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learning from the study concerned how a
dramatic re-framing of the case can go on and
men can be moved along a developmental
pathway from being a risk to an overall resource
to the family. The study also showed that this is
not simply a matter of what gets done by single
agencies or professionals working alone but
emphasised the centrality of interagency
perspectives in how fathers’ identities are
constructed and reconstructed in professional
networks. At the best, the study argued the
therapeutic and supportive interventions engage
in ‘emotion work’ with men helping them to
recognise the legacy of past events and traumas
and how they impact on the present. This involves
not only disembedding past hurts and destructive
patterns but also aspects of traditional
masculinity and embedding a new, more
expressive, aware masculine self. Non-expressive,
traditional masculinity, the report suggested,
keeps men closed off from the skills and
emotional capacities required to be good enough
active fathers in the conditions of today. Such
encounters with therapeutic and support services
have unquestionably helped many of the men in
the study develop themselves to a point where
they have reached a new integration of the
worker/provider and intimate self and become
good enough fathers. The report argued that the
organisational context of the delivery of support
services remained crucial. The proper mix of an
open, learning organisation, staffed by well-
trained, critically reflective individuals creates not
simply a good technical approach to such work
but generates wisdom and spirit to the work
which men and their families feel and respond to.
Ultimately, it argued, working with fathers and
families is not only important for men but
benefits women and children too.

Young men out-of-home

The Young Men on the Margins study (Cleary et al.,
2004) involved qualitative in-depth interviews
with 20 men aged 18 to 30 years attending a
drop-in centre for homeless men in Dublin. The
report outlines the context of marginalisation
among some young men in Ireland. This included
family changes which have challenged traditional
values around marital and sexual relationships;
changes in the field of education whereby the
comparative academic attainment levels of girls

and boys in Ireland have reversed in just over two
decades, with girls now outperforming boys at
many educational levels; changes in the labour
market including the decline of traditional male
work areas alongside the rise of job sectors
accessible to both men and women; and changes
in attitudes to religious and moral issues in the
last two decades in Ireland.

Pathways to disadvantage

The qualitative interviews found that the
participants did not follow the usual graduated
pathways to independence, usually deviating from
these routes at a very early age. A number of
factors contributed to the men's difficulties in early
childhood and youth. They were overwhelmingly
from economically deprived backgrounds which
limited resources and possibilities for the family. At
a family level there was, for many, an absence of
parenting either because the parent had left the
family home or was unable to cope. These men
lacked role models in their families and did not
appear to have found a substitute figure. Many
men grew up without a father in the home, or
where the father was present, the relationship was
often conflictual. Relationships with their mothers
were generally more positive and supportive.
School was essentially a non-event for these men
and did not present an opportunity to overcome
previous negative events and experiences. The
study found that the men fail to engage with
schools, especially with second level schooling. The
resultant lack of educational skills was both cause
and effect of developing allegiances to out-of-
school interests and activities especially drug
taking. Drug taking and escape from difficult,
abusive home situations were the key issues for
participants in leaving home. Once out-of-home
these men, unable to survive in the labour and
housing markets, and vulnerable to negative
economic and personal events, slid into
homelessness. Exiting from this state became
difficult as the problems were compounded by the
out-of-home life. The study found that living and
surviving as a homeless person is dependent on
maintaining contacts and sources of support,
especially with partners and family. Those from
intact families had an advantage. For those from
splintered families, isolation was only avoided by
developing friendships and support within the
homeless system. Retaining an identity was also
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key in the face of stigmatising encounters with the
public and authorities. The study found that
avoiding further demoralisation and looking into
the future optimistically at the prospect of life with
a home was also important.

Men and homelessness

Overall the study found that what emerged from
the mens’ narratives was that a series of difficulties
in their young lives narrowed their life options as
they grew into adult world. They themselves
further reduced the opportunities by engaging in
drug use and anti-social behaviour. The study
looked at why the homeless population is so
overwhelmingly male. In order to understand this,
it argued that one needs to address issues around
masculinity and, in particular, disadvantaged
masculinities. The men in the study appear to
conform to the profile of disadvantaged
masculinities. This, the study argued, offers in part
an explanation of their social descent. But the
compounding effect of family and personal
problems, difficulties which these men experience
to a significant degree, are also very much part of
the explanation. Men's homelessness and
marginalisation is connected with structural issues
of poverty, with the effectiveness and level of
educational resources and support services for
families and children which they received, the
ability to avail of these services and with personal
issues embedded in the family experiences and
gender or masculinity factors. In conclusion, the
report argued that even though there is
widespread change in masculine roles, the evidence
is that many, perhaps most, men are adjusting and
adapting to change. Some categories of men,
however, mainly young, working-class men have
found the social and economic transformations
difficult. Men from these backgrounds are more
likely to lack the economic and wider social
benefits of education and marriage. Fatherhood
may now be less of an option for them than in the
past. Such men are also at risk of psychological
marginalisation in that loneliness and despair was
affecting their mental health. The report concluded
that, despite challenge and confusion amongst
men, there is no general crisis of masculinity. There
is evidence, however, of the increasing isolation and
alienation of a particular grouping of men who are
in this situation due to a combination of structural,
familial and personal factors.

Young men and suicide

A related study, Suicidal Behaviour amongst Young
Men (Cleary, 2005), provided an exploratory
examination of male suicide behaviour through
qualitative interviews with 15 men aged between
18 and 30 who had been admitted to hospital,
having engaged in suicidal behaviour. The report
pointed out that in Ireland the reported suicide rate
has increased steeply from the 1970s and is a
considerable health risk for young men aged 15 to
34 years. Female rates have also risen but the
increase is much less marked and the female rate
remains generally low. Both of these trends are
evident in most Western countries and
explanations for this gender differential centre on
the negative effects of economic and marital
change for men over recent decades. It is argued
that the fact that men tend to disclose distress and
seek professional help less readily than women
makes them more vulnerable to suicidal action.

The men involved in the study were almost all
single and although nine were fathers, only two
were living with their children. Educationally, they
were below average achievers. Two thirds had not
completed second level school and none had been
to third level. In general, they worked in unskilled
or semiskilled occupations and approximately half
were unemployed. Knowledge of suicidal
behaviour was well-known to the respondents
from personal contacts and from the media. An
acceptance of suicide as a behavioural option was
apparent. The level of alcohol use amongst the
participants was high and drinking heavily was
frequently a means of coping with unhappiness
even over a long period of time. The combination
of alcohol and the impulsive quality of suicidal
behaviour is key to understanding the
phenomenon. The report found that alcohol often
transformed an unhappy state into a potential
death. The study found that relationship
breakdown was a feature of many of the suicide
attempts. In the context of past loss, the ending
of a relationship took on a particular significance
for these men. In general, they were having
difficulties coping with new relationship norms
and women's increased sexual freedom. Early
negative experiences had impacted on the men’s
self-esteem and identity. This was obvious in their
desire to be strong and to avoid weakness.
Masculinity was connected to strength and being
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a successful man involved maintaining a strong
masculine image. There was little evidence that
the men knew and felt confident about different
types of masculinity. Weakness was identified as
the cause of difficulties especially in relation to
being a victim of bullying. A third of the men had
encountered bullying and the experience had
profound and long-lasting effects often
confirming self-doubts about their masculine
identity and reinforcing the idea that physical and
emotional strength are central to being a man.
Part of the masculine identity demonstrated by
these men involved non-disclosure of problems
and emotional issues were rarely discussed with
family or friends. Fathers were important initial
role models for this type of behaviour but
thereafter it was rigidly reinforced within peer
and friendship groups.

In conclusion, the study found that the reasons
why young men attempt to take their own lives
are complex but there is now widespread
knowledge about and, to a degree, acceptance of
suicidal behaviour. It has become a possible
option when things go wrong in one's life.
Expectations around male behaviour of emotions
are quite rigid and this often prevents young men
from seeking help. Because they have difficulties
in disclosing problems and having problems
recognised by others, they are at risk in relation to
suicidal behaviour. Some, such as young working
class and rural men, represent particularly
vulnerable groupings.

b) Grandparents

The study on Grandparenthood in Modern Ireland
(Lundstrom, 2001) involved qualitative interviews
with 58 grandparents (44 grandmothers and 14
grandfathers) which sought to obtain the views of
grandparents from their own perspective. The
grandparents ranged in age from 40 to 92. Half
were widowed and the majority had not gone
further educationally than the primary certificate.
Grandparents had, on average, 10 grandchildren
which is somewhat larger than those in a
previous Irish study and considerably more than
grandparents in the UK and US. In addition one
quarter of the grandparents had great
grandchildren. Most grandparents in the study
lived within 10 miles of the grandchildren and, on
average, saw most of them at least once a week. A

small percentage had their grandchild living with
them or lived in a granny flat owned by one of
their children. One third of the grandparents had
some grandchildren who live abroad. The most
prevalent type of care identified in the study was
that done in blocks of time when parents were on
holiday or during the grandchildren’s school
holidays. Grandmothers more likely to care for
their grandchildren and grandfathers usually did
so in the company of their spouses. Some
grandparents who engaged in considerable care-
giving reported that this activity can be tiring.
Grandparents also engaged in active pursuits and
passive activities with the grandchildren.

Grandparents’ attitudes and views

In relation to their feelings on becoming a
grandparent, the most prevalent response was
delight. However other responses included being
pleased, feeling neutral, feeling old and shock or
horror. The grandparents who stated they
experienced shock or horror had grandchildren
born out of wedlock and some to teenage
parents. However, the majority of grandparents,
even those who reported initial shock and horror,
reported that being a grandparent was a source
of great joy to them. Over a quarter of
grandparents reported that they were loathe to
interfere in their children's lives particularly in
relation to childrearing even if they consider their
children's parenting style contrary to their own.
Some grandparents of grandchildren in families in
which both parents work reported that these
grandchildren wielded the power in the family.
Some grandparents in the study had been denied
access to the grandchildren, usually after
separation or divorce. This was a very painful
experience for grandparents especially when
events such as first Communion and Confirmation
take place in their absence. These grandparents
experience the courts and the adversarial nature
of custody and access battles as painful and
inappropriate.

Wishes and concerns

In relation to wishes and concern for their
grandchildren's futures, grandparents wished for
a stable family background for them. The majority
worried about growing problems of drug and
alcohol abuse in Irish society. Some were also
concerned about a more equitable system of
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resolving custody and access problems in
relationship breakdowns. In relation to social
policies which would be beneficial for
grandparents, grandchildren or both, the
grandparents considered that they need
recognition as a resource within family life in
Ireland and that this is currently ignored in Irish
society. Grandparents believe they have much to
offer and that their talents are underutilised. A
good education for the grandchildren was the
social policy mentioned most frequently. Other
issues included sport and leisure facilities after
school and in the school holidays; the housing
crisis and its effect on families; the introduction of
a less formal system for custody and access issues
such as mediation; and transportation difficulties
in rural areas. Grandparents who were members
of the Travelling community would like their
views to be sought when sites were being
designed and built. They also wanted
discrimination to cease and for them to have the
same rights to live and work as every other
citizen. Overall, the study found that there are
many different types of grandparents in Ireland
today. The report suggested that more research
should be undertaken to verify that the
understanding of what the lives, experiences, and
needs and concerns of grandparents are in a
rapidly changing Ireland.

2. Cross-cutting thematic
analysis of the reports

Given the very wide range of topics covered by
the studies in the family research programme and
given the wide variety of different approaches
adopted in those studies, this cross-cutting
analysis can only hope to highlight a small
number of key points raised across a number of
different reports. Perhaps the most common
theme running through out the reports was the
issue of family well-being (or related concepts
such as quality of life) or the absence of such
well-being.® The issue of well-being was perhaps
most comprehensively addressed in studies such
as that on Family Well-being and the From Child to

Adult study. A number of studies looked at how
family services (such as pre-marital courses,
counselling and parenting supports) can
contribute to family well-being; Further reports
looked at particular situations in which well-being
was clearly absent (such as the studies of
homeless and suicidal young men).

Defining well-being

The Family Well-being study discussed the concept
of the definition of well-being in some detail. For
the purposes of that study the well-being of
parents was defined as having four conceptually
distinct components: physical well-being;
psychological well-being; the quality of the
parent-parent relationship; and the quality of the
parent-child relationship. The well-being of
children was defined as having two conceptually
distinct components: physical well-being and
psychological well-being. The study developed or
revised measurement tools in order to assess
well-being in each of these different aspects.

The From Child to Adult study looked at social and
psychological outcomes in a sample of young
people. In doing so information was collected on
psychological health (including alcohol
consumption and drug use); education and
employment status; social networks and
relationships; self-esteem and local self-control;
and contact with the law. Again specific
measuring tools were used in the study to assess
many of these aspects.

In contrast, the two studies of young men on the
margins, although not discussing well-being in
conceptual terms, provided specific case studies of
situations in which well-being was clearly lacking.
The case study of young men out of home in
Dublin provided a picture of a group of young
men with multiple disadvantages. Similarly, the
study of suicidal behaviour amongst young men
also presented a picture of a group of young men
with generally low educational attainment, low
employment skills, a high level of alcohol use,
relationship breakdowns in many cases, and early
negative experiences which had impacted on the
men’s self-esteem and identity.

10The Office of the Minister for Children has recently published a series of studies on the development of indicators of well-being

for children (National Children's Office, 2005).
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The determinants of well-being

Personal, family and socio-economic context

The reports which looked at well-being (or its
absence) sought to identify, in a qualitative or
quantitative manner, the factors which contributed
to well-being (or its absence). Again this was
examined in most detail in the Family Well-being
study. That study placed considerable emphasis on
personal and family characteristics. For example, in
relation to the physical and psychological well-being
of parents, the study found that it was shaped
primarily and directly by personality characteristics,
family processes and the socio-economic
environment. The two main influences on the
quality of couple relationships were found to be
relationship skills and personality traits. In relation
to the well-being of children, the study found that
the key factors were the presence of unresolved
problems between the child and its parents,
characteristics of the mother, the father’s
supportiveness, and family income. The study
concluded that "the physical and psychological well-
being of parents and children are shaped primarily
by family processes, particularly those involving the
ability to resolve conflicts and arguments, and by
the personality traits of parents” (McKeown et al,,
2003, 12). The study found that the type of family in
which one lives had virtually no impact on family
well-being and that the environment outside the
immediate family had less direct influence on family
well-being than internal dynamics within the family
itself. However, other studies place more emphasis
on the socio-economic context. For example the
From Child to Adult study found that socio-
economic disadvantage was a major risk factor for
poor educational outcome.” From a qualitative
point of view, the study of the young men out of
home highlighted the fact that they were
overwhelmingly from economically deprived
backgrounds.

The studies discussed above measured different
aspects of well-being and adopted substantially
different methodologies. Their findings are not
necessarily inconsistent one with the other.
However, these studies do raise the important

issue as to the balance between personal
characteristics and family processes on the one
hand, the broader socio-economic context on the
other, and the relationship between the two as
determinants of well-being. Indeed the Family
Well-being report itself identified a number of
direct impacts associated with socio-economic
context (such as income levels, feeling financially
secure and education levels) and also highlighted
the fact that "the social, cultural and economic
context has a pervasive influence on family well-
being via the mediating influence of conflict
resolution styles, unresolved problems in
relationships and personality attributes”
(McKeown et al., 2003, 71). The report emphasised
the sensitivity of processes, behaviours and
attributes within the family to external socio-
economic structures and processes.

Communication and conflict resolution

A number of studies indicated that the manner in
which issues and conflicts are resolved (or not
resolved) is critically important to family well-being.
The Family Well-being report found that a problem-
solving style which typically involves discussing
problems and finding solutions, acceptable to both
partners, promotes well-being whilst one which
involves attacking and insulting the partner, not
wanting to hear what the partner has to say or
refusing to talk anymore; or an excessive willingness
to agree or give in without presenting or defending
one’s position all reduced well-being (McKeown et
al,, 2003, 10). The counselling studies also indicated
that these issues were of critical importance in
leading to unhappy relationships (McKeown et al.,
2002a and b). The study on children’s experience of
parental separation emphasised the importance of
communication for children about the separation
and the importance of children receiving
reassurances from parents that they were
concerned about their children’s well-being and
committed to being available for them (Hogan et
al., 2002).

Sharing tasks and responsibilities

The issue of the sharing of tasks within the home
also emerged in a number of different reports.
The counselling studies found that in about eight

11 See also the study by McKeown and Sweeney (2002) which summarised the evidence from research on the link between
income and child well-being and the recent paper by Duncan (2006) which outlined studies from the USA on the link between

family income and the well-being of children.
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