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Motivation
• The transition to a lone-parent household marks a significant & 

tumultuous life change, profoundly re-shaping a parent's social, 
economic & emotional landscape 

• Census 2022 (CSO): 17% all family units 1-parent families (219,996)
(defined as a 1-parent unit with 1+ children)

• 1-parent mother: 186,487 (85%)
• 1-parent father: 33,509 (15%)

• Lone-parent family structure correlates w/ high risk poverty & 
deprivation (SILC, 2024)

• Though crucial gap in our understanding of the lived psychological 
consequences of shifts into lone-parenthood



Motivation
1. Need to understand the mental health consequences of becoming a lone parent 

Often precipitated by separation/divorce/widowhood → multiple stressors: financial strain, ↑ 
childcare responsibilities, loss of spousal support & emotional burden of relationship breakdown
National Wellbeing Framework

2. Parental mental health = inextricably linked to child well-being 
A parent's ability to provide stable, nurturing environment = compromised when their own psychological 

resources depleted
 Identifying risk & protective factors during this critical transition →  provide necessary evidence base for 

early intervention strategies that ultimately support both parent & their children

3. Informing targeted policy & service design
o Current support systems focus on financial/practical needs of lone parents
o This research will allow health & social services to pivot from general welfare → targeted, trauma-informed 

psychological supports
o Given high rates of deprivation in this demographic, effective mental health support should be viewed as an 

essential component of poverty alleviation



Research Question 
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1. What is the mental health trajectory of parents in Ireland 
during & after the transition to lone-parenthood, specifically as 
their child grows up 9 months → 13 years?
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 Data: 5 waves (waves 1, 2, 3, 5 & 6) of Growing Up in Ireland ’08 
cohort (2008-2021)
 Approx. 6,000 families 
Regression models of depression status (primary caregiver) as a 

function of transition to lone parenthood
Control for a host of demographic & socio-economic factors (gender, 

employment status, location etc.) (+ wave dummy)

Methods



Exposure of interest: Transition to lone-parenthood
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• 'Transition to lone parenthood’: change in family status from a 2-
parent household → a 1-parent household between 2 consecutive 
survey waves (Russell & Maître, 2024)
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Waves
(% sample)

No 
transition

Lone parent 
to couple

Couple to 
lone parent

9 months to 3 years 93.8 2.4 3.8
3 years to 5 years 94 3.4 2.6
5 years to 9 years 91.9 4.2 3.9
9 years to 13 years 93.4 2.7 3.8



Sample characteristics
9 months 3 years 5 years 9 years 13 years

Mean age(years) One parent 27.1 30.1 33.4 38.5 42.9
Two parents 32.1 34.4 36.3 40.4 44.7

Number of children One parent 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.0 2.0
Two parents 2.0 2.3 2.5 2.6 2.4

Marital status One parent
Separated/divorced 8.45 17.03 22.42 36.67 50.31
Never married 91.55 82.97 77.58 63.33 49.68

Two parents
Married 79.62 83.76 85.89 87.97 93.16
Cohabiting 20.38 16.24 14.1 12.03 6.84

Education One parent
Lower secondary or less 35.2 27.3 18.9 17.5 15.6
Leaving Cert 33.1 26.1 22.9 21.0 19.6
Sub-degree 23.9 35.4 41.8 40.0 42.2
Degree or third level 7.9 11.2 16.5 21.6 22.6

Two parents
Lower secondary or less 17.6 14.8 12.9 12.5 11.9
Leaving Cert 24.3 18.6 16.5 15.0 14.6
Sub-degree 29.7 35.4 41.2 42.2 41.9
Degree or third level 28.4 31.2 29.4 30.2 31.5

Disability One parent 16.3 18.7 19.1 26.6 17.9
Two parents 12.2 15.3 15.2 19.7 14.2



Outcome of interest: Depression status
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CESD-8 (8-item Centre for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale)  
oWidely-used self-report screening tool measure depressive symptoms in 

general pop [rather than clinical diagnostic instrument]
o8 items (Q’s/statements) cover different symptom clusters ass. w/ depression

• Depressed affect: feeling depressed, sad, lonely

• Somatic/psychomotor: restless sleep, feeling that everything is an effort, not being able to 
'get going’

• Positive affect (reverse-coded): feelings of being happy; enjoying life

oResponses summed: total composite score; cut-off score 7+ → exhibiting 
'depressive symptoms'
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Regression results: Depression status
Dependent variable: Depression status of Primary Caregiver

(1) (2) (3)
Lone parent transitions (reference category: Stay 2 parent family)
Two-parent to lone parent / 3.635*** 3.690***

Depression in previous wave
7.509*** 7.425*** 7.262***

Marital/cohabitation status (ref: married and living with spouse)
Cohabiting but never 
married/separated

1.527*** 1.358** 1.390**

Number of children 0.993 0.984 0.969

Education status (ref: lower secondary or less)
Leaving certificate 0.897 0.884 0.904
Sub-degree 0.930 0.915 0.975
Degree/third level 0.725* 0.717* 0.802
Disability 1.754*** 1.729*** 1.625***
Housing tenure (ref: owner)
Supported renter 1.213 1.102 1.061
Private renter 1.437** 1.360* 1.313*
Employment status (ref: full time employment)
Part time work / / 0.895
Not working / / 1.450***
N 18,339 18,339 18,339
Estimated odds ratios from logistic regression; observations
 measured at t-1. 

Statistical significance *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001



Policy Implications 
• Targeted mental health services: Gov’s & health providers should ensure affordable, 

accessible, & timely mental health screenings & services specifically for parents 
experiencing separation/divorce, particularly those with young children E.g., subsidised 
counselling, therapy, & support groups.

• Co-parenting programmes: Policies could mandate/heavily incentivise educational 
programmes for separating parents. These programmes should focus not only on 
legal/logistical issues but critically on healthy communication strategies, managing 
parental conflict & understanding the emotional impact of separation on both parents & 
children.

• 'Wellbeing Check-ins' in family courts: Integration of mental health assessments / 
'wellbeing check-ins' into the family court/mediation process could help identify at-risk 
parents early on. Policy could establish pathways to immediately connect these 
individuals with relevant support services.
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Poverty/deprivation in Lone Parent Households in Ireland

• CSO Survey of Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2024

Lone-parent household's w/ children <18 years experience sig. higher rates of poverty & 
deprivation compared to 2-parent household's w/ children:

• 24% v 13% income poverty
• 46% v 16% deprivation
• 11% vs 2.5% utility bill arrears 

• 2021 survey revealed 41% of lone parents feel lonely most or all of the time 
• Nearly half (48%) frequently experience social exclusion/ judgement



Census statistic on 1 parent families:

https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2023pressreleases/pressstatementcensus2022resultsprofile3-
householdsfamiliesandchildcare/#:~:text=Since%201996%2C%20the%20number%20of,33%2C509%20one%2Dparent%20father%20families.

• Significant Initial Rise: The most notable growth in the share of one-parent families with dependent children occurred between the 1991 and 
2001 Censuses, moving from under 9% to approximately 10.7% of all family units. This reflects a substantial shift in family structure over that 
decade.

• Levelling Off: Since 2001, the proportion of one-parent families with dependent children as a share of all families has remained relatively 
stable.

• Share of Families with Children: When looking at only families with dependent children, the proportion who were one-parent families increased 
from 16% in 1981 to 23% in 2006. This share then slightly fell to 22% in Census 2021.

• Breakdown by Sex: In the latest Census (2022), there were over five times more one-parent mother families (186,487) than one-parent father 
families (33,509). However, the number of one-parent father families has shown relatively greater growth recently, increasing by 13% between 
2016 and 2022, compared to a marginal decrease in one-parent mother families over the same period.

• The overall trend shows a decisive increase in the prevalence of one-parent families in Ireland over the period from 1991 to the early 2000s, 
followed by a period of relative stability in their share of the total family count.

• Poverty/deprivation data

https://data.cso.ie/table/SIA64
https://data.cso.ie/table/SIA109
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/fp-pslhrlpla/pulsesurvey-
lifeathome2021rentersloneparentsandadultslivingaloneorwithaparent/respondentswhoareloneparents/ 

https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2023pressreleases/pressstatementcensus2022resultsprofile3-householdsfamiliesandchildcare/#:%7E:text=Since%201996%2C%20the%20number%20of,33%2C509%20one%2Dparent%20father%20families
https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2023pressreleases/pressstatementcensus2022resultsprofile3-householdsfamiliesandchildcare/#:%7E:text=Since%201996%2C%20the%20number%20of,33%2C509%20one%2Dparent%20father%20families
https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/pressreleases/2023pressreleases/pressstatementcensus2022resultsprofile3-householdsfamiliesandchildcare/#:%7E:text=Since%201996%2C%20the%20number%20of,33%2C509%20one%2Dparent%20father%20families
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/fp-pslhrlpla/pulsesurvey-lifeathome2021rentersloneparentsandadultslivingaloneorwithaparent/respondentswhoareloneparents/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/fp-pslhrlpla/pulsesurvey-lifeathome2021rentersloneparentsandadultslivingaloneorwithaparent/respondentswhoareloneparents/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/fp-pslhrlpla/pulsesurvey-lifeathome2021rentersloneparentsandadultslivingaloneorwithaparent/respondentswhoareloneparents/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/fp-pslhrlpla/pulsesurvey-lifeathome2021rentersloneparentsandadultslivingaloneorwithaparent/respondentswhoareloneparents/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/fp/fp-pslhrlpla/pulsesurvey-lifeathome2021rentersloneparentsandadultslivingaloneorwithaparent/respondentswhoareloneparents/
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