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A. The Process 

A.l Needs and Challenges 
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This summary report is the result of a collaboration between 
members of the North East Lone Parents Network, involving eight 
o rganisations working with lone parents in four counties 
(Monaghan, Cavan, Louth and Meath), and Nexus Research 
personnel. 

There were 12,489 lone paren ts living in the North-East region 
according to the 2002 Census of Population, and lone parents 
accoun ted for approximate ly 12% of a ll households. This is a 
significant section of the total population - within which there exists 
a wide diversity in terms of personal circumstances, needs and 
challenges. 

The most formidable challenges, as identi fied at national level, 
relate to the increased ri sk of exclusion and poverty amongst these 
households - very much linked to barriers tha t may ex ist to social 
integration and progression]. 

Developing meaningfu l responses to these cha llenges requires a 
detailed knowledge of personal circumstances and consequences of 
lone parenting. In recognition of this, the North East Lone Paren ts 
Network set about gaining a real and effective insight - through 
d irect contact with women and men parenting alone in the region. 

Contact wi th lone parents in the region was to be facilitated by the 
organisations involved in the network. However, a number of 
barriers to making initial contacts were encountered, including the 
need to get over suspicion, to bui ld up trust, a nd to establish 
meaningful lines of communication. 

This highlighted the absence of an organised framework lhrough 
which ongoing contact could be es tablished at community level, 
and indeed through which fo llow up work could be undertaken 
around issues fo r lone parents in the region. 

1 The National Action Plan against Poverty and Social Exclusion identifies lone parents as 
onc of the groups at greatest risk of poverty (2005); Thc QECD points to very low 
employment ra tes amongst lone parents in Ireland - dl'Spi\e the buoyant economy (2003); 
and there is offi cial Government R.-cogni lion of the mueh higher risk of child poverty 
amongst children of lone parents (Government Discussion Paper on Supporting Lone 
Parents, 2006). 



A.2 Developing a Response 

The involvement of lone parents themselves was seen as vital in 
efforts to assess needs and develop appropriate responses - if 
barriers of mistrust and lack of confidence were to be broken down; 
and if a realistic picture of needs was to emerge. 

There was no immediate vehicle, however, to enlist such 
involvement, and the project turned itself to this challenge as a 
necessary precursor to subsequent research and needs analysis. 

This project, then, had two parts or 'phases' : 

1. The first phase was about engaging in outreach. The intention 
here was to explore, with interested lone parents, the possibility 
of developing some vehicle through wh ich comprehensive and 
participative research could be carried out on loca l needs. 

2. The second phase consisted of a training and development 
programme del ive red by the groups involved in the Network. 
Up 10 fifteen members of North East Lone Parents Network, 
participated . 

L 
,. 

The intention from the outset was to involve participants fully in all 
aspects of the research - from designing a needs assessment process, 
to interviewing, right through to interpreting results, drawing 
conclusions and framing recommendations. 

The skills required fo r active partiCipation a l all these levels we re 
imparted through a resea rch training programme delivered by the 
constituent organisations of the network as wel1 as by Nexus. The 
process was financi ally supported by County Monaghan 
Partnership, LEADER, the HSE and the National Lottery. 

The resea rch exercise has resulted in a comprehensive data-base 
detailing needs and circumstances of lone parents li ving in the 
North East. The availability of such data is unprecedented . 
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It has also resul ted in Network members becoming more informed 
and more enabled to add ress these needs on their own behalf, and 
in partnership with the relevant service~provi ders and agencies. 

A.3 The Stages Involved and the Training Elements 
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The research process involved the foll owing stages. 

Identifying Fieldwork - Inputting and 
Analysing Priority Needs Delivering the • Results -for Assessment Questionnaires Computer 

Designing a Designing a Presenting and 
Interpreting Questionnaire Sample Results 

Piloting a 
Interviewing • Questionnaire Negotiating 
Techniques and Making Actions 

Changes 

Participants in the training and development programme (the 
research team) iden tified the priority areas for the needs assessment. 
They designed a questionnaire tha t would investigate the 
circumstances and needs of respondents in relation to these 
concerns. This ins tru ment was used as the framework for 
conducti ng in-depth in terviews with 522 lone parents across the 
four counties in the North East region. 

Very few members of the research team were familiar with the 
technological applications necessary for the inputting of the 
questionnaire data into an Excel database. During th is phase the 
research team developed useful skills in relation to database design, 
input and ana lysis. 

The interpretation of the results, the writi ng of this report and the 
presen tati on of the findings to the wider public represen ted the final 
stages of the training. However, a follow up strategy will see the 
research team begin work on negotiating future actions that will aim 
to address the needs identified through the research process. 



A.4 Profile of the Area and the Respondents 

The region has been experiencing signi ficant population growth. 
The total popu lation of the four North-Eastern Counties for the 
census yea r 2002 was 344,926 and fo r the census year 1996 was 
306,155. This represents an actua l population increase of 38,771 
(12.7%). Table 1 shows the population changes for each county over 
the six year period . 

Table 1: Population of Region by County: 1996 and 2002 (CSO) 

Year Louth Meath Cavan Monaghan Total 

1996 92,166 109,732 52,944 51,313 306,155 

2002 101,802 133,936 56,416 52,772 344,9 26 

Oh> change + 10.S + 22.1 + 6.6 + 2.8 +1 2.7 

A sample of lone paren t households was drawn up and 
proportionately weighted to re flect di fferent areas in the region, 
gender, an d diffe ren t age groups in the ta rget population. Potential 
respondents were identified wi th the help of local vol un tary and 
communi ty organisations; and from the local knowledge of 
participan ts in the research project. 

Interviews eventually took place with 522 of these women and men. 
Completed interviews therefore represent a sam ple of just over 4% 
the total ' ta rget' population. The majority of respo ndents were 
women (with 37 or just over 7% of the total sam ple being men ). 

Figure 1 be low indicates that the vast majority of the respondents 
were aged under 40 years old. The average age of responden ts was 
mid to late 205. 

Figure 1: Age Profile 

<21 22-25 26-30 31-40 41-50 51+ 

Figure 2 indicates the spread of interviewees geographicall y. A 
larger number of in terviewees from Monaghan refl ects the 
involvement of three Monaghan based groups in the Network. 
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Louth 
26% 

Figure 2: location 

Cavan 
16% 

Meath 
18% 

Monaghan 
41 % 

A.S Housing and Accommodation 
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The accommodation status of respondents indicates a high level of 
dependence: on paren ts, loca l authority and private landlords. 
Whi le over one in fi ve respondents li ve w ith their parents across the 
four counties, this rises to over one in three in County Mea th . 

Figure 3: Current living Status 

With 
Parents 

22% 

Local 
Authority 

43-/. 

Private 
Rented 

19'10 

Own Home 

16% 

Home ownership levels are lowest in Louth at 11%. 

There are di sparities across the counties in te rms of the levels of 
access to local authority housing. Local authorities in Louth house 
some 54% of interviewees, while in Meath and Monaghan, the 
figu re is 37% respectively l. 

Local Authoriti-es in Louth also have the highl's t proportion of lone parenl5 on theif 
accommodation wail ing 1i5is (49% of applicants fOf Drogheda, Oundalk and County Louth 
lOC.ll authOrity hou~ing are lone parents). 



A.6 Education 

Respondents were asked to discuss \· ... hether they fe lt that being a 
lone parent had affected their accommodation options. Three in ten 
felt that they had been negatively affected. The selected comments 
below give some indica tion of perceived problems - a ll with the 
poten tial to increase a sense of insecurity: 

"Landlords tend to look down all sillgle parents." 

"Relit in the private sector is very high mId I cal1't see how / could 
afford tilis. " 

" It took //folftl,S 10 Jilld somewilere decent as 1II0st Itmdlords don't 
wallt reil I allowance" 

Uf was liviflg in a damp flat for over two years before I gal my house. " 

"I waited n jne years for tire Cowlcil to give me a hOllse." 

"Some landlords will nof accept refl/ allowance and quite a Jew don 't 
walll children in tlleir accommodatioll." 

"You can 'I get a mortgage if you are a single parent l..'vt!1f if you are 
working. " 

"Tile hOl/se was in my wife's name and I had to Jig'" to slay there 
with file cllildrell." 

A key determinant of prospects for personal progression is level of 
atta inment withi n the fo rmal ed uca tion sector. 

Figure 4 : level of Education Achieved 

Third Level 

Leaving Cert 
21% 

19% ..-_--

Primary 
4% 

Be50w Leaving 
Cert 

56% 

The majority of respondents had left school before com pleting their 
Leaving Certifica te examinntion. 

There were some variations by county in terms of the stage at which 
the interviewees left the education system. 
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Table 2: Percentage of Respondents from each County Accord ing to the 
Stage of leaving the Formal Education 

Monaghan Louth Meath Cavan 
(%) (%) (%) (% ) 

Primary Only 2 11 3 5 

Some Secondary 43 53 58 34 

Leaving Certificate 27 17 26 31 

Some Third level 17 14 7 19 

Completed Third level Course 7 4 6 9 

Universi ty Degree or Equivalent 3 1 0 2 

While six in ten Cavan respondents had left with the Leaving 
Certifi cate or a higher level qualification, in Louth, almost two 
thirds had left the educa tion system without having atta ined a 
min imum of the Leaving Certifi cate. A significantly higher 
proportion of Louth respondents had only primary level education. 

The most significant exit point for most respondents (47% of all) was 
during second level, but before having achieved the Leaving 
Certificate. 

For many students, leaving the educa tion sys tem during second 
level without qual ifications was related to becoming a parent. Some 
11 % of male interviewees and 21% of female respondents became a 
parent while in second level. 

WhiJe a higher number of respondents from Cavan (26%) became a 
parent during their second level schooling, these individuals were 
more likely to complete their education in comparison to their peers 
in Louth, Meath and Monaghan (Figure 5 below). 

Figure 5 : Percentage of All Studenllone Parents Who Felt they could not 
Complete the ir Education 

• Louth 

o Meath 

• Monaghan 

o Cavan 

For many interviewees, leaving the education system at an ea rl y age 
without qualifications would not have been rega rded as Cl necessary 
outcome, had adequate supports been in place. Access to affordable 
childcare would have a llowed many interviewees to complete their 
second level schooling. 



A.7 Training 

Figure 6: What Supports would have Helped You Stay in School? 

Personal 
27% 

Understanding 
8% 

Financial 
20% 

Childcare 
45% 

The most enduring memories for many are of isolation and a 
gene ral lack of understanding o r empathy: 

"/ felt alollc" 

"Beillg accepted as equal ill school - lI o t beillg picked 0 11 by Jelfow 
pupils" 

"] would have loved a little IlIlderstalldillgfrom teachers" 

Almost one in fi ve respondents were participants on training 
programmes at the time of the research. 

• 52% of these were in mainstream FAS Train ing; 

• 30% on FAS Community Employment Schemes; 

• 18% on the Jobs In itiative Programme. 

Regional variations indicate a much higher participation 
ma instream training in Monagha n a nd Louth. 

• rate In 

A wide range of training opportunities has been availed of, 
including computer classes, book keeping and commercial courses. 

The rationale for attending courses was sometimes rela ted to self 
development as opposed to simply improv ing labour market 
opportunities. 

Over 100 res pondents expressed a w ish to access job-related 
training courses. The level of interest in accessing computer or ICT 
training far outstrips interest in all other courses (Figure 7 below). 
Becoming familiar w ith computers was regarded by most as a 
necessary first s tep in the direction of getting a job. 
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A.8 Employment 

11 

Figure 7: In which type of Tra ining Are You Int erested? 

o 10 

The main barriers to getting involved in educa tion and training 
relate to the costs invo lved, time pressures, famil y circumstances 
and commitments. 

Lack of information about the range of opportunities was 
considered a major problem. Fear of failure and lack of self
confidence are other major obstacles. 

A flexible approach with relaxed rules and regulations, a course 
structure that takes accounts of the needs of the interviewees, a 
course that focuses on deve loping learning skill s, a relaxed 
atmosphere and Cl supportive teacher or tutor are all critical factors 
identified by respondents as facilitating their participation in 
training courses 

Assistance in deal ing with childcare needs would be necessary, as 
well as support with transport, for some interviewees. 

Some 46% of a ll respondents were unemployed at the time of 
interviewing: 48% of female and 24% of male respondents. 

Unemployment levels vary by County - the graph below indicating 
the highest proportions unemployed in Meath; while Monaghan 
has the lowest. 



Figure 8: levels of Unemployment in the Four Regional Counties 

• Louth 

C Meath 

• Monaghan 

o Cavan 

Of those women who are in work, the majori ty (66%) are employed 
in part-time jobs. A minority of men (29%) are in part time work. 

Figure 9: Percentage of Employed Respondents in Pari-lime lobs 

• Louth 

o Meath 

• Monaghan 

Cl Cavan 

Over seven in ten employed respondents in Louth were working 
part time, while four in ten employed Meath respondents were 
worki ng part time. 

The main areas of work include the retail sector (44) and in personal 
serv ices-including childcare, special needs assistants and carers (27). 

Over one in three respondents felt that they would need some 
further tra ining to be in a position to find a new job. 
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A.9 Access to Information and Services 
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[n terms of accessing genera l information abou t r ight s and 
entitlements, interviewees we re more likely to turn to voluntary 
rather than statutory sources. Specific sources of information for the 
interviewees include 

• Citizen Information Service for specific advice on entitlements 
and some legal matters, 

• FAS for information on training and e mployment opportunities, 
• MABS for money adv ice, 
• Loca l creches o r word of mouth fo r information on chi ldcare, 
• Loca l GPs, public health nu rse or hospital for informa tion on 

health issues 
• Local community projects fo r genera l and speci fi c information 

on all issues 

Interviewees highlighted a furthe r range of information sou rces. 

Figure 10: What are you like ly 10 Use1 

Information hotline 

Information morning 

Information night 

Support Group 

Useful website 

Aertel 

Post Office 

Social \t\Ielfare Office 

National newspaper 

Resource Centre 

Citizen Information Service 

Newsletter 

Local radio 

Television 

INord of mouth 

Local newspaper 
-F===!'===F--
o 50 100 150 200 250 300 360 400 450 

Loca l med ia are important for lone parents in terms of accessing 
information, as is word of mouth from family and friends. 

Comments from respondents highlight some of the difficulties in 
accessing information from the normal mainstream sources, and go 
some way towards explaining the high dependence on more 
informal or persona l channels: 



"Access to iliformatiotl is olle fltitlg bllt there is 1/0 illformati01! available 
to me1l ill my positioll" 

" It call be very hard to get informatioll ill SIlInU towns mId nlml areas" 

"1 dOll 't tltillk there is el/ough illformatioll given, youltave to lookjor it." 

"I wislt all Governmcllt orgallisaliolls kllelv more or were better iliformcd 
about cach other so you dO Il 't have to visil tilelll all to get illjormulioll" 

"YOII are of tell pll t to a differelll sectioll whell ringillg a department. 
If is offell difficult to fiHd informatioll 011 being a single parellt 

who is workillg, e.g. tax benefits" 

"ReJeva1l t illforlllnlioll should be all tOlllat icaIly fonvarded 10 YOII" 

"There should be more help for people who calli read or write" 

"TI/ere should be open meetings ill our Town Hall 011 local things 
happening in the town and resource ccn tres, scllOols and churches" 

Respondents were asked to di scuss their sa tisfaction with a range of 
service providers in the ir areas. 

Figure 11 : Satisfaction Levels with Service Providers 

Social Worker 

ewo 
Local Authority 

Legal 

Social Welfare 

Fam Supp 

MABS 

Hospitals 

Gardai 

LES 

Public Health Nurse 

Schools 

FAS 

GP. 

o 20 40 60 80 100 

As is shown in Figure 11, the highest sa tisfaction levels were with 
local Doctors, FAS and schools. Where services were deemed to be 
unsatisfactory, reasons were overwhelmingly to do wi th the manner 
in which the cl ient, as a lone parent, felt they were treated . Feelings 
of being ' looked down on' or perceptions of bei ng judged in a moral 
sense were frequently expressed, as some selected comments below 
illustrate. 
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"Very degradillg experiellce. You are lIIade to beg for allytl1illg YO II get 
evell I/ IO /lg/l you are el1 titled to it. 

"J/ldgmelltal, rude, aggressive, ll11l1clpflll ." 

" YOII a/ways Ilflve to justify yourself" 

"Very huriflll- made me fee/like dirt." 

"Very Yl/de made me cry." 

A. 10 Social Participation and Transport 
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Almost one in three respondents felt that they did not have any time 
for themselves away from their children. 

For those that have time aWilY from their children, leisure time is 
much more likely to be spent in an informal than a formal setting 
(Figure 12 b€low). 

Socialising with 
friends 

At home 

Attending courses 

Sporting activities 

Organised group 

o 50 

Figure 12: Free Time Activities 

100 150 200 250 300 

Cost and financial constraints are the most signi fi can t barriers faced 
by lone paren ts attempting to become more involved in the li fe of 
the community (especially in relation to childminding costs and fees 
associated with classes). But a lack of suitable facilities and courses 
is a lso a problem for many respondents (Figure 13 overleaf). 



Figure 13: Barriers to Getting Involved in Activities 

Lack of confidence 

No information 

Poor transport 

No access to childminder 

Lack of classes 

Lack of facilities 

Cost of child minder 

Cost of classes 

o 50 100 150 200 250 300 

In general social and community-based acti vities, a majority of 
respondents fell tha t they had been treated differently because they 
were a lone parent. This can often increase an existing lack of sel f
confidence: 

"Always pilt dowll alld classed as a scrollllger " 

"A I schoolmeetillgs comparisons are made Wit/I hvo-parent !lOuse!lOlds" 

"I am made to feellha t I am a reject of the sys tem" 

"People thil1k your are stupid and what you !rave to say does l/ 't really 
matter" 

The fact tha t only a minority of respondents have access to a car 
(42%) can increase a sense of isolation as well as dependency -
especially in more remote rural parts of the region. Only 32% 
consider that they are li ving within wa lking distance of essential 
services, and the remainder rel y on families, friends or public 
transport services that a re infrequent: 

"Pllblic trnllsport is very bad alld timetables are irreglllar." 

"1 ca/mo f drive, drivillg lessolls are very expensive. J Ihhlk t/lere shol/ld 
be special rales for people all bel/eflts" 

"Iolle pare/Its sllol/ld lIave free travel or sOll/e Iype of allowallce" 

"My friell ds sometimes brillg lIIe 10 lite shop" 

"Yes I'm stuck ill the middle of IIowhere and fee/like a prisoner 1I1lless I 
fo rk Ollt a load of II/o l/ey for taxis" 

"/ have to IIse taxis a lot, bul my Olllll car wOllld be loo expensive" 

"/'m dependenl 0/1 my father to brjllg me places alld he is gettillg old" 

"Ill cases of emergel1cy, I /Jave 110 way 10 /lOspilnl" 

1& 



B. Conclusions 
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The research has shown that a substanti al number of lone parents in 
the region are disadvantaged in a range of ways, bu t most 
importantly in terms of: 

>- Inadequacy of income - the profile indicating high levels of 
early school leaving and subsequent unemployment. 

>- Related difficu lties in establishing any kind of real 
independence - with dependency being most pronounced in 
relation to access to chjldcare and transport. 

::;eo. Expressed lack of confidence, and feelings of being 
undervalued - often beginning from a pregnancy while in 
school, and ca rri ed through in dealings with some 
mainstrea m serv i ce~providers. 

> Lack of inclusion - with the danger of social iso la tion in 
many cases. 

However, it also important to note that: 

:> The majori ty of lone parents want to progress, and are 
actively seeking opportunities to do so - especially through 
participation in tra ining courses which are linked to real 
employment prospects. 

:> The vast majority of lone pa rents currently employed are in 
part-time jobs - and the capacity to contribute flexibility to 
the econom ic and commercial development of the region 
rep resents an important asset. 

The most important challenge for future development is about 
finding ways to connect lone parents - representing a diverse set of 
needs and circumstances - to: 

o Opportunities for personal progreSSion and development. 

o Effective access to and use of social, health, transport, 
housi_ng and other mainstream services. 

o Active social and community participation 

Ways in which this challenge might be addressed are di scussed in 
the final Section. 



C. Exploring Future Responses 

The development of opportunities for lone pa rents in the North
East region, and maximising the socia l and economic contribution 
tha t they can make, is a two way process. 

On the one hand the re is an ongoing need to ensure that services are 
responsive to needs - and openly accessible in a flexible way. 

But, for many lone parents on the other hand, there is an equa ll y 
important need to build capacity and confiden ce to express needs, 
to access services and to exploit opporhmities. Building a sense of 
belonging and connection should be the first step in this process
even to the ex tent that fea r or reluctance in pu rsing their rights is 
removed for many. 

Most important ly, there is a pressing need for an effective 
partnership to be developed between the interests of lone parents 
and the range of mainstream service providers who are key to 
improving development p rospects. 

This can be achieved if the space is created to build upon the work 
already undertaken by the organisations and individuals involved 
in this project. An extremely va luable database of needs, capacities 
and experiences now exists for the region. Developing a permanent 
networking capacity behveen these organisa tions and individuals 
will ensure that the information can be used and updated on an 
ongoing basis. 

The establishment of a permanent Lone Parent Network in the 
North-Eas t would offer the prospect of adopting a stra tegic 
approach to \vorking with lone parents in building social and 
economic inclusion. Specifically it could : 

o Provide fi rst hand support, confidence-bu ilding and 
'v isi bil ity' for lone parents in the region. Of utmost 
importance in thi s respect is the need for providing 
information and support within an environment of trust. The 
network could develop an associate membership and a social 
function agenda in this context. 

o Mediating between lone parents and the range of agencies, 
organisations and services working to address exclusion. 
Particular emphasis should be placed here on match ing 
capaci ties and aspi rations on the part of lone parents to 
opportunities and supports for progression. As an organised 
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sector and partner in development, lone parents would be in 
a much stronger position to identify rea l needs and barriers, 
and to assist in the connection of training courses to 
sustainable employment opportunities. This would result in 
the estab lishment of very prac ti cnl (rather than just 
aspirational) responses to ch ild care and other support needs. 

o Assisting with the establishment and development of a range 
of support organisations and groups in differen t parts of 
region - important not only in combating exclusion, but vital 
also in developing an understanding of evolving needs and 
circumstances. 

o Contributing to pol icies and plans. Lone parents arc a 
recognised target group for a range of plans and 
programmes currently operating in the region (including 
Partnership, County Development Board, RAPID plans etc.). 
An active network a t regional level is more likely to succeed 
in turning pol icy and strategic objectives into real and 
realisable plans. 

o Increasing social awareness. The resea rch has especially 
highlighted the need for school·based campaigns and 
policies in this respect. Curren t school·based planning and 
pol icy frameworks cou ld be a useful starting point here (for 
example the pol icy framework around bullying in school). In 
any event there is a need for a ra nge of activities in 
addressing awareness about lone parent concerns, building 
positive supports for students, prevention work regarding 
ea rly school leaving, the encouragement and facilitat ion of 
active involvement of lone parents in school management. 

o Feed in to national debate and policy deliberations. A North· 
east network could prov ide a ve ry in1portant local and 
community·based dimension to the work already being done 
by existi ng national networks (OPEN in particular). 

The database of exiting research findings provides a vital resource 
in carrying forwa rd such an approach - as does the skills developed 
by lone parents themselves in carrying out the research. Information 
can be easily updated at regula r intervals and can become an 
essential element in evaluation and review of future developments. 

This offers a unique opportunity to adopt a strategic and long-te rm 
approach to addressing the significant and d iverse needs of lone 
parents in Cavan, Meath, Monaghan and Louth. 
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