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Many low-income households are struggling with the impact of the accumulated cutbacks of the 

last three budgets.  They do not have the means to absorb a further series of cutbacks.  

It is inevitable that more cutbacks in 2012 will result in an intolerably low standard of living for 

many parents and children.  

As part of its contribution to the eradication of poverty, the work of the Vincentian Partnership 

for Social Justice (VPSJ) on minimum income standards shows the actual cost of minimum 

acceptable standard of living.  This edition of Just.Now presents an overview by Grainne Weld 

and Robert Thornton, our research associates, of the recent work of the VPSJ. The purpose of 

this work is to inform policy and decision-makers of what households require in order to have a 

minimum acceptable standard of living.   It is hoped that the VPSJ facts and figures will 

contribute to a better understanding of the impact of cutbacks on families in Ireland. 

 

Cutbacks!       

Cutbacks!      

And   

More 

Cutbacks! 
 



 

 

How do we calculate A 

Minimum  Cost of Living? 

Focus groups are established for each household 

type, this research is known as consensual budget 

standards research.  In a series of sessions the 

groups arrive at a negotiated consensus about 

the goods and services a household requires in 

order to a minimum essential standard of living. It 

is a standard of living grounded in the real life 

experience of people. Focus groups decide on the 

quantity & quality of items, how long items 

should be expected to last and also identify the 

shops where items can be purchased. Experts are 

consulted where necessary to ensure for example 

that nutritional & heating requirements are met. 

When all the goods and services have been 

identified, the items are then priced in the shops 

identified by the focus groups.  

 

What does It Include?  

The final ‘shopping basket’ of goods and services 

drawn up by the focus groups consist of 

approximately 2000 items, which are 

subsequently compiled into 16 categories of 

expenditure. This includes food, clothes and 

shelter, but also the cost of household furniture 

such as wardrobes, beds and curtains; the cost of 

visiting the doctor, taxing the car or buying a bus 

ticket and credit for mobile phones.  

The following are the sixteen categories of 

expenditure: 

Food Personal Care Household 

Goods 

Communications 

Education Housing Personal 

Costs 

Insurance 

Health Savings & 

Contingencies 

Household 

Services 

Social 

Participation 

Transport Clothing Household 

Fuel 

Childcare 

 

Minimum Income Standard 

The Minimum Income Standard (MIS) is the 

second side of the consensual budget standards 

research. It is derived from the expenditure data. 

The MIS defines the gross income a household 

needs in order to reach their minimum essential 

standard of living. It examines potential tax 

liability and social welfare entitlements. 

Therefore, the research can be used to show the 

adequacy of social welfare entitlements and the 

national minimum wage; if households have a 

shortfall in income or a discretionary income and 

how much additional income a household would 

need when they have a shortfall to ensure their 

minimum needs are met.                   

 

Minimum Income Standard 

Calculator www.MISc.ie  

In May the VPSJ launched the Minimum Income 

Standard calculator. This web app, accessed at 

www.MISc.ie, allows the general public to see 

how the Minimum Essential Standard of Living 

(MESL) work applies to their situation.  

By visiting www.MISc.ie and answering a few 

simple questions about their circumstances, the 

MISc calculates the cost of a minimum standard 

of living for the user’s own household. This cost is 

broken down across 16 areas of expenditure. 

The MISc then examines the income required by 

the household to afford a minimum standard of 

living. For households with employment the 

before-tax salary (in conjunction with any social 

welfare entitlements, e.g. Child Benefit) required 

is calculated. For households dependent on social 

welfare alone (e.g. Job Seeker’s payment or State 

Pension) the adequacy of their combined social 

welfare payments is measured.



 

 

 

The MISc aims to be a broad tool covering as 

much of the general population as possible. It 

currently applies to approximately 81 % of 

households in Ireland. 

The MISc can calculate the expenditure and 

income needs of urban and rural households in 

four categories: 

1. Two Parent households 

2. One Parent households 

3. Adults of working, living alone 

4. Pensioner households 

For households with children the MISc allows for 

families with up to four children.  

 

Do You Have Enough for a 

Minimum Essential Standard 

of Living? 

To put the research of the VPSJ in context, let’s 

examine a pensioner living alone in an urban area 

on a Contributory Pension. By using the calculator 

we can get a detailed breakdown of this 

individual’s expenditure and income. The weekly 

expenditure is the cost of all goods and services 

in the basket broken down over the lifespan of 

each item. The income is based on the rate of the 

Contributory Pension & all additional social 

welfare entitlements.  

 

Total Weekly Income €248.00 

Contributory 

Pension 

Living Alone 

Allowance 

Fuel 

Allowance 

Full Medical 

Card & Bus 

Pass 

€230.30 €7.70 €10.00  

 

 

Total Weekly Expenditure: €267.91 

Food €69.18 Communications €8.78 

Clothing €10.68 Transport** €0.00 

Personal Care €9.90 Insurance*** €4.24 

 

Health* €0.60 

 

Personal Costs €4.18 

Household Goods €18.27 Housing**** €50.00 

 

Household 

Services 

€7.44 Savings & 

Contingencies 

€10.00 

Household Fuel €36.56 Social Inclusion €38.08 

*  Full Medical Card 

** Bus Pass 

*** Excludes private health insurance 

**** Local authority rent 

 

This individual has a shortfall of €19.91 per week 

and is unable to afford a minimum essential 

standard of living. Living on an inadequate 

income is a daily struggle. It can often mean 

having to forgo basic necessities such as food or 

heating or avoiding meeting up with friends 

because you can’t afford a cup of coffee. It means 

that daily life can often be one long struggle.  

 

Application of the Research 

The VPSJ has been at the forefront of trying to 

ensure that everyone in Ireland has a standard of 

living that meets their physical, psychological and 

social needs. To that end, we have made inputs 

into the budget process, met with the Minister 

for Social Protection and officials from the 

Department of Finance and been involved with 

the development of minimum income standards 

at EU level. It is our hope that this research will 

make a difference to people’s lives. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Prayer for Mindfulness 

We pray for mindfulness, 

For the attentiveness 

That leads to discernment  

Of God’s will and God’s ways. 

 

We pray for mindfulness 

Of our own hearts and minds. 

Help us to be aware 

Of how we react in thought, 

Speech and action. 

Help us to be aware 

How we can 

Always be open to the grace 

That can shape us in new ways. 

 

We pray for mindfulness, 

Of what is happening to others. 

Help us to be present 

To their sorrow and suffering. 

Help us to be aware 

Of the injustices that 

Touch other lives. 

 

We pray for mindfulness, 

To be aware of how God 

Is calling us 

to be agents for peace and justice. 

Help us to be aware 

Of the words we are called to speak, 

Of the actions we are called to take part 

in, 

Of the compassion we are called to offer 

In a world so wounded, so in need. 

What Can We Do In A Time of Recession? 
 

- Value all we have 

- Deepen our capacity for unselfishness,  

 compassion and understanding 

- Take a stand on behalf of people in poverty 

  People dependent on the State 

- Ensure our words, attitudes, and actions 

  Do not reflect harsh judgements,  

  ignorance of the reality of others or indifference. 

- Refuse to label others as lazy, irresponsible, spongers  

  Become better informed about the income  

  and living conditions of the less well off Irish people. 

-  Be an advocate and not a critic of those who  

   struggle with poverty. 

-  Pray for the mind of Christ. 
 

 

 

Catholic Social Teaching 
 

The Common Good is about how to live well together.  

It is the whole network of social conditions, which 

enable human beings to flourish and live a full, 

genuinely human life. 

(Choosing the Common Good) 

 

 “The joys and hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of 

the women and men of this age, especially of people 

in poverty, or in any way oppressed, these are the 

joys and hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of the 

followers of Christ.” (Gaudium et Spes) 

Prayer 
May the rivers of wealth be undammed and 

flow freely over the earth.  May your gifts 

move through increased hands until all 

people experience the abundance of life.  

May our activity towards, and our 

commitment to a just world have a ripple 

effect beyond our vision and may our 

solidarity in striving together strengthen 

our mission.  We ask this through Christ 

our Lord Amen  
 

    Prayer and Reflection 

People in Poverty 
It’s hard to ignore the fact that Jesus chose to be 

born poor: he worked as what many scholars now say 

was not simply a carpenter, but what might be 

called a day labourer; he spent his days and nights 

with the poor; he and his disciples lived with few if 

any possessions; he advocated tirelessly for the 

poor in a time when poverty was considered to be a 

curse; he placed the poor in many of his parables as 

over and above the rich; and he died an utterly poor 

man, with only a single seamless garment to his 

name. Jesus lived and died as a poor man.  Why is 

this so hard for some modern-day Christians to 

see?                                        James Martin S.J. 
 

 


