
The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice consists of  

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul, The Vincentian Congregation, The Daughters of Charity and The Sisters of 

the Holy Faith. 

Our Contact Details  Ozanam House 

53 Mountjoy Square 

Gardiner Street 

Dublin 1 

 T: 01 8780425  

  

 

vpj@eircom.net 

 www.justicematters.ie 

www.budgeting.ie 

www.vote.ie 

www.MISc.ie 

 

 

 

Living in Poverty Today 

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul (SVP), in its engagement with families and individuals living in poverty, 

encounters many complex situations that require a variety of responses. Such households are presented with 

constant challenges. 

The impact of living on an inadequate income is multi-dimensional and it is difficult to identify the cause, the 

comprehensive nature, and the physical, psychological, and social toll of ongoing disadvantage, on the lives of 

children and parents. For this reason, SVP asked the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (VPSJ) to research 

the reality experienced by households with children, whose income falls below that required for a Minimum 

Essential Standard of Living (MESL). This is a standard which meets physical, psychological, and social needs at a 

minimum but socially acceptable level and is one below which nobody should be expected to live. 

This edition of Just.Now gives a brief overview of the situation of 3 households. Words can never convey the 

harrowing experience of being trapped in long term income poverty nor can they describe the helplessness, 

depression and guilt associated with failure to make ends meet. However, words can help people who are 

comfortably off to understand the complex nature of poverty and to empathise with people who need financial 

support instead of judging and criticising them. Page four of this edition of Just.Now presents some of the myths 

which promote ignorance of, and indifference to the causes, impact and solutions to poverty. 
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 Michelle is a lone-parent with two 

children. She is unemployed and dependent on social 

welfare for her income.  

After Michelle completed a CE scheme, she found a 

job as a Carer that required travel. She started this 

role with 20 hours p/week, but this was soon reduced 

to eight hours. A combination of the cost of travel and 

childcare meant that she was not profiting from this 

employment. She persevered and found several jobs 

locally, but during the economic downturn Michelle 

was let-go. The biggest problem she faces now, in her 

opinion, is the cost of and lack of available childcare 

for her 5-year old daughter.  

Michelle lives on a day-to-day basis. She talked about 

surviving on “no or little food” and going to bed 

hungry. She cooks her family meals and makes 

casseroles, pasta dishes and shepherd’s pies, but 

when the money “runs out” she can only give them 

toast. Her children will ask her for “crisps, a banana or 

an apple,” but she often can’t afford them. Her rent is 

in arrears, the gas will be turned off soon and her 

daughters needs new clothes.  

Michelle doesn’t have the support of family or friends, 

and this study found that this type of support is a 

crucial coping strategy used by many families in a 

similar position to Michelle. This has meant that she 

has had to borrow regularly when faced with the 

unexpected or lump-sum payments. She borrows 

from high-cost loan providers and did so for her 

daughter’s sixteenth birthday party. Michelle is also 

paying back a loan from the bank.  

 

Michelle recalls the support she received, in the past, 

from the SVP and from her daughter’s DEIS primary 

school (e.g. vouchers, school meals, instalment plans, 

book schemes). The latter is especially important to 

Michelle because despite her financial pressures, she 

prioritises her children getting a good education. Her 

eldest daughter has shown great academic ability, but 

she is going to have to enrol her in a FAS programme 

because she cannot afford to keep her in secondary 

school. Michelle’s daughter will not get the 

opportunity to complete the Leaving Certificate, like 

her other classmates. 

 

 

 

This story is similar to that of 15 of the families that 

we spoke to, who could not make ends meet and had 

been in this situation for over nine years.  

This is the story of Hazel and her 

husband. They have five children. Hazel minds their 

children and her husband has been working part-time, 

since he lost his job “in the recession.”  

For the past eight years, Hazel has been afraid that 

any increase in her Husband’s income will result in a 

decrease in their family’s social welfare payments and 

the loss of their medical cards. 

Hazel’s family have a tight household budget. Hazel 

ensures her family always have basic food, basing 

their meals around the Aldi “Super-Six” offer, and 

they make shoes and clothes last. Hazel and her 

husband haven’t bought new clothes in three years. 

Hazel’s eldest son has a weekend job, although he is 

still in school, because he wants to have a new 

“tracksuit and runners.” They don’t have family days 

out or holidays. Their budget is stretched, and they 

are “always waiting for the next cheque to come.” 

 

 

 

I’m under terrible stress, I can’t sleep, my mind is racing, 

and it feels like the walls are closing in on me… how can I 

pay back the loans and look after the girls? 

 

I cried on Saturday, I went shopping in Aldi and bought 

what we needed. It came to €110 and I had to put €10 

worth of stuff back. My husband was embarrassed, but we 

have to keep money in the bank or face direct debit 

charges.  

 



 
 

Hazel’s family are supportive, she can borrow from 

them for lump-sum or unexpected payments and they 

pass on “hand-me-downs” for their children. They 

have also received effective support from the SVP and 

MABS in the past.  

Hazel prioritises her children’s needs, but struggles to 

cover their education costs, as well as after-school 

activities such as swimming and drama. Hazel tries to 

save some money for these and other known 

upcoming expenses in the credit union. Her children 

are appreciative, but she adds: “it’s very difficult to 

think of the long-term.” 

 

Hazel’s story is similar to that of 11 of the families 

interviewed, who were struggling to make ends meet. 

The majority of whom have been in this situation for 

approx. seven years.  

 Orla is a lone-parent with a one-year 

old son. She is a manager in a supermarket but is 

currently on maternity leave.  

Orla unexpectedly became pregnant, and experienced 

complications with her pregnancy that meant she had 

to take early maternity leave. As a result, her weekly 

Maternity Benefit payment was reduced.  

Orla accounted for how she spends her limited 

income every week. She buys the ingredients for the 

same seven meals in Aldi, and then she pays her 

mortgage and household bills (e.g. heating). These 

costs alone account for over 80% of her weekly 

income. Orla does not go out with her friends 

anymore, or her family. She explained how she 

wouldn’t have money to spend, if she did. Sometimes 

her friends or parents will visit her, at home, on 

Sunday. This is her social life.  

To help overcome her temporary situation of 

inadequate income, Orla decided to sell her car 

because she lives on a bus route, in an urban area. 

This is an option that is not available to the families in 

the first and second story.  

 

 

 

She will soon return to work, moving from full-time to 

part-time employment because “childcare is too 

expensive.” She believes thing will improve when she 

goes back to work.  

Orla’s story represents the four families interviewed 

who were making ends meet but with difficulty, and 

believed their circumstances were improving, or of a 

temporary nature.   

This research project found that the degree of 

hardship being experienced by people in poverty 

seems to depend, among other factors, on:  

 Level of income in a household 

 Duration of inadequate income 

 Level of support from family and friends 

 Level of support from schools and the 

community and voluntary sector.  

 Size of Debt 

 Savings 

 Mental or physical Illness or a disability  

 Opportunities for employment 

 Affordable and accessible services (e.g. public 

transport and childcare) 

 Level of education 

These three stories illustrate the varying degrees of 

hardship associated with these realities. To read 

Stories of Struggle – Experiences of Living Below a 

Minimum Essential Standard of Living visit: 

https://www.budgeting.ie/publications/stories-of-

struggle/  

Olivia McEvoy

I was lying awake at night thinking how am I going to pay 

for this and that. It was hard to cope with such a shock. I 

was asking myself: how am I going to manage? Then one 

day I knew I just had to get on with it, a little or any at a 

time 
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