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Foreword
Frances Ruane, Director,
Economic and Social Research Institute

Irish and international scholars continue to be curious about Ireland’s
exceptional economic success since the early 1990s. While growth rates
peaked at the turn of the millennium, they have since continued at levels
that are high by any current international or historical Irish measures.
Despite differences of view among Irish economists and policymakers on
the relative importance of the factors that have driven growth, there is
widespread agreement that the process of globalisation has contributed to
Ireland’s economic development. In this context, it is helpful to recognise
that globalisation has created huge changes in most developed and
developing countries and has been associated, inter alia, with reductions in
global income disparity but increased income disparity within individual
countries.
This book reflects on how, from a social perspective, Ireland has
prospered over the past decade. In that period we have effectively moved
from being a semi-developed to being a developed economy. While the
book’s main focus is on the social changes induced by economic growth,
there is also recognition that social change has facilitated economic
growth. Although many would regard the past decade as a period when
economic and social elements have combined in a virtuous cycle, there is
a lingering question as to the extent to which we have better lives now that
we are economically ‘better off’. In the context of economic change, there
are always winners and losers, which gives rise to the issue of how we
determine whether and to what extent we are better off as a society. Those
who see the glass as being half-full point to increased employment
opportunities, better housing, greater participation in education, reduced
poverty and long-term unemployment, etc. Those who focus on the halfempty glass point to greater inequality at the top end of the wealth
spectrum, greater commuting times, greater stress, longer waiting lists for
health care, some increase in crime, etc.
xi
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However the glass is viewed, all agree that the change has generated new
opportunities and created great challenges. If we are to realise the
opportunities and face up to the challenges, we need to understand and
appreciate the combined economic, social and environmental implications
of the change. In effect, we need to understand in a more analytical way the
issues which have been raised in the media by many commentators,
perhaps most effectively by David McWilliams. Only with this type of
analysis, can we be sure that our policy responses are strategic and
evidence-based rather than reactive and anecdotally driven. We need to get
a handle on the heterogeneity of people’s experiences in the context of this
massive social and economic change.
The chapters in this volume cover all of the main issues one would
expect to see in a collection looking at the social changes induced by rapid
economic growth. This coverage includes employment, health, education,
housing, income inequality, immigration, social cohesion, work–life
balance and quality of life. The chapters review the current state of
knowledge and understanding about this social change, drawing on a range
of recent research and data sources, most particularly within the ESRI and
the CSO. In addition, the final chapter by the distinguished Swedish
sociologist, Professor Robert Erikson, reflects on the overall picture
created by the book and on the extent to which it meets its own objectives.
In essence, therefore, this volume brings together what we know from
research about how Irish society has changed as it has become more
prosperous. And while we know a lot, it is clear that there is more to be
known. Some steps are already in place to begin to fill in some of the
current gaps in our knowledge. For example, Ireland is finally about to
undertake its first longitudinal study of children – this will inform us about
what determines the outcomes for our children as they grow up in a very
different context to that experienced by their parents and by the nation’s
policymakers. Steps are in motion to develop longitudinal studies of older
people, which will help inform us about the health and care needs of a
more numerous older population. It may also be timely to contemplate a
longitudinal study of migrants so that we are better placed to evolve policy
and avoid the huge social problems being encountered by some of our EU
neighbours. And to understand life–work balance, should we now invest in
collecting time-use data, which is key to understanding how economic and
social factors operate at the household level? In a knowledge-driven
society, it seems imprudent to under-invest in programmes whose objective
is to gain a better understanding of ourselves, so that our policy
interventions serve us well. For this understanding, we need more data to
be collected and more research to be undertaken.
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The breadth of this book reflects the very broad scholarship of
researchers at the ESRI across a range of key social issues. It is enhanced
by the addition of the aforementioned chapter by Robert Erikson, as well
as by the chapter by Mary Corcoran, Jane Gray and Michel Peillon at
NUIM on the quality of life in the new suburbs surrounding Dublin, and
Ian O’Donnell of UCD on how crime and social cohesion have been
impacted by growth. To these authors and to my colleagues at the ESRI, we
are indebted for a collection of scholarly articles on how our society has
changed in the face of rapid growth.
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Quality of Life After the Boom
Tony Fahey, Helen Russell and Christopher T. Whelan

Best of times or worst of times?
Over the past decade the Irish economy has soared and has brought levels
of average income to among the highest in the world. This economic
‘miracle’ has generated a great deal of congratulation both at home and
abroad, not only because of stellar economic performance but also
because, as some commentators believe, Ireland is a good society as well
as a strong economy. In 2004, for example, the Economist Intelligence
Unit (EIU) forecast that in 2005 Ireland would be the world’s best country
to live in – it scored the highest of 111 countries around the world on a
quality-of-life index compiled on the basis of nine separate indicators, only
one of which – Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita – was economic
in the strict sense. Compared to other rich countries, according to the EIU’s
analysis, Ireland’s quality-of-life advantage lay primarily in two key social
factors: its higher than average level of stability in family life (measured
by its low divorce rate) and its stronger community participation
(measured by a combination of church attendance and trade union
participation). These family and community factors together accounted for
about three-quarters of Ireland’s superiority on the quality-of-life index
compared to the average for the EU-15 (Economist Intelligence Unit,
2004).
While one might query the details of the EIU’s index and dispute its
ranking of Ireland as the world’s number one country, the key point to note
is its view of Ireland as a socially as well as economically successful
society. This point has evoked scorn in many quarters, and a chorus of
commentators has portrayed the social side of the Celtic Tiger in darkly
pessimistic terms. For example, in an address to a conference in Ennis, Co.
Clare, on 3 November 2004, Emily O’Reilly, the current Ombudsman and
Information Commissioner and formerly a high-profile journalist,
excoriated Ireland’s recent social and cultural record. She spoke of the
‘vulgar fest’ of modern Ireland – ‘the rampant, unrestrained drunkenness,
the brutal, random violence that infects the smallest of our townlands and
1
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villages, the incontinent use of foul language with no thought to place or
company, the obscene parading of obscene wealth, the debasement of our
civic life, the growing disdain of the wealthy towards the poor, the
fracturing of our community life’ (O’Reilly, 2004). This unflattering
portrait attracted a good deal of attention in the media, much of it
sympathetic (The Irish Times printed an edited version of the address in a
features page – 6 November 2004). A statement released by Céifin, the
community development organisation that arranged the conference,
reported a huge demand for copies of the speech and claimed that it
‘articulated what the majority of people in Ireland feel about the direction
Irish society is taking’.
Other observers have expressed similar sentiments. For example, in his
introduction to a recent collection of sociological commentaries on the
Celtic Tiger, Colin Coulter has written that ‘[t]he materialism that has
overtaken the twenty-six counties in the era of the Celtic Tiger articulates
a spiritual emptiness that invariably attends the process of modernisation’.
He says that Ireland ‘has become a place that elevates having over
being’ and criticises the ‘rampant consumption’, ‘devotion to self’ and
‘arrogance and callousness’ that has overtaken the country (Coulter, 2003,
p. 25). Kieran Keohane and Carmen Kuhling, in a recent contribution
with a similar tone, refer to the ‘melancholy spirit of the Celtic Tiger’
and catalogue a gloomy list of failings: ‘… urban growth that is squalid
and blighted, a liberal culture that is shallow and vulgar, a new
emancipated subjectivity that is aimless and listless, a promiscuous and
indiscriminate “openness” to the new, … a derision of past beliefs and
ideals, softened by a note of nostalgia and wistful romance for their
passing ...’ (Keohane and Kuhling, 2006, p. 40). Elizabeth Cullen, a
public health specialist, has presented an equally negative judgement on a
more empirical level, assembling a mass of statistical indicators to
support her view that the economic boom ‘has seriously damaged the
nation’s health and the bonds between its people’ and ‘has depleted our
true wealth – our health, our society and our environment’ (Cullen, 2004,
pp. 9, 43).

Objectives
The negativity of this line of commentary is striking, and has been rejected
by some as excessive (entertainingly so by David McWilliams who, in his
recent bestseller on Ireland, lampoons it as the utterings of a ‘confused
commentariat’ – McWilliams, 2006). Yet concern about the social effects
of the economic boom is widespread enough for the underlying question
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to be taken seriously. Has the Celtic Tiger, on balance, been good for Irish
society or has rapid economic growth come at too high a social cost? The
purpose of this book – an edited collection of chapters written by
specialists in their fields – is to bring to bear the latest research and
empirical evidence to answer this question. It seeks to establish who has
benefited from the economic boom and what it has done to Irish people’s
social and personal well-being and quality of life. There are some aspects
of this question that are too elusive to come within the reach of
conventional social science and so are passed over here – whether, for
example, Ireland is becoming more ‘vulgar’ or ‘shallow’, or whether Irish
people are less courteous or use more coarse language than before. The
focus of the book on the social also rules out consideration of many
important questions on other aspects of the Celtic Tiger’s impact, such as
its effects on the physical environment and its long-term sustainability
even in economic terms.
Even with these restrictions, however, many questions remain for the
book to grapple with. Some see Ireland’s rising tide of prosperity as having
lifted all boats, while others argue that the benefits have accrued mostly to
those who were already well placed, leaving the disadvantaged further
behind. Some highlight how economic growth has raised living standards,
while others say that it has imposed strains on family life, eroded values
and communities, and created problems in accessing adequate housing,
health care and other services. Some see the ‘Irish social model’ as a
template that the EU should learn from, while others criticise its failure to
live up to European standards of social inclusion and solidarity. These
issues arise against the backdrop of a larger debate in rich countries about
current models of economic progress: do they bring real improvements in
people’s lives or do they increase the pressures we live under, overemphasise work and competition for status, and encourage people to adopt
selfish, materialistic values?

What can be said?
There are many reasons why this or indeed any other book cannot answer
these questions on anything more than a partial and tentative basis. First of
all, there is the cultural relativity problem. Conceptions of the good
society, or of what constitutes social progress, are founded on ethical and
philosophical worldviews that vary across cultures and even across social
groups and cannot readily be determined as right or wrong (for a lucid and
sophisticated discussion of this issue by a philosopher from University
College Dublin, see Cooke, 2006). In Ireland in recent times, for example,

4
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whether one considers the declining social role of religion or the more
liberal attitude to sexuality as progress or decline depends largely on one’s
philosophical standpoint. Second is the apples and oranges problem – how
to weigh up different dimensions of social change and come to a
judgement on the resulting balance. In most countries in recent decades,
for example, crime has gone up (a bad thing) but so too have levels of
education (a good thing). How can one add these two developments
together in trying to decide whether social conditions have improved
overall? Third is the ambivalent good problem: even those social
changes that may be good in one sense may be bad in another. For
example, more people in Ireland than ever before have a car, which greatly
enhances personal mobility, but traffic congestion and environmental
pollution have increased as a result, which restricts our mobility in some
ways and makes our physical environment less pleasant. How can we
decide whether the upside or the downside of any development be given
more attention? Finally, there is the ignorance problem: we sometimes do
not really know what has happened and therefore cannot begin to say
whether change – if it has occurred at all – is progressive or not. Mental
health, for example, is an important part of quality of life but is so difficult
to measure that trends over time are difficult to track (as is outlined briefly
in Chapter 2). Even areas of behaviour that would seem reasonably
quantifiable in principle can have quite muddled data in practice (as is
shown, for example, in connection with crime statistics in Chapter 14 of
this volume).
Although these problems limit the judgements one can make about
social change in Ireland, they do not place such judgement out of bounds
altogether. There is cultural consensus on the valuation of many social
trends – nobody disputes, for example, that unemployment or early
death are socially undesirable – and even topics that are the subject
of value dispute can be illuminated by good information. For example,
it can help us to decide how much significance to attach to, say, an
increase in marital breakdown if we know more about its precise extent
and nature. Likewise, with the apples and oranges problem, factual details
can help – it matters whether we are comparing five apples with five
oranges or ten apples with one orange. The counterbalancing sides of an
ambivalent good can similarly benefit from having factual light shone
upon them. Even with the ignorance problem, it can help to point out
where ignorance exists and thereby restrain us from jumping to illinformed conclusions.
Starting from this somewhat cautious view of what it is possible to do in
an exercise such as this, the book sought to encompass a fairly wide range
of topics in assessing Ireland’s present social situation – not an
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encyclopaedic list but enough to give some sense of an overall picture and
to include core areas, such as living standards, health, family, education,
and so on, that are widely assumed to be central to quality of life. The
approach was guided in part by the Swedish ‘level of living’ concept of
welfare measurement, which is concerned with people’s access to
resources in the form of money, possessions, knowledge, mental and
physical energy and social relationships. It thus goes beyond economic
resources to include, among other things, health, knowledge and skills. In
addition, however, topics were included because of a mixture of their
topicality in Irish public commentary and availability of research findings
and expertise to write about them.
The analysis of these topics is mainly concerned with outcomes. It does
not try to explain Irish economic performance nor assess its sustainability
but focuses on the social consequences of the boom and their implications
for people’s well-being. The main time frame taken into account is the past
ten years or so, that is, from the onset of the boom in 1993–94 to the
present day, though longer periods are also considered where these are
needed to set recent developments in context. Much attention is paid to
relative and absolute change. Pre-boom Ireland was both more unequal and
poorer than the norm for Western Europe. Today it continues to be unequal
but in a context where even the less well-off have seen major absolute
improvements in their circumstances. This combination of stasis and
advance could be judged a success or failure, depending on one’s point of
view, but in any event it is important to keep both sides of the coin in mind
and not simply focus on either relative or absolute change alone.
A further feature of the Irish case is the highly globalised nature of the
Irish economy – it is exceptionally open to international trade and
investment and to cross-border flows of labour. Some consider that such
integration increases uncertainty, raises the risk of social marginalisation
and reduces national autonomy, but others have stressed not only the
positive potential of globalisation but also the continuing importance of
domestic institutions, choices and values in mediating its impact (for an
analysis of the European welfare state in these terms, see Ferrera and
Rhodes, 2000). The Irish strategy, as Ó Riain and O’Connell (2000) argue,
is far removed from the social democratic emphasis on equality and
universalistic social services, though, equally, it is too wedded to such
corporatist institutions as the national partnership agreements to be
counted as a full-blooded instance of the Anglo-Saxon neo-liberal
approach. The Irish social model, as Hardiman (2004) notes, involves a
mix of market-oriented competitiveness, active labour market policy, an
emphasis on incentives to work, sustained welfare provision, and a social
partnership founded on a trade-off between pay and tax. In evaluating the
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consequences of this model, account must be taken not only of its
distributional consequences but also the pre-boom starting point and the
dramatic scale of absolute change.1

Outline of chapters
Doubts about the impact of the Celtic Tiger on our sense of well-being are
a common source of the ambivalence sometimes expressed about the
benefits, or lack of them, arising from the economic boom. While this
theme recurs in a number of chapters, it is given primary attention in
Chapter 2, which deals with the relationship between economic growth and
happiness in Ireland in recent times. The claim that the rich are getting
richer and the poor are getting poorer is another of the more commonly
voiced criticism of the Celtic Tiger. Chapter 3 takes up this question by
examining how rich and how unequal Ireland has become in income terms
during the economic boom. It shows that Ireland’s wealth has grown
dramatically, though not as much as is suggested by some indicators,
particularly GDP per capita. More meaningful measures of national
income bring Ireland’s relative position down more or less to the average
for OECD countries. The chapter confirms that Ireland has a high degree
of income inequality by rich country standards but disagrees that this
problem has worsened in recent years: the Celtic Tiger may have failed to
reduce income inequality but neither did it increase it.
Along with rising incomes, the jobs boom of the past decade has been
one of the most striking products of the Celtic Tiger. Chapter 4 examines
how widely spread and real its gains have been. It points to the decline in
unemployment, including long-term unemployment, as a central
transformation, and one that is broadly inclusive. Some groups, such as
lone parents and those with low education, poor health or a disability,
continue to have job problems, though less so than in the past. Trends in
the nature of the jobs that are available contradict the sometimes expressed
view that there has been a general decline in the quality of employment.
Rather, the occupational structure has been upgraded and overall job
quality has increased, with more job security, less involuntary part-time
_____________
1

The need to do so is particularly well illustrated in Brady, Beckfield and Seeleib-Kaiser’s
(2005) comparative analysis of the consequences of globalisation for the welfare state, which
encompasses the Irish case. They conclude that over the period 1975–2001 Ireland increased
its trade, reduced its social welfare expenditure, in part due to an expanding GDP, while at the
same time raising its level of ‘decommodification’ or insulation from market forces; as
reflected in the combined effect of coverage, qualifying periods for eligibility and replacement
rates for unemployment, sickness and pension welfare programmes.

