rural areas, have no electricity 
supply. Two-fifths (39%) depend on a 
single type of fuel for winter heating. A 
quarter (24%) have no facilities for 
burning solid fuel and those without 
these facilities tend to live in urban areas. 
Coal, used by 77%, is easily the most 
popular type of fuel, followed by 
electricity (53%) and mains gas (12%). 
Wood is used by 10%, turf by 9%, and 
bot tied gas by 9%, not as a rule 
exclusively. 
In Northern Ireland the use of coal for 
winter heating is at its highest level in 
terraced housing, where nine-tenths of 
the respondents use it. People in semi
detached houses (77%) are those most 
likely to use electric heating. Women 
pensioners under sixty-five years of age 
are those least likely to use turf. 
Two-fifths (18%) of the Northern re
spondents who possess an electricitY 
supply take advantage of the scheme to 
pay their accounts by monthly instal
ments. Three-fifths (59%) are in receipt 
of Supplementary Benefit. Of these 
respondents three-fifths (61%) benefit 
by electricity and gas winter discounts 
and 29% receive a special hea ting 
allowance. 
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Interviewers in Northern Ireland report 
that the interiors of well over a quarter 
of the homes they visited are in less than 
good repair and less than comfortably 
furnished. At least a third of the dwel
lings have no private space to back or 
front. They rate three-quarters of the 
homes visited as very clean and most of 
the others as fairly clean. Juoged from 
the exterior, half of the dwellings are said 
to be moderate to poor in quality and 
over two-fifths to be situated in neigh
bourhoods where there is little evidence 
of trees, shrubs or grassland space. 



Feelings about housing and amenities 
A tenth (10%) of the Northern Ireland 
respondents are less than happy with the 
number of rooms in their homes, 
although 63% express maximum satis
faction with their living space. While 36% 
are fully satisfied with the amount of 
private space around their dwellings, 
28% express varying degrees of dis
satisfaction. About a tenth are less than 
satisfied with food storage and clothes 
storage facilities and the amount of 
privacy their homes provide. A tenth 
(10%) have problems keeping their homes 
clean and tidy, while as many as a quarter 
(24%) experience difficulties in the use of 
their personal washing facilities. Three
quarters (75%) of those who have maxi
mum difficulty in using these facilities 
turn out to have no baths or showers in 
their accommodation. 
Almost a quarter (23%) of the respond
ents in Northern Ireland are less than 
satisfied with their heating facilities and 
8% have reservations about their cooking 
facilities. Dampness in their homes gives a 
good deal of bother to 1.6% and another 
20% are occasionally troubled in this 
way. As many as 30% have a good deal of 
trouble and a further 28% occasional 
trouble with draugt,ts in their housing. 
Over a third (35%) of the Northern 
Ireland respondents express varying 
reservations about their housing costs and 
this percentage includes 7% who are very 
unhappy and II % who are fairly unhappy 
about them. Although 57% are very 
pleased with the districts in which they 
live, 13% are less than happy with them. 
Over a quarter (26%) have reservations 
about the views from their windows and 
this included 5% who are very unhappy 
and 10% who are fairly unhappy in this 
respecl. Ex ternal noise is the cause of at 
least some disturbance to 14%, and 7%, 
mostly women in rural areas, are less than 
happy with their window daylight. As 
many as 17%, most likely to be living in 
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rural areas, are less than happy with the 
distances they have to travel for shop
ping_ 
There are 16% in the Northern sample 
who hope to move house some day. 
Almost a fifth (19%) can think immedi
ately of some pressing personal housing 
need and 7% are uncertain about trus. 
The great majority (91%) say they are at 
least fairly settled in their homes and this 
includes 81% who reel completely settled_ 
No more than 53%, nevertheless, say they 
are very happy with their housing, while 
38% express moderate satisfaction and 
9% varying degrees of unhappiness_ The 
percentage who feel they have worse 
accommodation than, or are unsure they 
have as good accommodation as, other 
old people living alone is 11 %. More than 
a tenth (12%) are less than sure that they 
have had a "square deal" in their housing. 

The Northern respondents least likely to 
be satisfied with their accommodation 
live in B~lfast or in provincial towns, 
would prefer to live in· some other neigh
bourhoods, and believe themselves to be 
less weU trea ted in their housing than 
other people living alone. ' 
Although no more than a third (33%) of 
the old people interviewed in Northern 
Ireland reel their standard of living is very 
satisfactory, an additional 56% find it 
fairly satisfactory. Under a tenth (8%) 
see it as rather poor. By contrast, 57% 
of the widowed with families feel their 
children enjoy a very satisfactory 
standard of living, while 3% think most of 
their children have a poor standard of 
living. 

12.3 Social Contact 

Feelings about socW contact 
In the Republic 72% and in Northern 
Ireland 67% of the respondents attach at 
least some importance to social visiting. 
Although 21 % in the Republic and 27% 

in Northern Ireland consider it of no 
particular importance, thls does not 
mean that so many never want to meet 
other people. A greater proportion in 
the North (29%) than in the South (18%) 
consider it of little or no importance for 
neighbours to caU frequently on one 
another. Attitudes to visiting between 
relatives are not very different, for 19% 
in the North as against 15% in the South 
consider thls kind of contact less than 
important: Of the old and alone inter
viewed 59% in the Republic and 54% in 
Northern Ireland are completely happy 
about the amount of social contact 
they actuaUy have, while 8% and 11 %, 
respectively, are less than happy about 
it. 

Visiting 
Most of the old people interviewed 
cannot expect to be visited every day 
either by childten, relatives, friends or 
neighbours and they make less visits than 
they receive. Only 14% in the Republic 
and 18% in Northern Ireland receive daily 
visits from children or grandchildren, but 
thls is because 56% of the responden ts 
in the Republic and 46% in the North 
have no children. Among the widowed 
people who have childten 33% in the 
Republic and 29% in Northern Ireland 
receive daily visits from offspring. 
Widowed people with large families are 
a little more likely than those with srnaU 
families to be visited daily by some of 
their children or grandchildten_ The dis
tance at which children live from their 
parents' homes has a considerable in
fluence on the frequency of their visits. 
A tenth of the widowed people with 
children have none living in Iteland; the 
percentage is the same in both parts of 
the country. Half (52%) of these re
spondents receive at least yearly visits 
from childten or grandchildren, and 
28% go abroad to visit some of their 
offspring at least once a year. 
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Only 8% of the old people interviewed 
in the Republic and 12% in Northern 
Ireland receive daily visits from relatives 
other than offspring. In the Republic, 
however, 35% and in Northern Ireland 
30% receive daily visits from neigh· 
bours or friends. The old people are also 
likely to pay more daily visits to neigh· 
bours and friends than to relatives of any 
kind. In the Republic 21 % and in 
Northern Ireland 19% make daily visits of 
this sort. 

people. bUI I 5'f" ill the Republic and 22% 
in Northern Ireland never go to such 
places ;JS dub~, centres, church or post 
office. 

Security 
There arc 36% of the old and alone inter· 
viewed in the Republic and 44% in North· 
ern Ireland who do not meet at least one 
person every day of the week. Even more 
disturbing, perhaps, is the discovery that 
44% of I he responden ts in the Repu blic 
and 27% in the North say that if they 

Physical mobility became ill without warning they would 
In the Republic 53% and in Northern have no means of calling someone to help 
Ireland 60% of the respondents say they them, while a further 10% in both parts 
would fmd it either impossible or _ of the country are doubtful about being 
difficult to walk a mile without assist· able to get help. Furthermore, 26% 
ance. A f",tR., 18% and 22~ rejp!cidJe in the Republic and 23% in the North are 
tively, say they would have is~9~Ir.ie less than certain that someone would 
difficulty in doing so. As might be ex· check on their welfareif they disappeared 
pected, physical mobility decreases with from view for a day. Only \3% in the 
increasing age. Republic and 23% in Northern Ireland 
In the Republic 47% and in Northern have telephones. Three times as many of 
Ireland 41% say they travel fairly regu" those who possess a telephone as of those 
larly, normally by public transport. The who have neither a telephone nor access 
most frequent reasons given for not to one feel confident of their' ability to 
travelling regularly are ill health and summon help in an emergency. 
lack of desire. In the Republic 63% say 
they sometimes take advantage of the 
free transport scheme for pensioners. 
In Northern Ireland 30% say they some· 
times avail of travel concessions for 
pensioners. 

Meeting pillces 
More than four·fifths of the respondents 
in both parts of Ireland visit their local 
post offices at least once a week. Reasons 
for less than a fifth never visiting it are ill 
health, physical disability, lack of 
mobility, and lack of necessity because 
others are willing to go on their behalf. In 
the Republic 82% and in the North 68% 
go out sometimes to church. Three 
quarters (75%) in the Republic and 64% 
in Northern Ireland go at least once a 
week to places where they meet other 

Health 
Only 30% in the Republic and 33% in 
Northern Ireland rate their present state 
of health as very satisfactory, but 52% 
and 45%, respectively, rate it as fairly 
good. In the Republic 16% and in North· 
em Ireland 22% feel their state of health 
is uncertain to very poor. In the Republic 
53% and in Northern Ireland 44% had 
been in contact at least once with a 
doctor or nurse within the month 
previous to their interviews for the 
survey. 

Social isoilltion 
In the Republic lack of social contact is 
most likely to be found' among elderly 
people living in old detatched houses, 
usually situated in outlying rural areas, 
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who are less than happy about their 
accommodation and about the amount of 
social contact that is available to them. In 
Northern Ireland those most likely to 
lack social con tact are the middle class 
elderly who live in that part of Ulster to 
the east of the River Bann, usually in 
types of accommodation other than semi
detatched or terraced housing. They are 
quite likely to say, moreover, that they 
do not regard social contact as particu
larly important. 

Life SIltisfaction 
In reply to a question about satisfaction 
with life in general, 47% in the Republic 
and 52% in Northern Iniland say they are 
very satisfied. In the Republic 15% and in 
Northern Ireland II % express reserv
ations, though rarely at an extreme level. 

Statutory and voluntary social services 
In the Republic 49% and in Northern 
Ireland 35% of the old people inter· 
viewed say they never receive visits from 
any kind of social service organisation, 
statutory or voluntary. In both parts of 
the country people in the upper age 
brackets are the most likely to be visited 
by members of such organisations, as also 
are respondents who are not physically 
mobile. About 5% of all the respondents 
are visited every day by a voluntary or 
statutory service worker. In the Republic 
6% and in Northern Ireland 4% are visited 
at least once a month by representatives 
of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. 
In the Republic 57% and in Northern 
Ireland 55% say they are very or fairly 
pleased with what people in their local 
communities are doing on behalf of the 
elderly, although maximum satisfaction is 
expressed by 30% in the South as against 
19% in the North. In regard to govern· 
ment action on behalf of the elderly 69% 
in the Republic and 55% in Northern 
Ireland express maximum to moderate 

satisfaction. 

At ti tudes to living alone 
Only 7% of the responden IS in Ihe 
Republic and 10% in Northern Ireland 
give personal choice as their predominant 
reason for living alone. Although' 73% in 
the Republic and 78% in Northern 
Ireland say Ihey are almosl always con· 
lenl 10 live alone, 61% and 65%, re
spectively, say they a1mosl always enjoy 
doing so. In the South 28% and in Ihe 
North 22% find Iiltle or no enjoyment in 
the experience. 
In Ihe Republic 38% and in Northern Ire
land 34% of the old and alone inler· 
viewed suffer at least occasionally from 
depression, while 40% in the Republic 
and 35% in Northern Ireland suffer al 
least occasionaUy from loneliness. Assess· 
ing aU the attiludes to living alone ex· 
pressed in the survey, il may be con
eluded that 16% in the Republic and' 
14% in the North have negative overaU 
altiludes. At-the other exlreme 36% and 
37%, respectively, display completely 
positive attitudes. 
The old people in the Republic most 
likely 10 enterlain negalive altitudes to 
living alone tend 10 be those who are less 
than happy with their accommodation 
and with life in general and 10 have been 
left on their own either as the result 0:' 
the death of parents or companions other 
than spouses or to have made a personal 
decision to live alone. In Northern Ireland 
housing dissatisfaction and unhappiness 
with life in general arc also slrongly 
associated with negative attitudes to 
living aiDne, while widowed people who 
completed their schooling before the age 
of fourteen appear to be especially prone 
to negative atlltudes. 

Loneliness 
The reasons most commonly given for 
being lonely by 40% in Ihe Republic and 
35% in Northern Ireland are quite pre-
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dictable, lack or company and the effects 
of bereavement being easily the most 
common. Two·fofths of the old people 
in Northern Ireland who suffer from 
loneliness, and a third in the Republic, 
say that they are most susceptible to it 
during the night before retiring to bed. 
The old people interviewed find it dimc
ult to explain anything about the im
mediate occasIons ot lonelmcss, but a 
fifth associate its onset with lack of 
social contact in the period of time pre
ceding it. 
In the Republic those most likely to ex
perience loneliness are the less physically 
mobile who are living alone because of 
the loss of marriage partners, brothers or 
sisters and feel less than happy about life 
in general. In ,Northern Ireland they tend 
to be widowed people, living alone 
because of the death of their spouses, 
who are disillusioned with government 
action on behalf of the elderly and with 
their standard of living, and are less than 
happy with life in general. 
In the Republic and, to a somewhat less 
exten t, in Northern Ireland loneliness 
tends to be experienced more often by 
those who have no certainty of daily 
social contact. Elderly bachelors who live 
alone in outlying rural areas, although 
they tend to have poor housing facilities, 
have no less contact with friends or neigh
bours than the old and alone in general 
and tend to have more positive attitudes 
to living alone. Widowed people living in 
the remote countryside tend to be at 
greater risk of social isolation. 

12.4 Reflections on the survey 
and its fmdings 

We are living in an era when most groups 
who share common in tcrests and needs 
have banded together in their quest for 
rights, self-protection or self-advance
ment. It has become a measure of the de-

privation of any gruup that it has no 
organisation or representatives to speak 
on its behalf. The old and alone have no 
organisatiun ano no one to speak for 
them. Largely forgotten in a society 
where it has become essential for any 
group to make itself heard before it can 
attain even its most just demands, they 
contrive lu make the best of what they 
have gol. 
The old and alone do not emerge from 
the survey as an unhappy group of 
people, although a minority are less than 
happy and it is with this minority we 
should especially concern ourselves. In 
this respeCt, the survey may explode 
some myths about elderly people who 
live alone. The majority do not see 
themselves as particularly disadvantaged, 
although a substantial minority have very 
moderate desires, which they probably 
see as unattainable, and a smaller 
minority are more deeply disturbed about 
housing conditions or social isolation. 

If we are surprised by the lack of any 
great volume of discontent, especially 
among those living in sub-standard 
housing conditions, the reasons can 
probably be found in their personal 
histories. While these are not available to 
us, a brief review of the times through 
which they have lived may help to 
explain their capacity for accepting their 
lot. The age group most highly represent
ed in the survey comprises pensioners 
between seventy-one and seventy~five 

years of age. In the Republic 30% and in 
Northern Ireland 24% fall in this age 
bracket. If we select a respondent aged 
seventy-three a. the time when the survey 
was conducted as reasonably typical of 
the old people to whose voices we have 
been listening in this report, the 
respondent is more likely to be a woman 
than a man and, being a woman, more 
likely to be a widow than a spinster. 
The life of the woman we have selected 
has spanned the greater part of the 
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twentieth century. She was born in 1905, 
quite possibly in the open countryside 
although, being a woman, she is more 
likely to be resident now in an urban than 
a rural neighbourhood. When the flfst 
world war erupted in 1914 she was nine 
years old and was a girl of eleven in 1916 
when the Easter Insurrection was taking 
place in Dublin. By the time the war 
ended in 1918 she was thirteen years of 
age and already completing her schooling. 
As the struggle for national independence 
progressed she was an adoleseen t seeking 
employment. She was seventeen when the 
Irish Free State came into being in 1922, 
the country being divided into the two 
political entities which remain separate to 
this day. 
If our selected respondent had found a 
job, she was working much longer hours 
for relatively much lower wages than a 
seventeen-year-old could conceive of 
today. Anyone who has read the book or 
viewed the television mm STRUMPET 
CITY will be able to ·form some idea· of 
what it was like for a "working-class" 
girl to mOve into, and grow to woman
hood in, Dublin, Belfast or any Irish city 
or large town in the early part of the 
twentieth century when a large section of 
the population had to get by without 
unemployment benefits, health insurance 
and pension schemes. It was during the 
,conomic depression of the 1930's that 
our responden t was likely to have married 
and begun to raise a family in a home 
which had been built some time previous 
to 1920. 
By the time the second world war was 
declared in 1939, our respondent was 
thirty-four years of age. Her early life 
may have been clouded by the loss of 
brother, father, relative or boy friend 
either in the 1914-18 war or in the fight 
for national independence. Now, in what
ever part of Ireland she lived bu t 
especially if she lived in Northern Ireland, 
the war was to cast a long shad ow Oyer 

her family life and draw away some of 
her menfolk once again, leaving her in 
any case to feed and clothe growing 
children in a time of scarcity and ra tion
ing. Later, between the end of the war 
in 1945 and the close of the following 
decade, she was to see friends, neighbours 
and relatives, perhaps including some of 
her own children, emigrate to England 
or America in search of employment 
or better job opportunities. She was in 
her mid-fifties before the face of Ireland 
began to change with the advent of 
economic growth in the nineteen-sixties. 
By 1970 she was sixty-five, perhaps 
already a widow left living alone, and her 
pension may well have represented for 
her a greater security than she would 
once have dared to hope for. If she lived 
in Northern Ireland, however, in that 
critical year she was to witness the 
beginning of a new era of violence and in
ternal dissension which continues to this 
day. 
By the time our selected. respondent was 
interviewed in the survey in 1978, she 
had survived personal sorrow and hard
ship in plenty. It should hardly astonish 
us if she proves to be less demanding in . 
her criteria of what society might have 
to offer her than we may feel she has a 
right to expect. For even though she 
recognises that her children have attained 
a higher standard of living than she 
enjoys, she does not consider herself poor 
because she has known more necessitous 
times. 
Society could and should be more 
generous to our selected respondent and 
other elderly people living alone than 
they may expect it to be. It is not only, 
however, their housing facilities with 
which we should be concerned. We 
should be equally concerned about their 
security, health, social life and general 
happiness. At the same time, we should 
never make the mistake of imagining that, 
because people are elderly, they have 

120 



need of our help while we have no need 
of theirs. . 
Some of the voluntary interviewers and 
helpers in the organisation of the survey 
of old people living alone were of 
pensionable age. They were able to make 
at least as useful a contribution to the 
work as those who were in their prime. 
Nor did it ever OCcur to anyone to suggest 
that they should be taking things easy 
and doing less work! The suggestion was 
never made because neither they nor 
those who were collaborating wi th them 
felt conscious of an age difference. 
It is no service to the elderly in years .to 
treat them as if they were a different 
species. They are not necessarily less 
energetic or carefree . than younger 
people. Many of the old and alone who 
were interviewed are perfectly healthy 
and active. The majority of those who are 
nol, are capable, within certain physical 
limitations, of leading completely normal 
lives. The kind of assistance they need 
from the rest of us is very practical help 
that will enable them to go on living 
and making their contribution to life as 
long as possible in much the same way as 
everyone else. 
Immediate future research on the elderly 
in Ireland should concentrate on the 
special needs of those who have passed 
beyond their seventy·fifth year (Table 
8.6). While some people in their late 
seventies and eighties display mental 
agility and physiCal fitness which can put 
the resl of us 10 shame, it is around this 
time thai the majority are likely to 
experience needs and disabilities which 
society must plan to alleviate. Prevention, 
however, should be an in legral pari of 
social planrting. Many of the dis· 
advantages from which the old and alone 
in Ireland suffer, as evidenced by the 
fmdings of this survey, are foreseeable, 
identifiable and avoidable. 
Two aspects of the study merit special 
comment. Firstly, it is 10 the best of Our 

knowledge the first countrywide survey 
of a particular category of elderly Irish 
people which seeks to find out what they 
themselves think about their way of life 
and personal needs. While the survey was 
designed to investigate needs rather than 
strengths, in replying to questions the 
elderly people interviewed have told us, 
almost inadvertently, a great deal about 
their capacity for endurance, their ability 
to overcome hardship and loss and their 
determination to make the best of what 
life offers. Even their resourcefulness in 
handling the intrusion into their private 
lives of in terviewers and sociolOgists is 
impressive. The strengths of the older 
generation must be mentioned lest 
society be tempted to patronise them as 
an alternative to neglecting them. Mean· 
while, the young and middle·aged would 
do well to remember. that they stand a 
better c~ance than any previous 
generation of living beyond their seventy· 
fifth birthdays. If they neglect the needs 
of the elderly now, they cannot complain 
when they fmd themselves abandoned 
and forgotten in their own old age. 
The second aspect of this study which 
ought to be given special emphasis is 
thai it was carried out by voluntary 
personnel in collaboration with pro· 
fessionals. The Society of St. Vincent" 

. de Paul placed whatever resources of 
labour, skill and time it had at its 
command at the disposal of a project 
organised to acquire accurate information 
about one group of people whose welfare 
it seeks to promote. In continuing to do 
so, ii-sees this survey report as a begin. 
ning, not an end. The research is intended 
to be';( preliminary phase in the formu· 
lation of more effective care programmes, 
within and without the Society, on behalf 
of the elderly who live alone. That the 
report should have important implica· 
tions for national policies has been an 
additional concern of the steering com· 
mittees in Dublin and Belfast which 
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undertook responsibility for its comple. 
tion. 
In our fmal chapter we will set out pro· 
posals and implications of the study, 
some more relevant to society in general 
and some more relevant to the Society 
of St. Vincent de Paul in particular. No 
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neat division of responsibility can be 
made. Whether the proposals are con· 
cerned with housing needs or social con
tact needs, their implementation depends 
on the goodwill of government, statutory 
agencies, voluntary organisations and the 
general public. 



CHAPTER 13 

IMPLICATIONS 
AND PROPOSALS 

13.1 Inlroduction 
Chapter 12 summarised the findings of 
the survey of old people living alone. In 
this chapter the Steering Committee reo 
sponsible for the survey outlines the 
principal implications of the findings 
and makes proposals regarding action 
which should be taken. 
Several important principles underlie the 
proposals: 
• Special emphasis must. be placed on 

the needs of the elderly over 75 years 
ofage. 

• Elderly people who wish to do so 
should be enabled to remain in their 
familiar surroundings. 

• Special emphasis should be placed on 
the participation of the elderly in 
decisions that affect them and on their 
involvement in the resolution of their 
own problems. 

• Services should respect every old 
person's right to dignity, privacy and 
autonomy. 

• Elderly people should be assured of 
sufficient income to enable them to 
maintain a satisfactory standard of 
living, free from financial worry. 

13.2 Three preIiminaty points need to 
be made: 
13.2.1 Some of the findings are very 
striking because of the extent of depri. 
vation which they reveal. They point to 
the need for immediate concern and 
widespread action. 
Other findings affect smaller numbers of 
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people. The implications of these should 
not be overlooked. There must be special 
concern' for minorities who suffer serious 
deprivations and tend to be left behind or 
forgotten. 
13.2.2 The survey concentrated on two 
major areas affecting the lives of old 
people living alone, i.e. housing and social 
contact. However, a section of this 
chapter is devoted to general proposals, 
some arising indirectly from the research 
findings and some drawn from the ex
perience.of the Society of St. Vincent de 
Paul in its contact with elderly people. 
13.2.3 The following proposals are ad· 
dressed to the bodies which can most 
appropriately take effective action. These 
may be government departments or stat· 
utory authorities. They may be voluntary 
organisations such as Age Concern, com· 
mittees for the care of the aged, social 
service councils, retirement associations, 
or others mentioned in Chapter 9. In 
other instances results might best be 
achieved through cO-<Jperation between 
voluntary and statutory bodies. 
Where a change of government policy is 
required, it is assumed that this is the re
sponsibility of the Minister in charge 
of the relevant department. 
The Society of St. Vincent de Paul is 
committed to taking action itself and to 
co-operating with other groups in 
initiatives arising from the proposals in 
the report. 

13.3 Republic of Ireland: HousiDg 
Waler 
13.3.1 Three ou t of ten old people living 
alone in the Republic lack all five basic 
water amenities, i.e. flush toilet, wash
hand basin, kitchen sink, bath/shower 
and hot water supply (Table 3.1). 
- The Minister for the Environment 

should require as a matter of urgency 
that local authorities, in conjunction 
with relevant health boards and vol
untary bodies, identify the old people 



living alone who are without basic 
water amenities and would wish to 
have them. The Minister should 
require local authorities, in co-opera
tion with voluntary groups where 
appropriate, to undertake the necess· 
ary works to meet this need and 
arrange public funding for that pur· 
pose. This might be done by extend· 
ing the terms of reference of the exist
ing Essential Repairs scheme or by the 
introduction of a completely new 
scheme. 
Where distance or isolation may reo 
sult in technical problems or except· 
ionally high capital costs. the Minister 
for the EnviIonmeiit should encourage 
local authorities and voluntary bodies 
to explore suitable interim and less 
costly measures, e.g. arrangements for 
the delivery and storage of fresh water, 
the provision of a simple and safe 
water heating system, the installation 
of a prefabricated unit with toilet be· 
side a dwelling._ 

Electricity 
13.3.2 Almost a tenth of the old and 
alone have no electricity supply (Section 
3.4). The majority live in isolated rural 
areas. 

Voluntary groups should alert the 
appropriate statutory authorities of 
local instances of this need. The con· 
cerned bodies, including the Electric· 
ity Supply Board, should jointly 
examine concessionary measures for 
the provision of an electricity supply 
to old people who desire it. 

Heating 
13.3.3 A quarter of the old people living 
alone are dissatisfied with their heating 
arrangements (Table 5.4) .. 
Adequate heating is acknowledged to be 
of paramount importance for the health 
of the elderly. But the cost, availability 
and delivery of fuel can present problems 

for many who are old and alone, parti· 
cularly if they are isolated, immobile or 
poor. Seven out of ten old people in the 
survey were, for various reasons, not 
benefiting from the geographically reo 
stricted and means tested Free Fuel 
Scheme (Section 3.4), concerning which 
the Society of SI. Vincent de Paul has 
already expressed strong criticism. 

The Minister for Social Welfare· should 
ensure that all elderly in need receive a 
realistic weekly subvention towards 
their heating costs. 
The Minister for Social Welfare should 
ensure that in each local area approp· 
riate ,arrangements are made to secure 
availability and delivery of fuel to 
meet the needs of all old people, 
especially of the frail elderly .• 

Inruiation, Minor Maintenance, 
Adaptation and Repairs 
13.3.4 A third of the old and alone reo 
gard themselves as having an urgent 
personal housing need (Table 6.7). A 
fifth "have problems with persistent or 
frequent dampness and a quarter com· 
plain of persistent or frequent draughts 
(Section 5 .2). 

Many old people will lack the capac· 
ity, skill or resources to undertake 
even relatively minor repairs or im
provements. Local initiative is reo 
quired to discover and resolve prob
lems of this kind. Neightbours, 
relatives, Conferences of the Society 
of St. Vincent de Paul, other volun· 
tary groups and profeSSional workers 
should co-operate in tackling these 
needs and should enlist the assistance, 
as appropriate, of bodies such as 
AnCO with its Community Youth 
Training Projects. Where necessary, 
public monies should be available 
for these purposes. 

Over a tenth of the old and alone are dis· 
satisfied with their existing cooking ar· 
rangomen ts (Section 5.2). 
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Where wuklng tacillties are inadequate 
because of lack of either an electricity 
or mains gas supply, a bottled gas 
cooker would provide immediate 
relief. 

Housing Provision 
13.3.5 The poor quality of housing of 
many of the old and alone (fables 2.5 
and 3.1) raises serious issues. Neverthe
less, the typical elderly person is com· 
mitted to remaining in her or his familiar 
surroundin!'.' (fable 6.2; Section 6.2). In 
seeking to improve housing conditions for 
the elderly, therefore, the primary 
emphasis should be placed on the 
adaption of existing dwellin!'.'. However, 
a minority may welcome the prospect of 
moving (Section 6.2), perhaps to con
veniently situated purpose-built accom· 
modation if this is offered as a realistic 
and immediate option. 
- The Minister for the Environment 

should ensure that local authorities in 
their forward planning keep under 
continuous review the adequacy of 
their housing provision for elderly 
people. 

- The Minister for the Environment 
should replace the existing scheme 
which offers a combination of loans 
and grants to voluntary associations to 
provide accommodation for the elder
ly with a scheme of 100% grant aid 
for Utis purpose as operates in North
ern Ireland. 

13.4 Northern Ireland: Housing 
Water 
13.4.1 Three out of ten of the old and 
alone in Northern Ireland have no hot 
water supply. Three out of ten lack the 
facility of a bath or shower. A quarter 
have no wash-hand basin and almost a 
tenth lack a flush toilet. One out of four- . 
teen lack all five basic water amenities 
(fable 3.1). 

The Housing Executive provides grants 

for the installation and improvemenj 
of water amenities in dwellings. Con· 
ferences of the Society of St. Vincenf 
de Paul, voluntary groups and profess· 
ional workers should be active in iden
tifying the needs and wishes of the 
elderly in this regard and encourage
ing them to make use of the gran ts 
available. 

Electricity 
13.4.2 A tenth of the old and alone have 
no electricity supply (Section 3.4). They 
are likely to live in rural areas. 
- The Minister of State for Commerce 

arid the Northern Ireland Electricity 
Service, in conjunction with voluntary 
groups,. should explore all possible 
avenues to secure an electricity supply 
for old people who desire it. 

Heating 
. 13.4.3 Almost a quarter of the old 
people express dissatisfaction with their 
heating arrangements (fable 5.4). Four 
out of ten are dependent on a single type 
of fuel, rendering them vulnerable to pos
sible shortages (Section 3.4). There are 
6% of the old and alone, all of them living 
in urban areas, who rely exclusively on 
mains gas for their present heating 
(Section 3.4). 

These fllldings raise serious questions 
about the adequacy of heating pro
vision for many elderly people. A 
particularly urgent problem faces 
those who rely on the mains gas 
system which is due to be phased out. 
The Minister of State for Commerce 
should provide grants for those af
fected which will meet the total costs 
of conversion to an alternative form of 
heating. 

lnsukltion, Minor Maintenance, 
Adaption and Repairs 
13.4.4 A quarter of the old and alone 
see themselves as having an urgent per· 
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sonal .housing need (Table 6.7). A sixth 
complain of persistent or frequent damp· 
ness and almost a third complain of per· 
sistent or frequent draughts (Section 5.2). 

The old will often lack the requisite 
skills or resources to undertake minor 
repairs or improvements. Neighbours, 
rela tives, volunteers and professionals 
should be alert to possible ways in 
which they could arrange the neces· 
sary help for "odd·job" work in old 
people's houses. Health and Social 
Services Boards could offer sub· 
ventions where the cost of materials 
is an obstacle to such work proceed· 
ing. However,care must be taken that 
repairs which require professional 
expertise are not undertaken by 
amateurs. 

Close to a tenth of the old and alone are 
dissatisfied with their cooking facilities 
(Section 5.2). 

Where there is no electricity and it is 
not immediately possible to instal an 
electricity supply, primitive cooking 
arrangements could be replaced-by a 
bottled gas cooker. 

Housing Provision 
13.4.5 Almost half of the old and alone 
are less than completely satisfied with 
their housing (Table 6.3). A third com· 
plain about housing costs (Section 5.2). 
One out of six would hope to move house 
some time (Section 62). 
. These fmdings, taken' in conjunction 

with others already referred to, strong· 
Iy suggest the desirability of continuo 
ous review of housing policy and pro· 
vision as it affects the old and alone. 
Interested community groups should 
form housing associations in order to 
avail of the comprehensive grants 
scheme for the . provision of suitable 
accommodation • (or the elder/y. Con
ferences of the Society of SI. Vincent 
de Paul have a role to play in en
couraging this developmen t. 
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J3.S Social Contal:t 
Republic and Northern Ireland 
13.5.1 A major anxiety of old people 
living alone is that help may not be avai/
able to them in any emergency that may 
arise. A quarter. for example, consider 
that they would not be missed if they 
were out of sight for a day (Section 8.2). 
Neighbourhood schemes, such as the 
Neighbourhood Warden Scheme adminis
teres by the Eastern Health and Social 
Services Board, operate at present in 
Northern Ireland. Local voluntary groups 
who provide care, surveillance and em
ergency contact, particularly for the frail 



and housebound elderly, exist in both the 
Republic and Northern Ireland. 
- Such statutory and voluntary schemes 

should be initiated or expanded, as a 
matter of urgency, so that no old 
person living alone will be without im· 
mediate help in an emergency. 
Neighbours, relatives and community 
groups are best placed to make can· 
tact with the old and alone with a view 
to establishing, in conjunction with 
the elderly themselves, the type of 
care and contact programmes suited to 
the needs expressed. 
Conferences of the Society of St. Vin· 
cent de Paul are asked to take the in· 
itiative in mobilising community reo 
sources to establish such schemes. 
Statutory bodies should give every 
support and encouragement to volun· 
tary effort in the establishment and 
operation of neighbourhood care 
programmes for the elderly. 

13.5.2 Half of the old people living alone 
are less than certain of their ability to 
summon help if taken ill suddenly 
(Section 8.2). 

The possession of a telephone would 
be a major means of overcoming this 
problem (fable 8.1). 
The Minister of State for Health and 
Social Services in Northern Ireland 
should extend the existing criteria 
governing the provision of telephones 
for handicapped people to all old 
people living alone. 

- In the Republic the Minister for Social 
Welfare, in co-operation with the Min· 
ister for Posts and Telegraphs, and in 
Northern Ireland the Minister of State 
for Health and Social Services, should 
make arrangements for the free and 
speedy installation of telephones in 
the homes of all old people living 
alone. Precedence should be given to 
high risk categories, such as the geo· 
graphically isolated (fable 8.2), the 
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socially isolated (Table 8.5), and those 
who are over seventy-five years of age 
and less physicially mobile (fable 8.6). 

13.5.3 Over a fifth of the old and alone 
say that they do not attach importance to 
social contact (Section 7.3). 
- In the development of programmes for 

the elderly, especially where social 
contact for its own sake is envisaged, 
each person's righ t to privacy should 
be respected. 

13.5.4 Almost half of the old people 
living alone are never visited by social 
services, either voluntary or statutory 
(fable 9.2). The fmdings reveal that size· 
able minorities within this group will lack 
physical mobility, experience persistent 
or frequent loneliness and will not enjoy 
living alone. Allowing for the many active 
elderly who may not need visiting, there 
remain large numbers of old people living 
alone who could benefit from contact 
with some social service agency. 

Health Boards in the Republic and 
Health and Social Services Boards in 
Northern Ireland should identify and 
fill gaps in social serviCes and/or give 
practical support to voluntary groups 
who are willing to do this. 

13.5.5 Only one in twenty of the old and 
alone in the Republic have the regular 
assistance of home helps (fable 9.\). This 
reflects the serious inadequacy of the 
home help service. 
- A considerable expansion of the home 

help service in the Republic is im· 
perative. This will help the frail and 
less active elderly, those whose homes 
are poorly equipped with modern con· 
veniences and the geographically 
isolated to continue living in their own 
homes. 

- We note that in the Republic the home 
help service is at present under review. 
The survey fmdings suggest that the 
Minister for Health should formulate, 
as a matter of urgency, a policy for 



the development of a comprehensive 
home help service. 

The home help service in Northern Ire· 
land covers almost one in five old people 
living alone (Table 9.1). It is noteworthy 
that two in ftve experience considerable 
restrictions in physical mobility (Table 
7.7). 

It is a matter for serious concern that 
increasing demand on the home help 
service is not at present being matched 
by an increase in allocation of reo 
sources. The Minister of State for 
Health and Social Services should en
sure that resources are made available 
for the growth of this valuable service. 

13.5.6 Members of the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul regularly visit some 6% 
of the old and alone (Table 9.1). The 
main concentration is on visiting in urban 
areas, especially in the suburbs. Whereas 
a third of the old and alone live in rural 
areas, no more than a tenth of the 
Society's regular calJs are made in these 
areas. 
- The Council of Ireland of the Society 

will examine the implications of these 
fmdings with a view to expanding the 
work of the Society for the old and 
alone, particularly in rural areas. 

- Conferences of the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul are asked to carry 
out investigation in their areas to 
establish other priorities suggested by 
the fmdings for work with the old and 
alone. 

13.5.7 In both the Republic and North· 
em Ireland the most regular visitors in the 
"social services" category to the old and 
alone are ministers of religion (Table 9.1). 

Ministers of religion should be alert to 
the full potential of their regular at
tendance oil the housebound old and 
alone. They can play an important role 
in promoting and facilitating the 
development of appropriate care pro· 
grammes. 

13.5.8 Six out of ten old people living 
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alone in Northern Ireland do not avail of 
the concessionary public transport 
scheme compared with half that number 
in the Republic who make no use of the 
free transport scheme there (Section 7.5). 
- The introduction by the Minister of 

State for the Environment of a free 
public transport scheme would en
courage more of the old and alone in 
Northern Ireland to move around and 
mingle more frequently with other 
people (Table 7.8). The automatic 
issue of travel concession permits with 
pension books is recommended as a 
means of facilitating more of the elder
ly to be aware of and use their entitle
ment to concessionary travel (Section 
7.5). 

13.5.9 Only a' quarter of the old and 
alone go more frequently than once a 
week to places where they can mix with 
other people (Table 7.8). Only one out 
of three visit neighbours or friends more 
frequently than once a week (fable 7.6)_ 
- Transport to and from day centres 

would promote opportunities for 
social contact. The prOvision of more 
day centres, especially. for the dis
abled elderly, is strongly recommend
ed. Where possible, these should be.·in
tegrated into existing community 
facilities. 
A large variety of services can be 
offered by a suitably equipped day 
centre-lunches, transport, chiropody, 
launderette, occupational therapy, 
physiotherapy, library, social 
functions and, where approprial1o, 
religious functions. It is highly desir
able that the elderly are themselves 
involved in management and policy 
making in day centres. 

13.5.10 uss than half of the old people 
living alone ·are able to walk distances 
without any difficulty (Table 7.7). About 
two out of ten regard their state of health 
as uncertain to very poor (Section 8.3). 
- Provision of rileats for the old and 



alone who are disabled, frail or lack 
adequate cooking facilities (Section 
5.2) is an important requirement. This 
provision can be made through lunch 
or daycentres, meals on wheels 
service, or by making arrangements 
with local families. 

13.5.11 Two out of three of the old and 
alone visit their local Post Office at least 
once a week (Section 7.5). 

All organisations concerned with the 
welfare of elderly people should be 
alert to the importance of the local 
Post Office as a focal point for social 
contact and for communicating help
ful information. 

13.5.12 Almost one in seven of old 
people living alone experience frequent or 
persistent loneliness (Table 10.2). 

Visitors should be sensitive to lone· 
liness, depr~ssion or fear where they 
occur (Section 10.3). They should be 
particularly alert to the link between 
loneliness and depression (Section 
10.3) and aware of whatever resources 
of skilled help exist that may be caUed 
upon in such cases. 
Every effort should be made to 
schedule visits to the old and alone at 
times when they will prove most bene· 
ficial to those visited (Section 11.2). 

13.5.13 One out offour old people living 
alone say that the time of life when they 
began to experience increasing loneliness 
was after a family bereavement (Table 
11.1 ). 

Those who visit or work with the 
elderly should be aware of the psycho
logical repercussions of bereavement 
or grave loss. The process of mourning 
frequently requires the sympathetic 
intervention of other people who are 
capable of understanding its import· 
ance as a necessary part of a healthy 
adjustment to the loss of a close com· 
panion or to any other sudden change 
in life circumstances (Table 11.1). 

- Professional and voluntary workers 

should acquire the necessary skills to 
help others to cope with grief and loss. 

13.5.14 One in five of the old people in· 
terviewed experience little or no peace 
and quietness living alone (Section 10.3). 
One in fourteen are frequently or per· 
sistently fearful when they are alone 
(Section 10.3). 

Neighbours should be sensitive to the 
responsibility they bear for the 
creation of a local atmosphere of care 
and consideration in which the elderly 
will feel secure. 

13.6 General Proposals 
13.6.1 Improvements in the quality of 
life of old people living alone cannot be 
achieved without adequate planning. In 
the Republic of Ireland there is a need 
for a national forum consisting of organis· 
ations concerned with services for the 
elderly and groups representing the 
elderly themselves. This forum would dis
cuss initiatives, social research fmdings 
and gaps in services. It would seek com
prehensive plans for action by statutory' 
and/or voluntary bodies. It would also 
monitor developments and ensure that 
certain parts of the country do not lag 
behind because of, for instance, the 
absence of dynamic voluntary involve· 
ment in these areas. 
We note that the Minister for Health 
has announced that a National Council 
for the Aged is to be established in the 
Republic. We hope that, in addition to 
promoting seMCes at local and national 
level, such a Council wiU have the 
facilities and expertise to offer informa· 
tion and advice and will have available 
professional workers to assist local groups 
in instituting and improving services for 
the elderly. 
However. we believe there is room also 
for an independent body, such as the 
national forum mentioned above, which 
would provide a watchdog and advocacy 
service. 
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The Minister for Health should also en· 
sure that within his department, and in 
each Health Board, senior advisers on 
personal social services for the elderly are 
appointed. 
In Northern Ireland, on the statutory 
side, there is a programme planning group 
for the elderly in the Department of. 
Health and Social Services and also in 
each of the Health and Social Services 
Boards. On the voluntary side, bodies 
such as Age Concern and the Northern 
Ireland Council of Social Service play a 
valuable developmental role. These bodies 
might usefully consider taking the lead in 
establishing a forum along the lines sug· 
gested for the Republic which would 
bring together groups prOviding services 
for the elderly and groups representing 
elderly people themselves. 
13.6.2 Considerable emphasis must be 
placed on co-operation between statutory 
and voluntary bodies in order to ensure 
that provision for the elderly is adequate 
and particularly to ensure fleXibili ty and 
sensitivity that will take into account 
differences in local need. 
Elderly people themselves can and often 
do playa full part in the activities of their 
communities. Neighbours, Tenants' and 
Residents' Associations and community 
groups generally should be alert to the 
needs and rights of elderly people and 
ensure that they are represented on local 
committees. 
It is not enough to leave care of the 
elderly to established caring groups, 
whether voluntary or statutory. If, tem
porarily or permanently, they have 
special needs due to age or disability, 
these can often most appropriately 
be met by relatives and neighbours. 
13.6.3 We hope that this report will sug
gest to local groups working with the 
elderly, particularly to Conferences of the 
Society of St. Vincent de Paul, guidelines 
for determinining the kinds of need 
which should be investigated at least 
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with regard to housing and social contact. 
Research at local level should be clearly 
focused and action orientated. In some 
cases it might entail little more than col· 
lecting information about numbers of 
elderly people (especially those living 
alone) in a particular locality and enquir· 
ing. about their most pressing needs. 
13.6.4 Public education, in order to pro· 
mote wider understanding of the needs of 
the elderly, is imperative. 
The Society of St. Vincent de Paul, for 
its part, will follow up the publication 
of this report with short papers con· 
taining suggestions for action. These will 
be distributed to every Conference. It is 
hoped that they will be used to stimulate 
local discussion and awareness of the 
needs of old people living alone. 
13.6.5 Training programmes for profess· 
ionals likely to work with the elderly, 
such as doctors, nurses, and social workers 
should include courses on understanding 
the ageing process and the needs and en· 
titlements of the elderly. 
Voluntary groups should ensure that 
members whose main work is with the 
elderly acquire the necessary knowledge 
and skills. ,. 
Training of professionals should in· 
corporate experience of working with 
volunteers. Where professional and vol· 
untary workers appreciate the distinctive 
but complementary contributions made 
by either group, the quality of services 
can be greatly enhanced. 
The proposals in this chapter are con· 
cerned with the needs of the old and 
alone. They call for immediate action. 
The positive fmdings of the survey should 
also be emphasised. 
Three·quarters of the people interviewed, 
for example. are content to live alone, 
even though not all of them enjoy doing 
so (Section 10.3) and very few have 
chosen to do so (Table 7.1). The courage, 
adaptability and talents of so many old 
people should be widely recognised as a 



source of leadership. experience and 
encouragement in their communi.ties. 
Regardless of increasing age or. indeed. 
declining health, every human being 

possesses the power to bring love and 
hope in to a world which always needs 
these qualities. 

Foot·Note to Section 13.3.3 

• We note that, since gohlg to press, the 
Minister for Social Welfare has introduaid a 
natioriiIJ fuel subsidy ocheme ror the elderly 
in Deed, 10 be Iioaoced by his DepartmeDt and 
odministered duough local HealtI> Boards. The 
weekly "'MDtioD has abo beeo inaeased. 
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