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Executive Summary 

This report is concerned with understanding how the economic recession in Ireland affected stress within 
families, and in turn how this is associated with the behavioural and emotional adjustment of three-year-
olds. The analysis is based on data collected from 9,793 families in the Infant Cohort of Growing Up in 
Ireland, interviewed first at Wave 1 when their children were nine months of age, and again at Wave 2 
when their children were three years of age. The timing of the data collection at Wave 2 coincided with 
the onset of an economic recession in Ireland, thus enabling the changing financial circumstances of a 
representative sample of families to be documented, and the associations between these economic changes 
and parental well-being, parenting and child behavioural and emotional difficulties to be examined. 

The analysis presented in this report is framed by the Family Stress Model, which proposes that economic 
hardship, indicated by low income, work instability and high level of indebtedness, generates stress in 
families and increases the risk of negative outcomes for parents (such as depressive symptoms and marital 
dissatisfaction). Such difficulties for parents are proposed to reduce the resources they have available 
for their children, resulting in less warmth and more hostility in parent-child interactions. This in turn is 
purported to be associated with higher levels of emotional and behavioural difficulties for children. Put 
simply, the Family Stress Model proposes that economic events, such as those that occur during times of 
recession, indirectly influence children through their impact on the lives of parents. 

The Family Stress Model was originally developed in an attempt to explain how and why families and 
children are affected by economic downturns. In 2008, Ireland experienced an economic recession, the 
scale of which was unprecedented in the history of the State. The effects of the economic recession on 
child and family well-being in Ireland have not been studied in detail to date. Analysis of data from the 
first two waves of the ‘08 Cohort of Growing Up in Ireland provided a unique opportunity to do so because 
the timing of the data collection waves coincided with the transition to economic recession (Wave 1 data 
collection occurred between September 2008 and April 2009 and Wave 2 December 2010 to July 2011). 

The objective of the study was to apply the Family Stress Model to examine pathways by which the recent 
economic recession may have affected the three-year-olds’ emotional and behavioural outcomes. Since the 
examination of the effects of economic strain in this report is framed by the Family Stress Model, which 
hypothesises that economic changes influence emotional and behavioural difficulties of children via their 
influence on proximal family processes (such as parenting, marital satisfaction and parental depression), 
the report does not consider other direct or indirect pathways by which economic changes might affect 
children’s outcomes. The analysis first documented how families from the ’08 (Infant) cohort of Growing 
Up in Ireland were affected by the recession, in terms of redundancy, income changes between Waves 1 
and 2, indebtedness, and mothers’ perceptions of economic strain, defined as the psychological experience 
of stress resulting from economic circumstances. It was hypothesised that changing economic conditions, 
such as redundancy, wage reduction and having to cut back on basic necessities, would be associated with 
higher levels of economic strain. Next, the analysis considered how economic factors and strain in turn were 
associated with depressive symptoms and marital dissatisfaction for mothers and fathers. Finally, in line 
with the Family Stress Model, the hypotheses that parental depressive symptoms and marital dissatisfaction 
would be associated with greater hostility and less warmth in parenting and, in turn, with higher levels of 
child emotional (internalising) and behavioural (externalising) difficulties were also tested. 

The findings of the report should be considered in light of a number of conceptual and methodological 
limitations. Although the current investigation is underpinned by the Family Stress Model, Growing Up 
in Ireland was not designed to test this model, and therefore there are some distinctions between how 
economic variables have been measured in Growing Up in Ireland and how they were measured in previous 
tests of the model. Most notably, the economic strain variable, a key mediating variable in the model, is 
measured in Growing Up in Ireland based on the mother’s report of “difficulty in making ends meet”, and 
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economic strain is not measured for fathers. An additional limitation of the study is that the data on which 
some of the models are built rely solely on data from mothers, thus raising the potential problem of bias 
in the data: associations among variables reported by one source may be inflated as a function of bias in 
the mind of the informant. Finally, some of the associations among variables are weak and the proportion 
of variance explained by some of the models is not large, suggesting that other unmeasured variables may 
also need to be investigated. 

The findings revealed considerable variation in the extent to which families experienced changes in 
their economic circumstances from Wave 1 to 2. In line with the national average, 13.8% of fathers were 
unemployed at Wave 2, an increase from 6.1% at Wave 1, and men in the lowest income quintile at Wave 
1 were 8.5 times more likely to have been made redundant than men in the highest income quintile. Sixty-
five per cent of families indicated that household income had been reduced as a result of the recession, 
14% of families were in arrears on their utility bills and 9% in arrears on their rent/mortgage. Based on 
mother report only, the proportion of families experiencing economic strain, denoted by “difficulty in 
making ends meet”, increased from 44% to 61%, and overall 40% of families were experiencing more 
economic strain at Wave 2 than at Wave 1. 

Economic strain, which was measured only for mothers, gives psychological meaning to the stressful 
experience of economic hardship, and a test of the predictors of economic strain explained a total of 
40% of the variance in strain, suggesting that factors other than those considered in the model may have 
contributed to mothers’ experiences of economic strain. The model revealed that being a single parent and 
a mother with a lower level of education were both associated with higher economic strain, even after 
controlling for income and employment status. Both mothers’ and fathers’ redundancy appeared to have 
a similar negative influence on mothers’ perceived economic strain, and having working hours and social 
welfare reduced were also associated with higher economic strain. However, taking all other factors into 
account, wage reductions per se were not associated with higher levels of economic strain. It may be that, 
in the context of a national recession, it is only when wage reduction has a material effect on everyday life, 
such as having to cut back on basics and luxuries and being in arrears on bills, that strain is exacerbated. 
Additionally, it was the families from income quintiles 2 to 5 that were most affected by income reduction, 
with higher levels of income reduction occurring within the highest income quintile. It may be that these 
families were better able to absorb reductions in wages, especially as this was not a period when prices 
generally increased. 

By far the greatest impact on economic strain came about as a result of having to cut back on basic 
necessities, not being able to afford luxuries, and being in arrears on the rent/mortgage and utility bills. 
Such circumstances reflect high levels of indebtedness that compromise one’s role as a normal consumer 
and as an adult, fulfilling roles expected of them. Indeed, not surprisingly, these economic circumstances 
were themselves directly associated with mothers’ levels of depressive symptoms, highlighting that when 
families are living under threat of not being able to meet basic needs, psychological vulnerability ensues. 
Altogether, 10.6% of mothers were classified in the ‘depressed’ category on the depressive symptoms 
screening measure at Wave 2, which represents a slight decrease overall from 11.1% at Wave 1. The 
proportion of mothers classified as ‘depressed’ on the screening measure was more than double for mothers 
in arrears on the rent or mortgage (23.9%) in comparison with mothers not in arrears (9.5%). Demographic 
characteristics, such as mother’s education, age, migrant status or family structure were not associated with 
mothers’ depressive symptoms. Other economic variables, such as being made redundant or having working 
hours and social welfare reduced were also not directly associated with mothers’ depressive symptoms. 
Instead, these events were independently associated with higher levels of economic strain, which itself was 
associated with mothers’ depressive symptoms. 

Altogether, 4.5% of fathers were classified as ‘depressed’ at Wave 2, a slight increase from Wave 1 
(3.5%). For fathers, higher levels of depressive symptoms at Wave 2 were related to mother’s and father’s 
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redundancy, having social welfare reduced and not being able to afford luxuries. Having working hours or 
wages reduced were not associated with fathers’ depressive symptoms. The strongest economic predictor 
of fathers’ depressive symptoms was being in arrears on utility bills: 8.1% of fathers in arrears on utility 
bills were classified as being depressed, in comparison with 3.8% not in arrears. Somewhat surprisingly, 
and in contrast to the situation for mothers, being behind with the mortgage/rent and having to cut back 
on basics were not associated with fathers’ depression. It is unclear why this might be the case. It may be 
that the effects of these events influence men in ways not reported on here (e.g. anti-social behaviour). In 
testing models of depressive symptoms among mothers and fathers, 22% of mothers’ and 15% of fathers’ 
depressive symptoms, respectively, were explained by the models, and having a child with a behavioural 
condition was the strongest predictor in both models. This suggests that this may be a significant stressor 
for parents and may be at least as significant as economic events for parental mental well-being. 

The direct relationships between both mothers’ and fathers’ marital satisfaction, and economic strain 
(reported only by mothers) and being in arrears on mortgage payments and on utility bills were weak, 
but stronger relationships emerged between mothers’ and fathers’ depressive symptoms and marital 
satisfaction. In testing models of marital satisfaction among mothers and fathers, 16% of mothers’ and 13% 
of fathers’ marital satisfaction, respectively, were explained by the models, leaving significant proportions 
of variance unexplained. The strongest drivers in both models were parents’ depressive symptoms and 
levels of marital satisfaction at Wave 1. Interestingly, having a child with a behavioural difficulty was not 
associated with mothers’ marital satisfaction but was associated with higher marital satisfaction among 
fathers. This suggest that the marital relationship can remain strong (or even be positively affected) in the 
context of having a child with particular difficulties. 

The findings revealed that both mothers’ and fathers’ depressive symptoms and marital dissatisfaction had 
negative associations with their parenting in terms of higher levels of hostility and lower levels of warmth, 
with the strongest effects evident for the effects of depressive symptoms on hostility. Economic factors 
were also associated with parenting, but in somewhat unexpected ways: mothers under economic strain 
were not more hostile, but did display slightly higher levels of warmth. For fathers, none of the economic 
variables related to fathers’ hostility, but not being able to afford luxuries was, surprisingly, associated 
with higher levels of fathers’ warmth. It may be that, in the context of economic strain or a shortage of 
luxuries, parents instead divert their resources to having better interactions with their children. Altogether 
the models predicting parenting had weak predictive power (only 2% to 5% of variance accounted for), 
while the models for children’s internalising and externalising difficulties had higher predictive power 
(explaining 26% of variance in externalising difficulties and 13% of variance in internalising difficulties), 
but poor model fit. In relation to children’s outcomes, mothers’ depressive symptoms were related to 
higher levels of emotional (internalising) and behavioural (externalising) difficulties, and their marital 
dissatisfaction was associated with higher internalising difficulties. Once mothers’ depressive symptoms and 
marital satisfaction and parenting were accounted for, fathers’ depressive symptoms, marital satisfaction 
and warmth became non-significant, and only fathers’ hostility remained a predictor of children’s 
externalising but not internalising difficulties. Mothers’ hostility and lower warmth were also associated 
with greater difficulties for children. One conclusion arising from these findings is that the data support 
the key pathways in the Family Stress Model for understanding how economic hardship may influence 
parent-related characteristics, such as depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction, but that the model is 
less successful in explaining parenting and children’s internalising and externalising difficulties, as indicated 
by the poor model fit indices. 

Overall, the findings from this report illustrate that the economic recession experienced in Ireland since 2008 
had a broadly negative but diverse effect on individuals and families. The experience of unemployment 
for some and falling incomes and living standards for the majority meant that levels of economic hardship 
and strain increased. The results of this report suggest that these economic problems had important 
consequences for the mental health of both parents and the quality of partners’ relationships. These effects 
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clearly reduce the quality of life for the families affected, with knock-on effects for the quality of parenting 
and children’s outcomes. A question remains about the stability of these difficulties over time: on the one 
hand, these difficulties may dissipate with the return to economic growth and increased employment; on 
the other hand, once these difficulties begin to emerge, they may become entrenched, resist extinction 
without specific intervention, and affect other aspects of development over time. This question – one that 
will be possible to address with future waves of Growing Up in Ireland data – is important as long-term 
consequences may well suggest that some form of policy or practice intervention should be considered.

Implications for policy
The policy implications have been derived based on the findings reported, while also taking account of 
the conceptual and methodological caveats highlighted earlier. If economic strain through low income 
has associations with parents’ depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction, which in turn are linked 
with parenting warmth, hostility and children’s internalising and externalising difficulties, and one policy 
objective is to minimise these difficulties in families, the first policy implication arising from this report is 
clear: social welfare policy should seek to provide a minimum income that is adequate for the needs of 
individuals and families, particularly during periods of economic downturn. Unfortunately, these periods 
also tend to be associated with a fall in tax revenues, which often means that government is forced either to 
borrow or raise taxes to pay for social protection or cut these payments, as happened during the fiscal crisis 
of 2008-2014, with direct consequences for families relying on social transfers. However, while maintaining 
the income and living standards of families during all phases of the economic cycle is important, this may 
not be a sufficient response as the processes underlying negative outcomes for children and families can be 
complex and multi-faceted, as suggested by the findings of this report. There is an additional challenge of 
identifying families in need, as income or lack thereof will be the main identifier, but often this information 
is not available until the end of the tax year, meaning that aid may not be made available during the year. 

The findings of the report indicate that the strongest predictors of economic strain were being behind with 
mortgage/rent and utility bills and having to cut back on basic necessities. Not only did these economic 
circumstances lead to high levels of economic strain, they also directly contributed to mothers’ depressive 
symptoms. Thus, families who find themselves in these particular circumstances – under threat of losing their 
homes or of having basic utilities cut off – are identified as being most vulnerable to negative psychological 
consequences. If the policy objective is to minimise the impact of economic strain on children and their 
parents, actions to safeguard these basic necessities for families should be a priority. One possibility might 
be to provide no-interest loans for utility payments, a strategy that has been implemented elsewhere.

The findings from the report also suggest that parental mental well-being plays a pivotal role in bridging 
the gap between more distal macro-level circumstances and children’s relationships and outcomes. Higher 
levels of mothers’ and fathers’ depressive symptoms and marital dissatisfaction were associated with higher 
levels of hostility and lower levels of warmth in interaction with children. This spill-over effect suggests 
that a worthwhile avenue for intervention might centre on supporting parents to maintain positive 
approaches to parenting, even in light of their own personal difficulties. Any such interventions should 
be evidence-based and might involve support groups for parents or access to counselling or therapy for 
parents. Such interventions may help parents to gain a sense of control over certain aspects of their lives, 
and help them to understand that, despite difficult economic circumstances, they have the competence to 
protect their children by maintaining positive relations with them. The findings also suggest that mothers’ 
parenting and well-being are more significant drivers of children’s outcomes than fathers’ parenting and 
well-being, although an important caveat is that mothers were the sole reporter on children’s emotional 
and behavioural difficulties, and so associations between her parenting and children’s outcomes might be 
subject to source bias. In the final models, only fathers’ hostility was associated with higher levels of child 
externalising problems; paternal parenting warmth, depression and marital satisfaction did not significantly 
predict children’s outcomes. Therefore, policies aimed at alleviating stress, particularly for mothers, are 
likely to yield the most positive benefits in terms of supporting children’s development. 
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Growing Up in Ireland, the first national longitudinal study of children, is tracking the development of two 
groups of children from early infancy through to early adulthood. 

The study reported here explores the experience of the recent economic recession in Ireland and how it 
relates to stress within families, and in turn young children’s emotional and behavioural difficulties. The 
analysis draws on the first and second waves of data from the ‘08 Cohort of Growing Up in Ireland, collected 
when the infants were nine months and three years of age. 

The analysis is guided by two theoretical frameworks which have broadly informed our understanding 
of how the settings and contexts within which children grow and live may adversely affect or promote 
their development. First, Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model proposes that child development outcomes 
are most strongly linked to ongoing interactions and relationships that the child has in their immediate 
environment (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). During the early years of a child’s life, the family and home 
are arguably the most important setting, and the child’s interactions with parents and quality of the parent-
child relationship are of central significance (Parke & Buriel, 1998). Bronfenbrenner further proposed that 
children and families do not operate in a vacuum; rather they are susceptible to influence by what is 
happening within the broader contexts in which they are embedded. The severe economic recession which 
Ireland has experienced since 2008 represents one such societal context that is likely to have affected family 
functioning and children’s development. 

A second theoretical framework that underpins this analysis is the Family Stress Model (Conger & Conger, 
2002). Briefly, this model proposes that pressures generated by economic hardship (indicated by low income, 
work instability, high debts) increase the risk of parents’ emotional and behavioural problems, which in 
turn lead to increased marital conflict and reduced marital warmth, and diminished nurturing and involved 
parenting. This diminution of parental warmth and involvement compromises successful developmental 
outcomes in children. The analysis in this report is concerned with testing this model to understand the 
impact of economic recession on family stress and on children’s psychological development, specifically the 
occurrence of behavioural and emotional problems at three years of age. 

The next section of this chapter provides the rationale for the approach taken in this specific analysis of 
Growing Up in Ireland data, and the underlying theoretical framework of the analysis – the Family Stress 
Model – is outlined and discussed. Following this, a brief review is provided of the research on the risk 
factors associated with children’s emotional and behavioural difficulties, many of which are tested in the 
Family Stress Model. The chapter concludes with the specific aims of the study and an outline of the report. 

Rationale for the present study 
The study is concerned with understanding the effects of economic recession on family processes and 
children’s social, emotional and behavioural outcomes. The effects of the economic recession on child 
and family well-being in Ireland have not been studied in detail to date. Analysis of data from the first 
two waves of the Infant Cohort of Growing Up in Ireland provides a unique opportunity to do so, because 
the timing of the data collection waves coincided with the transition to economic recession (Wave 1 data 
collection occurred between September 2008 and April 2009, and Wave 2 between December 2010 and 
July 2011). 

In 2008, Ireland was hit by an economic recession, the scale of which had not been experienced since 
the foundation of the State (Russell & McGinnity, 2014). In comparison with each previous year, gross 
national product (GNP) contracted by 2.8% in 2008 and 10.7% in 2009, and there was little net change 
in GNP between 2010 and 2012 (Central Statistics Office, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013). Unemployment 
increased to over 14% in 2008, from a stable base of approximately 4% in 2007 and the preceding years. In 
particular, the sharp downturn in the construction industry resulted in differential rates of unemployment 
for men and women. Between 2008 and 2011, the male unemployment rate rose by 13%, while the female 
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unemployment rate rose by half that amount (Callan, Nolan, Keane, Savage & Walsh, 2013). Many job losses 
also occurred in the manufacturing and hotel/catering industries, and an embargo on recruitment in the 
public sector was introduced in 2009. There was also an increase in the proportion of employees working 
part-time, which contributed to a decline in the average working hours for those in employment (Russell 
& McGinnity, 2014).

For those in employment, there was some diversity in how wage rates were affected between 2008 and 
2012. While wages for those in industry rose by 7% to 8%, public sector employees experienced a series of 
wage-related deductions. With tax-related increases, overall disposable income decreased by approximately 
8% between 2008 and 2011. Furthermore, income losses differentially affected certain groups. In 2011, 
the real income of those in the lowest income decile was 18% lower than in 2008, while for the highest 
income group the real income in 2011 was 11% lower than in 2008. The budgets of 2010 and 2011 resulted 
in decreased rates of support across most social welfare schemes applicable to those of a working age, 
and cuts in universal child benefit were also made (Callan et al., 2013). Illustrating the significance of 
these payments for families with children, a UNICEF report (2010) suggested that, without government 
intervention in the form of tax credits, child benefit and other social welfare payments, child poverty 
rates in Ireland would be the highest (at 34%) among the 21 OECD countries studied. Between 2008 and 
2011, the at-risk-of-poverty rate in Ireland increased from 14.4% to 16%, and the consistent poverty rate 
increased from 4.2% to 6.9% (Callan et al., 2013). Rates of child poverty also increased during the recession. 
Estimates suggest that Ireland’s child poverty rate rose by over 10% between 2008 and 2012. Indeed, 
Ireland had one of the highest increases in child poverty among the OECD countries during the recession 
(ranking 5th highest out of 41 countries) (UNICEF, 2014). 

In their analysis of data from the EU-SILC study over the course of the recession years, Whelan, Nolan and 
Maitre (2016) found evidence of a ‘middle-class squeeze’ related to those who were self-employed, and 
a significant loss of the advantage typically enjoyed by the higher social classes. Those who were self-
employed were more likely to find themselves in low-income classes, and there was a reduction in the 
number of people employed in the professional and managerial classes, and self-employed classes. Social 
class no longer served to buffer people from the effects of stress from the economic recession, related to 
loss of assets, high levels of debt and increased insecurity. Similarly, Watson, Maitre, Whelan and Williams 
(2015) noted that economic vulnerability was a more pervasive phenomenon among families in Growing 
Up in Ireland as the recession progressed, and many households that did not fit the traditional profile of 
the poor were economically vulnerable. In light of these economic changes, the present investigation is 
concerned with understanding their effect on families and children growing up in Ireland. 

Economic recession and children’s development
To date, limited research has considered the direct effects of economic recession on children’s outcomes 
at a population level. Regardless of income level in a family, recession in a society gives rise to instability 
in the labour market, including changed working hours, less job security, greater demands on employees, 
and alterations from year to year in the criteria for eligibility for state supports. It has been argued that 
income level and instability in income may exert separate and independent effects on children’s outcomes 
(Hill, Morris, Gennetian, Wolf & Tubbs, 2013). The instability and change in the economic state of families 
that occur during times of recession are likely to contribute to family instability, stress or chaos, factors 
that themselves may affect children’s development. In addition, given the uncertainty that families face 
during times of recession, it is suggested that investments in children may occur more intermittently; 
reducing consumption and investment in children’s education and other activities are common responses to 
economic shocks (Skoufias, 2003). Additionally, reductions in the fiscal resources available to governments 
during times of recession affect service delivery across a range of areas pertinent to the lives of children 
and families, including education, health, child protection, childcare and social protection (Harper, Jones, 
McKay & Espey, 2009). 

Chapter 1 • introduction and literature review
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A review of research on the effects of the recent recession on children in the United States found that 
21% of children were classified as food-insecure, meaning that they have limited or uncertain access to 
enough nutritionally adequate and safe food to meet essential dietary needs, and approximately 43% 
of families with children were struggling to afford stable housing (Sell, Zlotnik, Noonan & Rubin, 2010). 
Additionally, the number of families seeking assistance through public means grew substantially during the 
recession. The negative effects of the recent economic recession on behavioural outcomes have also been 
documented. Leininger and Kalil (2014) found that subjective perceptions of economic strain significantly 
predicted white (but not black) children’s internalising difficulties, after controlling for objective indicators 
of adverse economic events. The authors suggested that economic strain is conceptually distinct from 
individual-specific adverse economic events, and that children may be directly affected by parents’ worries 
and fears, and uncertainty about the future. Schneider, Waldfogel and Brooks-Gunn (2015) similarly found 
that uncertainty about the economy and lack of consumer confidence was associated with elevated levels of 
behaviour problems among boys, but not girls. Local unemployment rates, however, had fewer associations 
with children’s behaviour. The authors concluded that uncertainty about the economy affects children’s 
behaviour problems as they possibly respond to the real or perceived financial insecurity of their families 
or the elevated anxiety felt among the public in general.

Relative to research on the effects of economic recession on child development, there is a long history 
of research on the effects of socio-economic status on child development. Socio-economic status (SES) 
represents an individual’s or family’s ranking in a hierarchy according to access to or control over valued 
resources such as wealth, power and status (Mueller & Parcel, 1981). Despite lack of consensus over how 
SES should be measured, it is generally agreed that parental educational attainment, occupational status 
and income level are important components of SES (McLoyd, 1998). Children who grow up in a context 
characterised by socio-economic disadvantage consistently fare less well on a range of developmental 
outcomes, including social, emotional and behavioural outcomes, cognitive development, academic 
achievement, physical development and health status (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Chen, Matthews & Boyce, 
2002; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Gennetian, Castells & Morris, 2010; McLoyd, 1998). 

A number of processes that explain why socio-economic disadvantage has ill effects on development have 
been proposed. These processes invoke both biological and psychosocial pathways. One theory proposes that 
children growing up in low-income families are more likely to experience a variety of psychosocial stressors, 
such as chaotic home environments characterised by family conflict, dissolution and diminished parental 
responsiveness, and neighbourhoods characterised by higher levels of antisocial behaviour, pollutants and 
less access to healthy foods, safe places for recreation and high-quality childcare and education (Evans & 
Kim, 2013; Evans, Chen, Miller & Seeman, 2012). Over time, exposure to these poverty-related stressors can 
affect children’s biological systems through chronic activation of their stress and immune systems (Blair & 
Raver, 2012; Yoshikawa, Aber and Beardslee, 2012). Evans and colleagues propose that, relative to more 
advantaged children, those who experience economic hardship have greater sympathetic nervous system 
activity (such as higher blood pressure), and dysregulated cortisol (stress hormone) and metabolic activity. 
Over time, these bodily systems are mobilised to deal with stressful environments and experience chronic 
wear and tear, rendering them more vulnerable to disease and other negative outcomes.

Other theories – namely the Family Stress Model and the Family Investment Model – focus on family 
processes as key mediators between experiences of economic hardship and children’s outcomes. The Family 
Investment Model proposes that, compared with high SES parents, low SES parents have access to fewer 
resources and are less able to make investments in their children’s development (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; 
Haveman & Wolfe, 1994). Such investments include providing learning materials in the home, such as books 
and age-appropriate toys, and providing access to activities and services that foster academic and social 
competence (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). This model has received support in the literature, especially in 
relation to cognitive and academic outcomes (Linver, Brooks-Gunn & Kohen, 2002). Poverty and low levels 
of maternal education have been associated with less cognitive and linguistic stimulation in the home, 
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as evidenced by parents speaking fewer words to their children and reading to their children less often, 
activities which themselves are positively associated with language development and children’s IQ scores 
(Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Hoff, 2003; Hoff, Laursen & Tardif, 2002). 

Another family process model, the Family Stress Model, implicates parental psychological distress and 
interparental conflict as key mediators between economic distress and insensitive parenting and children’s 
outcomes. This model, presented below, was chosen as the key theoretical framework underpinning 
the present study, rather than the Family Investment Model. At three years, measures of emotional and 
behavioural difficulties were available, thus aligning closely with the outcomes in the Family Stress Model. 
In contrast, measures of school readiness and cognitive outcomes – which are central outcomes in the 
Family Investment Model – had not been measured with the three-year-olds in Growing Up in Ireland. In 
the following section, a brief overview of the Family Stress Model is provided. 

The Family Stress Model
The Family Stress Model, originally proposed by Conger and colleagues, was developed to explain how 
families in the Midwest of the United States were affected by a severe downturn in the dominant agricultural 
economy in the 1980s (Conger & Elder, 1994; Conger & Conger, 2002). The model, presented in Figure 1, 
posits that economic hardship, as indicated by low income, a high debt-to-asset ratio, and negative financial 
events, such as becoming unemployed, income instability, and increasing economic demands, generates 
economic pressures in the family. Economic pressures include unmet material needs, such as inadequate 
clothing or food, an inability to pay bills or make ends meet, and a requirement to cut back on everyday 
expenses in order to live within available means. These strains give psychological meaning to the stressful 
experience of economic hardship (Conger & Conger, 2002; Conger & Donnellan, 2007). 

Beyond a certain point, high levels of economic pressure are considered to increase the risk of parental 
emotional and behavioural difficulties, including depression, anxiety, substance use and anti-social 
behaviour. Such difficulties in turn are proposed to give rise to higher levels of marital conflict and 
reduced warmth in the inter-parental relationship. Together, these parental and inter-parental difficulties 
are considered to divert parental resources away from children, leading to diminution in the quality of 
parenting, characterised by less warmth and responsiveness, and greater harshness and inconsistency in 
the discipline role. In the final stage of the model, diminished parenting is proposed to affect children’s 
outcomes across a number of domains of development. Specifically, it is proposed that children experience 
increases in internalising (e.g. symptoms of depression and anxiety) and externalising (e.g. conduct and 
hyperactivity) problems. Children may also exhibit decreases in positive adjustment, such as cognitive 
ability, social competence, attachment to parents and school success. Although the model specifies a series 
of pathways, the basic tenet of the Family Stress Model is that economic effects indirectly influence children 
through their impact on the lives of parents (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). 
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Figure 1: 	 The Family Stress Model

 (+) denotes positive relationship between variables; (-) denotes negative relationship between variables

 

The Family Stress Model was initially developed and tested as part of the Iowa Youth and Families Project 
(IYFP), initiated in 1989. The IYFP was a longitudinal study that initially involved 451 two-parent families 
in rural Iowa, followed between 1989 and 1993. Subsequently, a cohort of 107 single-parent families was 
added, yielding a total sample of 558 adolescents and their families (Conger et al., 2002; Simons and 
Associates, 1996). In an initial test of the model, based on 205 seventh-grade boys (11-13 years) and their 
families, Conger and colleagues found that objective economic conditions, such as income, unstable work, 
debts-to-assets ratio and income loss, significantly predicted economic pressure, which in turn accounted 
for substantial proportions of variance in mothers’ (46%) and fathers’ (34%) depressed mood (Conger et 
al., 1992). Mothers’ depression was associated with higher levels of marital conflict, and lower levels of 
nurturing parenting. Fathers’ depression was not associated with marital conflict, but was associated with 
lower levels of nurturing parenting. Both mothers’ and fathers’ nurturing parenting in turn were associated 
with children’s lower levels of adjustment problems, and better adjustment in terms of school performance, 
self-confidence and peer relations. Direct pathways between economic hardship and family processes and 
adjustment variables did not improve the fit of the model, supporting the idea that the effects of economic 
hardship are mediated through the influence on family processes. 

In a second test of the model, based on a sample of 220 seventh-grade girls (Conger et al., 1993), broadly 
similar findings emerged. Economic conditions again predicted economic pressure, which was in turn 
related to both mothers’ and fathers’ depressed mood. Mothers’ and fathers’ depressed mood significantly 
predicted marital conflict for both parents, which in turn related to less nurturing parenting by both 
parents. Mothers’, but not fathers’, depressed mood was also directly related to less nurturing parenting, 
which in turn was linked to more adjustment problems and less positive adjustment for children. 

In a further test of the model, Conger and colleagues (2002) analysed data from a sample of 422 two-
caregiver African American families, each with a 10-11-year-old child. All families were two-caregiver 
families, but unlike in the original studies, the secondary caregivers in these families included biological 
parents, step-parents and grandparents. The Family Stress Model fit the data well for the families, with 
one marked discrepancy. As was the case in the original studies, both primary and secondary caregiver’s 
depressed mood predicted caregiver relationship conflict, and conflict in turn predicted less nurturing 
parenting. However, in this study, there was an absence of a direct path between caregiver depressed mood 
and low nurturing caregiving, suggesting that children in these families may be protected from caregiver 
depressed mood, as long as the caregiving remains stable and positive. 

(+) denotes positive relationship between variables; (-) denotes negative relationship between variables
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In a test of both the Family Stress and Family Investment Models, Yeung, Linver and Brooks-Gunn (2002) 
found that higher family income was associated with a better physical home environment, which itself had 
a direct positive effect on children’s cognitive ability. Higher family income was also associated with the 
provision of more cognitively stimulating experiences, which in turn was associated with lower levels of 
maternal depression and higher levels of nurturant parenting. However, neither maternal depression nor 
nurturant parenting were associated with children’s cognitive ability. In relation to the children’s behaviour 
problems, the Family Stress Model was applicable: higher levels of maternal depression, lower levels of 
nurturant parenting, and higher levels of punitive parenting were all associated with behaviour problems 
in children. The authors concluded that there is no single pathway through which family income effects 
exert their influence, and that different mediating mechanisms operate for different child outcomes. 
Specifically, much of the income effect on children’s cognitive scores was mediated by parents’ investment 
in providing an environment that promotes children’s learning, and not by maternal emotional problems or 
parenting behaviours. In contrast, maternal emotional well-being was the key mediator of income effects 
on children’s behaviour problems. Similarly, Smart, Sanson, Baxter, Edwards and Hayes (2008) reported that 
the effects of family financial disadvantage on children’s cognitive skills and social/emotional behaviour 
were expressed through various pathways that involved dimensions of parenting, parental stress and well-
being, and access to formal care or preschool-education. They concluded that the Family Stress Model 
provided a better explanation for children’s social-emotional outcomes, while the Family Investment Model 
was better at explaining children’s cognitive outcomes. Pathways accounted for in both models most likely 
interact and act in unison. A number of other studies have provided further support for the robustness 
of the Family Stress Model in explaining how the effects of economic hardship on children’s outcomes 
are mediated through family processes. These studies have drawn on diverse samples, including low-
income African American and Hispanic families (Mistry, Vandewater, Huston & McLoyd, 2002), European 
American and Mexican American families (Parke et al., 2004), and families living in countries other than 
the United States (Solantus, Leinonen & Punamäki, 2004); and variations of the Family Stress Model have 
been tested in divorced families (Simons et al., 1996). In the Parke et al. (2004) study, marital conflict was 
directly associated with child adjustment problems, but not with paternal or maternal hostile parenting. 
Furthermore, paternal hostile parenting was directly associated with child adjustment problems, while 
maternal hostile parenting was not. The authors concluded that the relative intensity and infrequency of 
father’s discipline may make it more salient, which may account for the stronger effect of paternal than 
maternal discipline. 

In one of the few studies to have been conducted in a context other than the United States, Solantus et al. 
(2004) used the model to investigate the effects of an economic recession during the early 1990s in Finland 
on children’s mental health. Due to the longitudinal nature of the study, the researchers were also able to 
control for pre-recession child mental health. The data collected from 527 families of 12-year-olds revealed 
that the Family Stress Model was fully replicable in the Finnish sample. Across models for boys and girls, 
economic hardship predicted economic pressure, which in turn predicted both mothers’ and fathers’ mental 
health, and in turn the quality of marital interaction. For girls, negative marital interaction was related 
to compromised parenting (34% of variance explained), which together with pre-recession girls’ mental 
health, accounted for 52% of variance in children’s internalising symptoms (beta value1 0.13 for parenting 
to internalising symptoms, and 0.63 for pre-recession girls’ mental health to internalising symptoms), and 
79% of variance in externalising symptoms (beta value 0.65 for parenting to externalising symptoms and 
0.61 for pre-recession girls’ mental health to externalising symptoms). No direct relationship was found for 
mothers’ and fathers’ mental health and compromised parenting. For boys, negative marital interaction 
was related to mothers’ but not fathers’ compromised parenting, and mothers’ compromised parenting 
(but not fathers’) was related to boys’ internalising symptoms. Together, mothers’ compromised parenting 
(beta value 0.13) and boys’ pre-recession mental health (beta value 0.47) accounted for 37% of variance 
in boys’ internalising symptoms. For externalising symptoms in boys, negative marital interaction was 
related to both mothers’ and fathers’ compromised parenting, both of which were related to externalising 

1	 Standardised beta values represent the strength of a relationship between a given predictor and an outcome, expressed in a standardised 
form, which enables the strength of various predictors in one model to be compared with each other. It is the change in the outcome 
(expressed in standard deviations) associated with a one standard deviation change in the predictor. For example, a one standard deviation 
increase in girls’ pre-recession health is associated with a 0.63 standard deviation increase in girls’ internalising symptoms; a one standard 
deviation increase in mothers’ compromised parenting is associated with a 0.13 standard deviation increase in girls’ internalising symptoms.
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symptoms (beta value 0.13 for mothers’ parenting; 0.48 for fathers’ parenting) (along with boys’ pre-
recession mental health; beta value 0.60). Together, these factors accounted for 71% of the variance in 
boys’ externalising symptoms. The authors concluded that the Family Stress Model was more successful in 
explaining externalising than internalising symptoms, that abrupt changes in economic circumstances led to 
stress in families and adverse changes in child mental health, and that such effects were evident even across 
families in higher social classes. The authors suggested that higher levels of education and higher social class 
do not protect parents from stress, marital conflict, compromised parenting, or children from emotional 
and behavioural problems, when families experience dramatic changes in financial circumstances.

In conclusion, the Family Stress Model, tested on diverse samples in a range of contexts, has provided a 
meaningful account of economic stress processes and their influence on child and adolescent problem 
behaviours. Similar to the Solantus et al. (2004) study, the aim of the present study is to evaluate the 
applicability of the Family Stress Model in understanding the effects of economic recession in Ireland on 
children’s social, emotional and behavioural outcomes. The Family Stress Model proposes that economic 
hardship in a family generates stress within the family system, which increases risk for negative outcomes 
for children and parents. For children and adolescents, risk is not directly created by economic hardship, 
but by the response of parents to the economic difficulties they encounter (Conger & Conger, 2002). Thus, 
hardship-related emotions and behaviours, such as parental depression and marital conflict, result in 
compromised parenting processes, which in turn affect children’s development. Parenting represents the 
most proximal mechanism through which the economic state of the family affects the development of 
children and adolescents (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). 

Given that the Family Stress Model focuses on children’s emotional and behavioural outcomes and that the 
pathways tested in the model implicate parental well-being and parenting in children’s risk for difficulties, 
in the section that follows a brief review of the literature on childhood behavioural and emotional 
problems and the long-term implications of early difficulties is presented. Risk factors for the development 
of such problems are considered, with a particular focus on parents’ depressive symptoms and marital 
satisfaction, and warmth and hostility in parenting. Previous research examining associations between 
economic difficulties and parenting is also considered.

Childhood internalising and externalising difficulties
Behavioural and emotional problems are estimated to affect approximately one-fifth of children, including 
pre-school-aged children (Egger & Angold, 2006; World Health Organisation, 2001). Such problems are 
usually classified into either externalising or internalising problems. Externalising problems are characterised 
by ‘acting out’, under-controlled behaviours, including whininess, disobedience, defiance, aggression, 
hyperactivity and delinquency. Internalising problems in contrast are characterised by anxiety, depression, 
and withdrawn and over-controlled behaviours (Rhee, Lahey & Waldman, 2015; Zahn-Waxler, Klimes-
Dougan & Slattery, 2000).

Externalising and internalising difficulties often co-occur and share common risk factors, including difficult 
temperament, physical health problems, a controlling parenting style and parental depression. Externalising 
difficulties have specific risk factors, however, including male gender, low-educated parents, peer rejection, 
and interparental conflict. Additional risks specific to internalising difficulties are temperamental inhibition, 
peer neglect, parental illness/death and overprotective parenting (Bayer et al., 2008; Rhee et al., 2015). For 
some children, behavioural and emotional problems in early childhood are developmental precursors to 
subsequent mental health problems (Mesman, Bongers & Koot, 2001; Costello, Mustillo, Erkanli, Keeler 
& Angold, 2003). Ashford, Smit, Van Lier, Cuijpers and Koot (2008) found that internalising problems at 
the age of 4-5 years predicted the persistence of such problems at 11 years. Externalising problems also 
show considerable longitudinal stability (Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1998). Campbell and Ewing (1990) 
found that 48% of preschoolers with problems such as hyperactivity, inattention and discipline problems 
fit the diagnostic criteria for an externalising disorder at age nine years. In support of these patterns of 
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continuity, Mesman et al. (2001) reported that early preschool aggression, overactivity and oppositional 
behaviour predicted externalising problems at 10-11 years. These authors also found predictions from 
early preschool anxiety and withdrawn-depressed behaviour to internalising problems into preadolescence. 
Furthermore, early externalising problems, specifically oppositional behaviours, were a significant predictor 
of preadolescent internalising problems. Early behavioural disturbance has also been cited as a key predictor 
of problems later into adolescence and adulthood, including psychological difficulties, poor educational 
outcome and involvement in crime and antisocial behaviour (Cleary & Nixon, 2012; Fergusson & Lynskey, 
1998; Kolvin, Miller, Scott, Gatzanie & Fleeting, 1990; Rutter, 1989).

Overall, these findings point to the developmental significance of a range of emotional and behavioural 
problems from the preschool years. From a developmental perspective, the preschool and toddler years are 
when key mechanisms of emotional and behavioural control and regulation are established. The capacity 
to regulate negative emotions, such as anger and frustration, and to inhibit verbal or physical reactions 
to negative stimuli are important developmental tasks during this period (Sroufe, 1990; Kochanska, Coy & 
Murray, 2001). At this stage, preschoolers also meet with a range of social demands, such as making friends 
and learning social skills required by their preschool or childcare setting. An inability to adapt to these social 
demands is also thought to be critical to the development of internalising and externalising expressions of 
dysfunction in later childhood (Parker, Rubin, Price & De Rosier, 1995).

Given that early emotional and behaviour problems may potentially set a child on a pathway to externalising 
and internalising disorders, understanding predictors and risk factors associated with the early emergence 
of these problems is important for the design of preventative interventions. The role of parenting and 
family factors appears to be central, as evidenced by several research studies (Miner & Clarke-Stewart, 
2008; Robinson et al., 2008). For example, controlling and overprotective parenting has been implicated 
in the development of anxiety problems in children (Edwards, Rapee & Kennedy, 2010; McLeod, Wood & 
Weisz, 2007). Bayer, Sanson and Hemphill (2006), who examined parenting and family stress predictors of 
internalising problems among a small community sample of children, found that over-involved/protective 
and low warm-engaged parenting were significant predictors of internalising child problems at two and 
four years of age, and parents’ depression/anxiety was predictive of child internalising problems at age 
two but not four years. Family stress predicted parental depression and anxiety, lower warm-engaged, 
higher over-involved/protective and higher power-assertive/punitive parenting, but did not directly predict 
children’s internalising problems. Beyond the preschool years, Ashford et al. (2008) found that low socio-
economic status, family psychopathology at ages two to three years, and parenting stress at the child’s age 
of four to five years predicted children’s internalising problems at age 11 years. These authors also found 
that, among all children with internalising problems at age 11 years, 20% of these can be attributed to 
parental stress at child age four to five years. Thus, if all parents that reported parenting stress at this time 
had received a completely successful intervention, the prevalence of children’s internalising problems at 
age 11 years would have been reduced by 20%.

Drawing on data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children, Bayer et al. (2011) investigated 
risk factors for a range of childhood mental health symptoms, including externalising and internalising 
problems. The authors reported that proximal risks – those that were most immediate in time and setting 
to the child – demonstrated the strongest effect on mental health. The strongest consistent predictor 
of children’s externalising problems was harsh discipline, while internalising symptoms were predicted 
by poorer child physical health, maternal emotional distress, harsh discipline and overinvolved/protective 
parenting. The authors identified early negative parenting interactions as key mechanisms underpinning 
adverse outcomes in children. Similarly, based on a separate, smaller sample of children in Australia studied 
between the ages of seven and 36 months, Bayer, Hiscock, Ukoumunne, Price and Wake (2008) reported 
that maternal stress and harsh discipline emerged as key predictors of externalising problems, while 
having no older siblings, maternal stress and anxiety, harsh discipline and partner conflict about parenting 
significantly predicted children’s internalising problems. The significance of harsh control strategies was 
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also highlighted by Spieker, Larson, Lewis, Keller and Gilchrist (1999) who found that the externalising 
behaviour of preschool children of adolescent mothers decreased over time only if their mothers did not 
use harsh disciplinary strategies. 

Dwyer, Nicholson and Battistutta (2003) investigated the contribution to the risk of onset and persistence 
of mental health problems in children (pre-school and school-aged children) of a range of family risk 
factors, including adverse life events, family structure and socio-economic status, harsh parenting practices, 
parental verbal conflict and mood problems, and parental anti-social behaviour. Their analyses revealed 
that the odds of having persistent mental health problems were significantly higher among children who 
were exposed to harsher parenting and higher levels of parental verbal conflict and mood problems. In a 
series of studies based on a longitudinal study of children in Norway, Mathiesen and colleagues revealed 
the central role of family stress (incorporating relationship difficulties and socioeconomic difficulties) 
and maternal depressive symptoms on trajectories of children’s externalising and internalising difficulties 
from infancy to adolescence. For example, Kjeldsen, Janson, Stoolmiller, Torgersen and Mathiesen (2014) 
found that higher levels of family stress predicted children with high and stable levels of externalising 
symptoms over time from other groups of children (such as those with low levels of symptoms, those 
whose externalising symptoms were limited to childhood, and those whose symptoms only emerged in 
adolescence). Karevold, Roysam, Ystrom and Mathiesen (2009) also highlighted the significance of maternal 
depressive symptoms and family adversity for children’s internalising difficulties at 13 years. Furthermore, 
they found that maternal stress at child age 18 months was more strongly related to child internalising 
difficulties at 13 years than maternal distress experienced later in the child’s childhood, indicating that 
children may be more vulnerable to negative effects of maternal distress during early childhood.

As a complement to research focused on factors that elevate the risk of poorer outcomes among children, 
studies have also sought to identify factors that promote positive outcomes or that protect against risk. 
For example, based on a longitudinal follow-up of children in Alberta, Canada, Cabaj, McDonald and 
Tough (2014) found that, even among children with previously identified risk factors (such as demographic 
risk and maternal mental health difficulties), protective factors – including high self-esteem among 
mothers and children, adequate social support, and good quality parenting time – were related to positive 
developmental outcomes. Similar studies have also identified modifiable protective factors that promote 
positive outcomes, even in the presence of risk, including parenting practices, social support and maternal 
mental well-being (Benzies, Harrison & Magill-Evans, 2004; Dubowitz et al., 2016)

In summary, although many children’s problems abate and disappear over time, research has indicated 
that children who display externalising and internalising behaviour in early childhood are at increased risk 
of exhibiting these difficulties throughout childhood and adolescence, thus elevating their chances of a 
range of negative developmental outcomes, including mental health problems, poor school performance 
and engagement in delinquent behaviour (Fergusson & Lynskey, 1998; Rutter, 1989). Research has also 
consistently found that risk factors within the family context, such as harsh parenting practices, parental 
mental health problems, marital conflict and parental criminality are amongst the strongest predictors 
of child maladjustment in the early years (Dwyer et al., 2003). Furthermore, reflecting Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological model, the influence of broader contexts within which parents and children enact their everyday 
lives must also be taken into account. One such context, which is a central focus of the present investigation, 
is that of the socio-economic circumstances of the families and the economic recession. The effects of these 
on parental well-being and parenting are briefly considered in the section that follows.
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Economic strain, parents’ well-being and parenting
Substantial literature attests to the psychological and behavioural morbidity associated with economic 
decline (Catalano et al., 2011; Paul & Moser, 2009). Involuntary job loss is the most commonly studied risk 
factor associated with economic recession. Evidence suggests a 15% to 30% increase in reported symptoms 
of depression and anxiety following job loss, compared with those who remain in stable employment 
(Burgard, Brand & House, 2007). It has been proposed that job loss involves not only the loss of income, but 
also the loss of latent functions of employment, including time structure, social contact, collective purpose, 
status and activity, all of which correspond to important psychological needs (Jahoda, 1981). Thus, job loss 
may be hazardous to health because it potentially disrupts many dimensions of socio-economic status, 
such as loss of income, social connections with work colleagues, and social prestige deriving from one’s 
occupation (Strully, 2009). Indeed, certain groups appear to be more negatively affected by unemployment, 
including men, people in lower-status occupations, the self-employed and those with children (Paul & 
Moser, 2009; Backhans & Hemmingsson, 2011). These results presumably reflect a protective effect of high 
social support, low breadwinning obligations and higher re-employment expectations and opportunities.

Perceptions of job insecurity also increase the risk of depressive symptoms (Ferrie, Shipley, Stansfeld & 
Marmot, 2002), and the fear and worry that one might become unemployed may underlie psychological 
distress, particularly in times of uncertainty, such as during recession (Burgard, Kalousova & Seefeldt, 2012). 
Income volatility is also directly associated with levels of depression; people who earn low incomes are 
both more at risk of experiencing income loss, and more psychologically vulnerable when such losses occur 
(Prause, Dooley & Huh, 2009). 

In line with the Family Stress Model, research has demonstrated that the effects of job loss on depressive 
symptoms are mediated by the psychological experience of economic strain, which has knock-on effects 
on psychological health and relationships within families (Kessler, Turner & House, 1987). When objective 
economic hardship is associated with perceived economic strain, hostile styles of interaction have been 
found to increase, along with a concomitant decline in the quality of the marital relationship (Conger et al., 
1990). Vinokur, Price and Caplan (1996) found that experiences of economic strain had significant effects 
on depressive symptoms in both partners, which in turn spilled over to affect the marital relationship, with 
reduced support and increased expressions of negative affect (e.g. anger, dislike) and criticism towards 
partners. 

The ways in which economic hardship affects marital interaction seem to differ, to some extent, between 
men and women. Although increased marital hostility has been found in both mothers and fathers when 
encountering economic hardship and depressed mood (Conger et al., 1993; Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz & 
Simons, 1994), there is evidence that men in particular are more prone to project their anger and frustration 
onto their wives (Conger et al., 1990; Skinner, Elder, & Conger, 1992). Similarly, although economic hardship 
has been reported to affect both parents’ ability to give support to the marital partner (Simons, Lorenz, 
Conger, & Wu, 1992), there is also evidence that it particularly affects the mother’s capacity to give warmth 
and harmony to the marital relationship (Brody et al., 1994). However, in a recent analysis of the effects 
of the recent economic recession on marriage quality in the United States, Wilcox (2011) found that the 
recession had both positive and negative effects on marriages. In particular, 29% of respondents said that 
the recession had deepened their commitment to marriage, and 26% of respondents who experienced 
significant financial stress claimed to be in happy marriages. 

The relationship between parental depression and marital satisfaction, and parenting has been well 
substantiated in research, and broadly supports the notion of ‘spillover’ (Goodman & Gotlib, 2002, 
Sagrestano, Paikoff, Holmbeck & Fendrick, 2003; Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare & Neuman, 2001; Erel & Burman, 
1995; Grych & Fincham, 2001), including in studies based on Growing Up in Ireland data (Nixon, 2012; 
Nixon, Swords & Murray, 2013). Studies based specifically on the Family Stress Model also support these 
processes, although the findings do not always reveal the same pathways for mothers and fathers. For 
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example, Conger et al. (1993) found that mothers’ depressed mood (but not fathers’) was related to less 
nurturant parenting of girls, while, in another study of boys, both parents’ depression was associated with 
lower levels of nurturant parenting (Conger et al., 1992). The consequences of less nurturing parenting for 
children’s development have been well documented, both in the family stress literature and in research 
that specifically examines family risk factors among children who display externalising and internalising 
behaviour problems. As noted previously, negative parenting interactions, such as harsh discipline, parent-
child conflict, and low levels of warmth, are among key factors associated with children’s externalising and 
internalising problems (Bayer et al., 2006, 2011; Dwyer et al., 2003; Robinson et al., 2008).

Aims of the study & outline of the report
The purpose of this study is to examine pathways by which the recent economic recession in Ireland may 
have affected young children’s behavioural and emotional outcomes, using the Family Stress Model (see 
Figure 1). Following a brief presentation of the data and measures used in the study (Chapter 2), the 
findings of the analysis are presented in Chapters 3 and 4. First, the analysis will document how families in 
Growing Up in Ireland have been affected by the recession, and how families’ changing economic conditions 
have affected parents’ perceptions of economic strain. It is hypothesised that certain changes in economic 
conditions, such as lower income and job loss in families, will lead to higher economic strain for parents 
(Chapter 3). Following this, the effect of economic strain on parental mental health and quality of marital 
relations is considered. It is hypothesised that greater economic strain will negatively affect parental mental 
health and the quality of the marital relationship, which in turn is hypothesised to be associated with 
poorer-quality parenting. In line with the Family Stress Model, it is further hypothesised that the quality of 
parenting will be associated with children’s behavioural and emotional outcomes. Direct effects between 
parental depression and marital satisfaction and children’s outcomes will also be considered (Chapter 4). 
In the final chapter of the report, the findings are discussed in relation to previous literature and the 
implications for policy.
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2	 Almost all Primary Caregivers were women (99.6%) and almost all of these were the infant’s biological parent (99.9%). For this reason, 
Primary Caregivers will be referred to hereafter as ‘mothers’. Almost all Secondary Caregivers were male (99.6%) and the father of the 
child (99.9%), and hence they are referred to hereafter as ‘fathers’.
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This chapter discusses the Growing Up in Ireland data used in the current analyses, the measurement of key 
concepts and the approach to analysis. 

The Growing Up in Ireland data
The analysis presented in the report is based on data on 9,793 three-year-old children and their families. 
Initially, 11,134 children and their families participated in Wave 1 of the ’08 cohort of Growing Up in Ireland 
(between September 2008 and April 2009) when the infants were nine months old. Subsequently, 9,973 
of the families were interviewed for Wave 2, between December 2010 and July 2011, when the children 
were three years old. This reflects a 91% response rate (425 families were excluded from the sample, as 
they had moved abroad). Further descriptive information on the Infant Cohort at both waves is available 
in Williams, Greene, McNally, Murray and Quail (2010) and Williams, Murray, McCrory and McNally (2013). 
As noted by Watson et al (2014), the timing of Wave 1 of the fieldwork coincided with the onset of the 
recession (September 2008) when unemployment was rising most sharply. At Wave 2, unemployment was 
still increasing, although the rate of growth was at a slower rate than at the onset of the recession.

Measurement of key constructs 
The ability to test the Family Stress Model depends on how well the components in the model map onto the 
constructs measured in Growing Up in Ireland. The measurement of the key constructs is outlined below. 
Limitations with the measurement of the constructs are also highlighted. 

Economic factors
In the Family Stress Model, three economic factors are considered to give rise to economic pressure or strain: 
low income, high debt to asset ratio, and negative financial events, including income loss, work instability 
and increased economic demands. Economic strain is defined as “a syndrome of events or conditions that 
give psychological meaning to the stressful experience of economic hardship” (Conger & Donnellan, 2007, 
p. 179). In the measurement of this construct, Conger and colleagues assessed families’ abilities to ‘make 
ends meet’, by specifically asking both mothers and fathers whether they had any difficulty paying bills or 
whether they had any money left at the end of the month. Spouses’ scores were standardised and then 
summed. 

Given that Growing Up in Ireland was not specifically designed to test the Family Stress Model, there are 
some distinctions between how economic factors were measured by the original developers of the model 
and in Growing Up in Ireland. For example, based on the information gleaned from respondents in Growing 
Up in Ireland, it was not possible to determine a debt-to-asset ratio, although information on indebtedness 
was collected. Economic strain was also measured slightly differently, although the question asked of 
Primary Caregivers did capture the experience of difficulty making ends meet, which aligns well with how 
it was originally conceptualised by Conger and colleagues. 

In Growing Up in Ireland, economic strain was measured at both waves by means of one question, asked of 
Primary Caregivers:2  “Concerning your household’s total monthly or weekly income, with which degree of 
ease or difficulty is the household able to make ends meet?” Responses were on a six-point scale, ranging 
from “with great difficulty” to “very easily”.

The perceived effect of the recession was measured at Wave 2 only. Mothers were asked to select a response 
to the following: “Would you say that the recession has had [a very significant effect, a significant effect, 
a small effect, no effect at all] on your family?”. Mothers were then asked to indicate how the family had 
been affected by the recession, by selecting all relevant effects from a list of potential effects: “You were 
made redundant/lost your job, your spouse/partner was made redundant/lost their job, you or your spouse/
partner’s working hours were reduced, your or your spouse/partner’s wages were reduced, your or your 
spouse/partner’s social welfare benefits were reduced, your family can’t afford luxuries (holidays, meals 
out, etc), your family can’t afford/had to cut back on basics (food, clothes, etc), you are behind with rent/



3	 Of the resident Secondary Caregivers (fathers), 89% completed the main Secondary Caregiver questionnaire, and 88% completed the 
sensitive questionnaire, which contained the measures for depression and marital satisfaction (7,301 completed the CES-D and 7,238 
completed the DAS-4). 
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mortgage payments, you are behind with utility bills (e.g. electricity, gas bills etc)”. 

Several indicators of the economic status of families was attained, at both Wave 1 and Wave 2, enabling 
change in the economic situation of families over time to be measured. The employment status of mothers 
and fathers at both waves was captured; thus two-parent families were categorised into dual-earner, single-
earner and no-earner families, and changes in these statuses over time were determined. Single-parent 
households were categorised into no-earner or single-earner households at both time points, and changes 
in status over time were also determined. The income level of families at both waves was categorised into 
quintiles, with one-fifth of families in the sample with the highest income being classified in the highest 
income quintile. Collection of this information at both waves also enabled change in income over time to 
be captured. 

One of the key limitations of testing the Family Stress Model using Growing Up in Ireland data is that the 
indicator of economic strain (the extent to which parents experienced “difficulty in making ends meet”) 
was only measured for mothers, and not fathers. Therefore, it was not possible to examine the extent 
to which economic strain mediated the effect of negative economic events on fathers’ depression and 
marital satisfaction. The mediating pathway involving economic strain could only be tested for mothers. 
Additionally, the measure of economic strain was based on one item pertaining to the subjective experience 
of one’s economic circumstances. Economic strain can also have objective dimensions (Conger et al., 1994), 
such as having to cut back on basics and being in arrears on household bills. These economic circumstances 
were also measured in this study, but were not incorporated into the construct of economic strain or 
pressure – rather they were assessed as independent economic events. 

Parental depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction
Parental depressive symptoms were measured using an eight-item version (Melchior, Huba, Brown & Reback, 
1993) of the Centre for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). This measure is 
used as a screening instrument for depression in the general population, rather than being a diagnostic 
tool that captures the presence of clinical depression. Sample items on the scale include: “I felt that I could 
not shake off the blues even with help from my family and friends”, and “I thought my life had been a 
failure”. These items were answered with reference to the previous seven-day period, on a four-point 
Likert scale. A composite score is calculated by summing item responses (range: 0–24), and a cut-off score of 
seven or above is taken to indicate that the respondent is ‘depressed’. A classification as ‘depressed’ should 
not be taken to indicate a clinical diagnosis of depression, but rather a subjective indicator of parental 
distress. Cronbach’s alpha on this scale was high: 0.88 for mothers and 0.83 for fathers.3  Mean and standard 
deviation scores were 2.42 (SD = 3.575) and 1.43 (SD = 2.456) for mothers and fathers respectively. The 
range of scores was 0 to 24 for mothers and fathers. In terms of classification as ‘depressed’ (above a score 
of 7), 10.6% of mothers and 4.5% of fathers were classified as ‘depressed’.

Marital satisfaction was measured using the short four-item version of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS-
4) (Sabourin, Valois & Lussier, 2005). The measure provides an assessment of dyadic satisfaction based 
on participants’ self-report, such as how well they think things are going between themselves and their 
partner, and has been used as a means of categorising marriages as either distressed or adjusted. Findings 
from several studies suggest that the DAS-4 has preserved the content coverage of the original 32-item DAS 
(Spanier, 1976) while also maintaining good psychometric properties (Sabourin et al., 2005). Three items are 
rated on a six-point Likert scale, and the fourth item is the degree of happiness in the relationship scale, 
rated from 0 (extremely unhappy) to 6 (perfect). Based on the data collected in Wave 2, internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s alpha) was only moderate: 0.55 for mothers and 0.53 for fathers. Mean and standard deviation 
scores were 16.02 (SD = 3.309) and 15.74 (SD = 3.378) for mothers and fathers respectively. The range of 
scores was 1 to 20 for mothers and 0 to 20 for fathers. 

The measure of marital satisfaction was provided by mothers in couple relationships only, although some 
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lone parents may have non-resident partners. Additionally, in lone-mother households, the quality of 
relationships between mothers and non-resident fathers has not been accounted for, although the quality 
of this relationship is immensely important for children’s adjustment (Hetherington, 1999). For this reason, 
models that include marital satisfaction variables have only been tested for mothers and fathers in two-
parent households.

Parental warmth and hostility
Parenting was measured using 12 items from the Parenting Style Measure of the Longitudinal Study of 
Australian Children (LSAC) (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2011). Six items tapped into parental 
warmth (e.g. [Over the last six months, how often did you]... “hug or hold this child for no particular 
reason” and “have warm close times together with this child?”]. Parents responded on a five-point scale 
from ‘Never/Almost never’ to ‘Always/Almost always’, and final ‘warmth’ scores were the mean of item 
scores, with higher scores indicating greater warmth. Six items tapped into parental hostility (e.g. “Of all 
the times you talk to this child about his/her behaviour, how often is this praise?” and “How often are 
you angry when you punish this child?”). Responses were on a five-point scale ranging from ‘Never/Almost 
never’ to ‘All the time’. Final ‘hostility’ scores were the mean of item scores, with higher scores indicating 
greater levels of hostility.

Based on Growing Up in Ireland data for mothers (N = 9673) and fathers (N = 7276), internal consistency for 
parental warmth was high (0.85 and 0.84 respectively), indicating that the scale was reliable. Scores were 
highly skewed; most parents showed high levels of warmth, although there was some variability in scores 
(SDs 0.36 for mothers and 0.45 for fathers). Internal consistency for parental hostility was 0.64 for mothers 
and 0.64 for fathers. Mean and standard deviation scores were 1.79 (SD = 0.489) and 1.74 (SD = 0.471) for 
mothers’ and fathers’ hostility, respectively.

Children’s Internalisng and Externalising Difficulties 
Children’s internalising and externalising difficulties at three years of age were measured using the Strengths 
and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, Goodman, 1997), which was completed by mothers at Wave 2. The SDQ 
screens for behavioural and emotional difficulties, and comprises four subscales that measure emotional 
symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention and peer relationship problems. An additional 
subscale probes prosocial behaviour, but is not used here. Sample items include: “Often unhappy, down-
hearted or tearful” and “Restless, overactive, cannot stay still for long”. Each item is scored from 0 (not 
at all true) to 2 (certainly true). Scores from the emotional and peer relationship problems subscale were 
combined into an internalising score; and scores from the conduct and hyperactivity/inattention subscales 
were combined into an externalising score. Internal consistency was 0.73 for the externalising scale and 
0.54 for the internalising scale. For the purpose of the descriptive analysis, a cut-off, representing the score 
closest to the 90th percentile for the Growing Up in Ireland sample, was selected. Children above the cut-off 
classified as ‘problematic’; 10.5% of children were classified as problematic on the internalising scale (score 
of 6 or greater) and 12.6% were classified as problematic on the externalising scale (score of 10 or greater).

In line with recent research (Niclasen, Skovgaard, Andersen, Sømhovd & Obel, 2012), internalising and 
externalising subscales of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire were used here as indicators 
of children’s emotional and behavioural difficulties. Thus it should be borne in mind that this is not a 
comprehensive psychological assessment of children’s emotional and behavioural adjustment. 

Approach to analysis
The results of the analyses are presented in the following two chapters. The first findings chapter focuses 
on the economic changes that families experienced between Waves 1 and 2. Descriptive analyses are 
presented that capture change in employment status and income of families between Waves 1 and 
2, levels of indebtedness, perceived effect of the recession and economic strain at Wave 2. Given that 
economic strain is a key mediating variable in the Family Stress Model, understanding what predicts strain is 
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important; thus bivariate associations between strain and household employment status, change in income 
and indebtedness are presented. Having considered the association between strain and various economic 
variables individually, the chapter concludes by considering the influence of these variables simultaneously 
on economic strain. This is a test of the first pathway in the Family Stress Model. 

The second findings chapter similarly begins by presenting descriptive data on the key family process variables 
and bivariate analysis representing the associations among economic factors and economic strain and key 
family-process variables, including parental levels of depressive symptomatology and marital satisfaction. 
Additionally, bivariate associations between depressive symptomatology, marital satisfaction, and parent-
child warmth and hostility are presented. Finally, associations between the parenting variables (warmth 
and hostility) and children’s internalising and externalising difficulties are presented. The chapter also tests 
various pathways in the Family Stress Model, first examining direct and indirect pathways linking economic 
factors (such as indebtedness and having to cut back on basic necessities, economic strain) to mothers’ and 
fathers’ levels of depressive symptoms, and then to marital satisfaction (tested in two-parent households 
only). A final set of models considers how parents’ depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction predict 
quality of parenting (warmth and hostility) and in turn how parenting predicts children’s externalising 
and internalising difficulties. Thus, testing the Family Stress Model proceeds in sequential steps, with each 
regression model testing specific direct and indirect pathways in the model. 

In interpreting the findings, it must be noted that some of the models rely on data collected from one 
source, so it is possible that there are inherent biases affecting the findings (Rothbart & Bates, 2008). In the 
original tests of the model, Conger et al. advocated the use of a multi-informant design to improve the 
measurement of theoretical constructs and the estimation of relationships among them. These procedures 
address the problem of single respondent biases in the study of family processes. However, with Growing 
Up in Ireland, much of the data was collected from mothers and thus some of the models rely on data 
from a single source. For example, in the models looking at children’s outcomes, mothers reported on 
their depressive symptomatology, their parenting warmth and hostility and the children’s internalising 
and externalising difficulties; associations among these variables may be inflated as a function of bias in 
the mind of the informant. 

In interpreting the models, the total amounts of variance explained by the models tended to be small, 
suggesting that unmeasured variables must also be playing a role. The indicators of model fit and the 
strength of associations among variables – which were often small in magnitude – must also be considered 
when reviewing the findings. In addition, because the data are longitudinal, models of particular dependent 
variables at Wave 2 take account of or control for the level of that variable at time 1, thus modelling change 
over time (Kessler & Greenberg, 1981). Often, as might be expected, this stability coefficient represents the 
strongest predictor in the model. 

Finally, the examination of the effects of economic strain in this report is framed by the Family Stress Model, 
which hypothesises that economic changes influence psychological and behavioural issues of children via 
their influence on proximal family processes (such as parenting, marital satisfaction and parental depression). 
Thus, the report does not consider other direct or indirect pathways by which economic changes might 
affect children’s outcomes.
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Introduction

In this chapter, the extent of change in economic circumstances among families of the Growing Up in Ireland 
‘08 Cohort is examined. Specifically, changes in employment status for mothers and fathers, and changes 
in level of income in households between Waves 1 and 2 are presented. The extent to which families 
were experiencing material deprivation (such as cutting back on necessary expenses, being behind with 
rent/mortgage or on utility bills) and economic strain (denoted by “difficulty making ends meet”) is also 
considered. In the final section of the chapter, the association between changing economic circumstances 
experienced by families and perceived economic strain is examined. In accordance with the Family Stress 
Model, it was hypothesised that economic conditions, such as income, unemployment and being in arrears 
on bills/mortgage, would significantly predict the subjective experience of economic strain. 

Change in employment status of parents in Growing Up in Ireland

Growing Up in Ireland collected data on the employment status of parents at both data-collection waves. 
Across the whole sample of mothers (both single mothers and mothers in couples), the proportion in 
employment fell from 56.4% at Wave 1 to 53.5% at Wave 2, and the proportion reporting that they were 
unemployed increased from 5.6% to 6.5% (a 16% increase). Across the sample of fathers, the proportion 
that became unemployed was higher, from 6.1% unemployed at Wave 1 to 13.8% at Wave 2, representing 
a 127% increase. Employed fathers in lower-income households at Wave 1 were more likely to become 
unemployed by Wave 2 compared to those in higher-income households. For example, 2.8% of employed 
fathers in the highest income quintile subsequently became unemployed between waves, while 19.6% of 
those in the lowest income quintile group became unemployed over the same period. These lowest income-
quintile fathers were 8.5 times more likely to have become unemployed than the highest income-quintile 
fathers. 

Analysis of employment patterns by household type (two-parent and single-parent households) revealed 
different employment dynamics across the two waves. There was relative stability in employment status 
among mothers in two-parent households; for example, 80% of those who were employed at Wave 1 were 
also employed at Wave 2. Of those mothers in two-parent households who were unemployed at Wave 1, 
25% were still unemployed while 50% now described themselves as ‘inactive’ at Wave 2. The remaining 
25% were in employment. Of those mothers in two-parent households who reported being inactive at the 
first wave, almost a fifth (19%) had subsequently become employed while 75% remained inactive, and 7% 
were now unemployed.

Fathers were less likely to be inactive and more likely to be in employment at both waves. Overall, 90% 
of those who had been in employment at Wave 1 were still in employment at Wave 2, and almost 60% of 
those who had been unemployed at Wave 1 were still without work at Wave 2, although 35% had acquired 
employment in the intervening period and 6% described themselves as inactive at Wave 2. Of the relatively 
small number of fathers who described themselves as inactive at the first interview, 68% remained inactive 
or unemployed at Wave 2, while 32% had gained employment in the intervening period.

In terms of employment patterns at the household level for two-parent households, Figure 2 illustrates 
considerable stability across waves: 74% of dual-earner households remained as such between waves, as 
did 67% of households where there was one parent working and 72% where no parents were working. 
Almost one-quarter of families changed from dual-earner to one-earner households, and one-fifth changed 
from one-earner to dual-earner households. One-quarter of families changed from both parents being 
unemployed at Wave 1 to one-earner households at Wave 2. 
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Figure 2: 	 Change in household employment status in two-parent households from Wave 1 to Wave 2 	
	 (N = 6625)

 

‘No earner’ category includes those who are inactive such as those on disability, students, etc.
Totals may not always amount to 100 due to rounding.

Among the single-parent households, 86% of those unemployed at Wave 1 remained unemployed at Wave 
2, while two-thirds of those who were employed at Wave 1 remained employed and one-third of those 
who were employed at Wave 1 had become unemployed by Wave 2 (Figure 3).

Figure 3: 	 Change in household employment status in one-parent households from Wave 1 to Wave 2 	
	 (N = 986)

 

‘No earner’ category includes those who are inactive such as those on disability, students, etc.
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Change in income of families in Growing Up in Ireland

Sixty-five per cent of families indicated that household income had been reduced as a result of the economic 
recession. Table 1 illustrates mean change in annual income from Wave 1 to Wave 2, according to income 
quintile at Wave 1. 

Table 1: 	 Mean change in annual household income from Wave 1 to Wave 2, by income quintile at 	
	  Wave 1 (N = 9083)

The findings indicate that families in the lowest income quintile (at Wave 1) had a mean increase in annual 
household income of €2,000 at Wave 2, representing a 24% increase. However, households in the second 
through to the fifth (highest) income quintile experienced mean decreases in their annual household 
income, ranging from €700 (second quintile) to €11,900 (highest quintile). Although all income quintiles 
experienced changes in income through the period of the recession, because these are mean income 
changes, not all households were affected in the same way. 

Further analysis considered how changes in household employment status, for both two-parent and single-
parent households, as illustrated in Figures 1 and 2, were related to changes in income. Table 2 shows the 
mean change in income from Waves 1 to 2, based on changing employment status for two-parent households.

Table 2: 	 Mean change in annual household income from Wave 1 to Wave 2, by household 		
	 employment status from Wave 1 to Wave 2 in two-parent households (N = 7209)

Note: (-) indicates a loss of income, (+) indicates a gain in income.

Income quintile 
group at W1

N at W1
Mean income 

at W1 (€)
Mean income 

at W2 (€)
Mean change 
in income (€)

Percentage 
change 

N at W2

Lowest quintile 1758 8500 10500 +2000 24% 1664

Second quintile 1827 13600 12900 -700 -5% 1745

Third quintile 1841 18900 16300 -2600 -14% 1787

Fourth quintile 1973 25800 21200 -4600 -18% 1886

Highest quintile 1683 41800 29900 -11900 -28% 1627

Total 9083 21600 18100 -3500 -16% 8708

Household employment status from W1 to 
W2

N at W2
Mean change in annual household 
income between W1 and W2 (€)

Still dual earner 3076 -4500

Still one earner 1860 -2800

Still no earner 239 -1400

Dual earner to one earner 940 -7700

One earner to no earner 364 -4600

Dual earner to no earner 72 -7800

No earner to one earner 76 +1300

One earner to dual earner 569 -200

No earner to dual earner 13 (Cell size too small to report)

Total 7209 -4000



As shown in Table 2, remaining in a stable employment pattern resulted in a loss of household income, 
with higher losses occurring for those who remained in dual-earner households. The largest declines in 
income occurred in households that transitioned from dual to one earner or from dual to no earner, with 
little difference in the average loss of income between these categories of household. Interestingly, where 
households transitioned from a no-earner to a one-earner household, there was only a small increase in 
annual household income (approximately €100 per month), and where households transitioned from a 
one-earner to a dual-earner household, there was a negligible drop in annual household income. These 
findings suggest that individuals may move into employment over the period of the recession to offset 
decreases in income that may otherwise occur, perhaps as a result of wage reductions, reduced working 
hours, or reduction in social welfare payments. In real terms, these households were not much better off.

Table 3: 	 Mean change in annual household income from Wave 1 to Wave 2, by household 		
	 employment status from Wave 1 to Wave 2 in single-parent households (N = 7209)

Note: (-) indicates a loss of income, (+) indicates a gain in income.

Somewhat similar patterns emerged among the single-parent households, as shown in Table 3. Losses in 
income occurred for those who remained in stable employment patterns. Gains and losses in income were 
similar when single parents either took up or lost employment between the two waves.

Indebtedness among families in Growing Up in Ireland

Mothers were asked to report on specific effects of the recession on economic circumstances in families. 
One-quarter of mothers reported that the recession had “a very significant effect” on the family, while a 
further 38% reported “a significant effect” and 31% “a small effect”. Only 6% of mothers said that the 
recession had “no effect at all”. In terms of debt, 14% recorded that they were “behind with utility bills” 
and 9% were “behind with rent/mortgage payments”. Sixty per cent of those behind with mortgage 
payments were also behind with utility bills. Almost one-third of mothers said that the family could no 
longer afford or had to cut back on basics (32%), while 55% said that they could no longer afford luxuries.

Economic strain

Economic strain was measured by means of one question, asked of mothers: “Concerning your household’s 
total monthly or weekly income, with which degree of ease or difficulty is the household able to make ends 
meet?” Responses were on a six-point scale, ranging from “with great difficulty” to “very easily”. Table 4 
shows the percentage of mothers reporting varying levels of difficulty in making ends meet, at both waves 
of the study. The proportion of mothers reporting at least some level of difficulty increased from 44% at 
Wave 1 to 61% at Wave 2.
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Household employment status from  
W1 to W2

N at W2
Mean change in annual household 

income between W1 and W2 (€)

Still one earner 273 -400

Still no earner 512 -900

One earner to no earner 144 -2600

No earner to one earner 85 +2200

Total 1014 -800



4	 The income levels in each income quintile changed from Wave 1 to Wave 2. For example, families who remained in the highest 
income quintile from Wave 1 to Wave 2 had a mean decrease in income of €8,140 per annum.34
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Table 4: 	 Levels of economic strain reported by mothers (% of households) (Wave 1 N = 11124; Wave 	
	 2 N = 9786)

While overall a greater proportion of families experienced economic strain at Wave 2 than at Wave 1, these 
trends mask individual differences across households. A comparison of household scores on this question at 
Waves 1 and 2 revealed that 16% of households (n = 1585) were experiencing less economic strain at Wave 
2 than at Wave 1, 44% of households (n = 4273) were experiencing the same level of strain at both waves, 
while 40% (n = 3921) were experiencing more economic strain at Wave 2 than at Wave 1.

Analysis of the associations between income, household job status, indebtedness and economic strain 
yielded some predictable patterns. Figure 4 illustrates that a higher proportion of those who moved to 
a lower-income quintile (N = 2273) experienced greater levels of economic strain (54%) at Wave 2 in 
comparison with those who either remained in the same income quintile (41%) or moved to a higher 
income quintile (34%) (N = 3954 and 2273, respectively).4 These figures indicate that, while change in 
income is important with regard to perception of economic strain, other factors must also be considered. 

Figure 4: 	 Percentage of households that experienced less, the same or more economic strain in Wave 	
	 2 in comparison with Wave 1, according to change in income quintile from Wave 1 to Wave 	
	 2 (N = 9646)

Households that transitioned into unemployment over the recession were more likely to report greater 
economic strain. With reference to two-parent households only, Figure 5 shows that approximately 60% 
of households which had moved from dual to no-earner households or from one to no-earner households 
were exhibiting more strain at Wave 2 than Wave 1. This compares with 41% and 44% of households 
which remained dual or one-earner households, respectively, and 38% of households where both parents 
remained unemployed. Families experienced less strain at Wave 2 than Wave 1 where employment had 
increased, i.e. where households had transitioned from one earner to dual earner, or from no-earner to 
one-earner households. 
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Figure 5: 	 Change in household employment status and economic strain from Wave 1 to Wave 2  
		  (N = 7576; two-parent households only)

With reference to one-parent households (N = 1139), among those whose household employment status 
remained stable from Wave 1 to Wave 2 (i.e. either no earner or one earner at both waves), approximately 
one-fifth experienced lower strain (22% for those that were one-earner households at both waves; 20% for 
those that were no-earner at both waves), around one-third experienced the same strain (32% for those 
that were one-earner at both waves; 38% that were no-earner at both waves) and over 40% experienced 
more strain (46% for those that were one-earner at both waves; 42% that were no-earner households at 
both waves). Among those who experienced change in household employment status from Wave 1 to Wave 
2 (i.e. one to no earner, or none to one earner), approximately one-quarter experienced lower strain (24% 
for those households that changed from one to no-earner; 29% that changed from none to one-earner). 
However, of households that changed from one to no-earner, 28% experienced the same strain and 48% 
experienced more strain. In contrast, of families who changed from none to one-earner, 48% experienced 
the same strain, and 23% experienced more strain. These findings suggest that, while the transition to 
employment is not necessarily associated with less economic strain, there is a clear pattern in the data that 
suggests that taking up employment is associated with alleviation of economic strain.

Figure 6 illustrates that a greater proportion of families who were behind with their rent/mortgage 
payments and utility bills at Wave 2 (51% and 52%, respectively) experienced increased economic strain 
from Wave 1 to Wave 2, in comparison with those who were not in debt by way of their rent/mortgage or 
utility bills (43% and 43% respectively).
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Figure 6: 	 Being in arrears with rent/mortgage payments and on utility bills at Wave 2 and changes in 	
	 economic strain from Wave 1 to Wave 2 (N = 9179)

Changing economic circumstances and perceived economic strain

The previous sections of the chapter documented the extent of change in economic circumstances among 
families in Growing Up in Ireland and the perceived effect of the economic recession on families. The 
proportion of families finding it easy to make ends meet fell from 58% to 39%, whereas the proportion 
experiencing economic strain (denoted by “difficulty in making ends meet”, based on mother’s report) 
increased from 44% to 61%. Almost two-fifths of the sample were feeling more economic strain in Wave 2 
compared to Wave 1. Various negative financial events, such as job loss, loss of income and being in arrears 
were also associated with increased perceptions of economic strain or pressure.

It is difficult with descriptive analyses to compare the relative contribution of these negative economic 
events to the experiences of economic strain, and to separate their effects from the other characteristics 
of households that may influence the perception of economic strain. In this section, the first pathway was 
tested within the Family Stress Model, as illustrated below, which proposes that loss of income, negative 
financial events (such as unemployment) and indebtedness predict family economic pressure or strain.
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Figure 7: 	 Pathways in the Family Stress Model from dimensions of economic hardship to family 	
	 economic strain

In this analysis, change in perceived economic strain between Wave 1 and Wave 2 of the study is modelled. 
This is accomplished by using ordinary least squares regression to predict perceived difficulty in making 
ends meet at Wave 2 while adjusting for reported difficulty at Wave 1. The analysis also adjusts for some 
characteristics of the mother and household in the first wave. These include household type, maternal 
age and education and migration status.5  Where there is no father, a category representing this situation 
is included so that single-parent households can be included in the analysis. The analysis then models 
the effect of change in key economic variables, such as reductions in social welfare, working hours and 
wages, redundancy, having to cut back, and indebtedness (being behind with the rent/mortgage and on 
utility bills). It is hypothesised that households with less resources and skills will experience higher levels 
of economic strain, as would those in more vulnerable labour-market situations. Similarly, it is likely that 
a change in these variables will have a significant impact on perceived economic strain. Given prevailing 
patterns of working in Ireland and the fact that these households have a young child, it was hypothesised 
that changes in the work situation of the father would have a more pronounced effect on perceived strain 
than changes for the mother. The model is illustrated in Table 5.

Decreases in household income 
(Working hours/Wage/

Social welfare reduction)

High debts to assets Family Economic Strain (W2)

Mother/Father made 
redundant

Control Variables
Family demographics (Family structure,

Mother’s age, Education level, Migrant status,
New child born between waves)

Economic strain Wave 1

5	 Migration status is indicated by three variables. Migrant 11+ refers to those who have been in Ireland for more than 10 years, Migrant 
6-10 refers to those in Ireland for between six and 10 years, and Migrant 1-5 refers to those in Ireland for fewer than six years.



 Table 5: 	 Model of change in economic strain between Wave 1 and 2 (N = 9149)6 

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Adjusted R-squared = 0.387 [estimated using OLS regression]

In relation to economic strain at Wave 1 and at Wave 2, the first row in Table 5 illustrates that a standard 
deviation unit increase in reported maternal economic strain at Wave 1 was associated with a 0.314 
standard deviation unit increase in economic strain at Wave 2, adjusting for other factors. This suggests a 
considerable amount of change in reported economic strain between Wave 1 and Wave 2. Being a single 
parent (regardless of number of children) and a mother with lower levels of education were both associated 
with higher perceived economic strain, even adjusting for income and employment status. Incongruent 
with the hypothesis above, fathers being made redundant and mothers being made redundant appeared 
to have a similar influence on mothers’ perceived economic strain. Having working hours and social welfare 
reduced were associated with greater economic strain. The negative beta coefficient (-0.023) for wage 
reductions was insignificant, indicating that, taking all other factors into account, wage reductions per 
se were not associated with greater economic strain. By far the greatest impact on economic strain came 
about as a result of having to cut back on basic necessities, not being able to afford luxuries, and being in 
arrears on the rent/mortgage and utility bills. The influence of these variables likely reflects a cumulative 
consequence of other events, such as unemployment, or social welfare and wage reductions. It should 
also be noted that approximately 39% of the variance in economic strain at Wave 2 is explained by this 
model, suggesting that factors other than those considered in this model must be playing a role in maternal 
economic strain.

These findings will be discussed in Chapter 5 of the report. In the next chapter, economic strain and its 
relation to parental depressive symptomatology, marital dissatisfaction and parenting will be considered, 
following which relations to children’s externalising and internalising difficulties will be presented.
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Economic strain (Wave 2)

Mother Economic Strain Wave 1 0.314***

Mother Redundant 0.166***

Father Redundant 0.185***

Working Hours Reduced 0.098***

Wages Reduced -0.023

Social Welfare Reduced 0.063***

Cannot Afford Luxuries 0.375***

Cut Back Basics 0.396***

Behind with Mortgage 0.326***

Behind with Utilities 0.325***

Single Parent 1 Child 0.147***

Single Parent 2+ Children 0.120***

Couple 2+ Children 0.042

Mother's Age 0.002

Lower 2nd 0.207***

Higher 2nd 0.150***

Post-Secondary 0.101***

Post-Grad -0.089***

Migrant 11+ 0.0365

Migrant 6-10 0.074

Migrant 1-5 0.041

New Child Born Between Waves 0.021

Constant 1.14***

R-squared 0.39

6	 The model shows standardised beta coefficients, which refer to how many standard deviations a dependent/outcome variable will 
change (here, economic strain at Wave 2), per standard deviation increase in the predictor variable. The coefficients are standardised 
so that their relative strengths (or effect sizes) can be compared with each other within the model.
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ECONOMIC STRAIN, PARENTAL WELL-BEING, 
PARENTING AND CHILDREN’S EXTERNALISING  

AND INTERNALISING DIFFICULTIES

Chapter 4



In this chapter, the links between economic strain and parental depressive symptomatology and in turn 
marital satisfaction are investigated. Following this, indicators of parental well-being (i.e. depressive 
symptomatology and marital satisfaction) are associated with parenting hostility and warmth and, in turn, 
with children’s internalising and externalising difficulties.

Economic strain, parental depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction

In the analysis that follows, parents’ scores on a depression screening measure were used as the proxy for 
parents’ psychological well-being, in line with much previous research based on the Family Stress Model 
(Conger & Donnellan, 2007). It is acknowledged that these scores represent only one element of mental 
well-being. Other elements such as self-esteem, anxiety, substance use and anti-social behaviour would 
be equally valid proxies for parents’ psychological well-being. As illustrated in Figure 8, it is hypothesised 
that economic events, reflecting the recession, are associated with increased economic strain (as indicated 
in the previous chapter) and, in turn, increased economic strain will be associated with increased levels of 
depressive symptomatology, and higher levels of marital dissatisfaction. In line with the Family Stress Model, 
it is hypothesised that the effect of economic events on parental depressive symptomatology could be 
mediated by (operate through) the parents’ experience of economic strain. Similarly, it is hypothesised that 
the effects of economic strain on marital dissatisfaction could be mediated through depressive symptoms 
(i.e. economic strain will lead to more depressive symptoms, which in turn will affect the quality of the 
marital relationship). Finally, based on the literature, it is hypothesised that a series of additional child 
characteristics and family demographic variables would predict both parental depressive symptomatology 
and marital satisfaction. Family demographic control variables include: family structure, new child being 
born between waves, number of children in the household, mother’s education, and migrant status. Child 
control variables include dimensions of child temperament, child gender, and whether or not the child has 
a behavioural condition or chronic illness. Although these variables do not constitute part of the Family 
Stress Model, they were included as control variables in the analysis because previous research has indicated 
that they are associated with resources available to households, with parental depression and with marital 
satisfaction (Amato, 1995; McLoyd, 1998; Nixon, 2012; Zahn-Waxler, Duggal & Gruber, 2002).

Figure 8: 	 Pathways in the Family Stress Model, from dimensions of economic hardship to family 	
	 economic strain to parental depression to marital dissatisfaction
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Mother/Father made redundant

Working hours/
Wage/Social welfare reduction Family Economic Strain (W2) Parental Depression

Marital Dissatisfaction

Cannot afford luxuries
Cut back on basics

Behind with mortgage/rent
Behind with utilities

Control Variables
Family demographics
Child characteristics 
Economic strain (W1)

Depression (W1)



Prior to testing the model, descriptive statistics are provided to indicate the profile of simple associations 
among economic strain, parental depressive symptomatology and marital dissatisfaction in the families. 

Parental depressive symptoms

Descriptive analyses considered associations between those who reported significant effects of the 
recession and depression. Those who indicated greater difficulty making ends meet (economic strain, based 
on mother’s report) scored higher on the depression scale, and were more likely to be categorised as 
‘depressed’, as illustrated in Figure 9. 

Figure 9: 	 Perceived economic strain (difficulty making ends meet, based on mother’s report) and 	
	 depression status of mothers (N = 9671) and fathers (N = 7301)

Across families with “difficulty making ends meet” (the first three sets of bars), overall 14.3% of mothers 
and 5.9% of fathers had scores on the CES-D that categorised them as “depressed”. This difference is in 
spite of the fact that fathers were more likely than mothers to have difficulty in the labour market. This 
contrast must be considered in light of the fact that it is mothers who report on economic strain, not 
fathers. Additionally, mothers may be more likely to report on symptoms of depression than fathers. 

Specific negative financial events, such as job loss, were also associated with differential levels of depressive 
symptoms among mothers and fathers, although the differences tended to be greater for mothers, and 
overall mothers tended to exhibit higher symptom levels than fathers. As illustrated in Figure 10, the highest 
levels of depressive symptoms were found among mothers in two-parent households where both parents 
had lost their jobs, followed by households which had changed from being a one-earner to a no-earner 
household. On the other hand, there was little difference in the mean symptom scores for mothers in the 
households where one person had either taken up employment (from no earner to one earner) or had lost 
employment (from dual to one earner). Patterns of change in household earner status may not necessarily 
reflect a variety of other relevant factors such as influence on income, social welfare entitlements, and 
desire to be out working. The lowest levels of symptoms were evident among both mothers and fathers 
in households that had maintained dual-earner status from Wave 1 to Wave 2, and in households that 
had transitioned from a one-earner to a dual-earner household. Overall, fathers’ scores were less variable 
than mothers’. Fathers in households which had no earner at both time points had the highest scores, 
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while fathers in dual-earner households at Wave 2 had the lowest scores. Among mothers in single-parent 
households (N = 1129), there were no significant differences in mean depression scores among those who 
remained in employment between Waves 1 and 2 (M = 3.2), those who remained unemployed between 
Waves 1 and 2 (M = 3.88), those who took up employment between waves (M = 3.46) and those who lost 
employment between waves (M = 4.31).

Figure 10: 	 Mean depression scores for mothers (N = 8010) and fathers (N = 7106) (two-parent 		
	 households only) and household earner status from Wave 1 to Wave 2

Specific questions about the effects of either mothers or fathers losing their jobs indicated that redundancy 
of either parent was associated with slightly higher rates of depressive symptomatology. For fathers, there 
was little difference in proportions classified as ‘depressed’ dependent on mother’s redundancy. In contrast, 
comparing fathers who were made redundant and those who were not, approximately twice as many 
fathers who were made redundant were classified as ‘depressed’ compared with fathers who did not lose 
their jobs. Overall, classification into the ‘depressed’ category was higher among mothers than fathers.

Table 6: 	 Percentage of mothers (N = 9085) and fathers (N = 6857) categorised as ‘depressed’, 		
	 according to mother and father redundancy

Other specific impacts of the recession such as being behind with mortgage/rent or being behind with 
payment of utility bills were also associated with psychological adjustment. About 20% to 25% of mothers in 
households that were behind with mortgage/rent payments or utility bills were experiencing psychological 
difficulties, compared to around 9% to 10% of those in households not experiencing arrears. While the 
pattern was somewhat similar for fathers, overall levels were substantially lower, with 9% to 10% of fathers 
in households in arrears being classified as having psychological difficulties.
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Table 7: 	 Percentage of mothers (N = 9084) and fathers (N = 6857) categorised as ‘depressed’, 		
	 according to being behind with mortgage/rent and utility bills

The Family Stress Model suggests that economic strain affects child well-being via the mental well-being 
of parents and the impact that this has on their parenting behaviours. This chapter has already offered 
descriptive evidence that average scores and the proportion classified as ‘depressed’ on the CES-D measure 
of depression are higher among mothers whose families had been affected by the recession, such as 
through job loss and being in arrears on mortgage/rent and utility bills. 

These descriptive results are further tested by estimating a multivariate model of mothers’ depressive 
symptomatology at Wave 2. This is accomplished by modelling economic strain first (as illustrated in the 
previous chapter), followed by a model of mothers’ depressive scores. In line with the Family Stress Model, 
it is expected that economic factors will not be directly associated with depressive symptoms, but instead 
will be mediated through their effect on economic strain (perceived difficulty in making ends meet). 
In modelling depressive symptoms at Wave 2, adjustments are also made for depressive symptoms and 
economic strain at Wave 1. The model includes variables for household type, mother’s age, education, and 
migration status to adjust for factors that are correlated with economic strain and depression. 

Table 8: 	 Model of effects on mothers’ depressive symptoms (Wave 2) (N = 9118)
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Behind with Mortgage/Rent Behind with Utility Bills

Yes No Yes No

Mother’s Depression 23.9 9.5 20.4 9.2

Father’s Depression 9.9 4.2 8.8 4.1

Economic Strain  
(Wave 2)

Depressive Symptoms  
(Wave 2)

Economic Strain Wave 1 0.311***

Economic Strain Wave 2 0.295***

Mother Depression Wave 1 0.374***

Mother Redundant 0.171***

Father Redundant 0.186***

Working Hours Reduced 0.097***

Wages Reduced -0.021

Social Welfare Reduced 0.063***

Cannot Afford Luxuries 0.376***

Cut Basic on Basics 0.391*** 0.382***

Behind with Mortgage 0.325*** 0.589***

Behind with Utilities 0.320*** 0.476***

Single Parent 1 Child 0.144*** -0.055

Single Parent 2 + Children 0.083 0.076

Couple 2 + Children -0.005 -0.190

Mother’s Age -0.001 -0.006

Number of Children 0.037*** -0.003

Lower 2nd 0.184*** 0.127

Higher 2nd 0.140*** 0.002

Post-Secondary 0.098*** -0.014



7	 CFI and RMSEA are indicators of model fit – or how well the data fit with the theoretical model. In a well-fitting model, RMSEA values 
should be less than 0.05 (although values less than 0.08 are acceptable) and CFI should be greater than 0.90. 

8	 This variable is based on mother’s report at Wave 2 of children having a behavioural/developmental condition, such as autism or 
ADHD.
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Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.998; RMSEA = 0.0127 

Table 8 shows that economic variables, specifically cutting back on basics, and being behind with the 
mortgage/rent and utility bills, and perception of economic strain (Wave 2) all had a direct effect on 
depressive scores. Mothers’ scores at Wave 1, and a number of child-related characteristics, including child 
fussiness and unpredictability, and the child having a chronic illness (all from Wave 1) and a diagnosis 
of a developmental/behavioural condition8 (such as ADHD or autism, Wave 2) were also associated with 
higher levels of maternal depressive symptoms at Wave 2. The child having a behavioural condition had 
a substantially stronger effect on maternal depressive symptoms than a child having a chronic illness. 
Demographic characteristics, including mother’s education, age, migrant status, having a new child between 
waves, and child gender were not directly associated with mothers’ depressive scores. Altogether, 22% of 
the variance was accounted for, with diagnosis of a behavioural/developmental difficulty in the child at 
Wave 1 representing the strongest predictor of depressive symptoms in mothers at Wave 2. 

In line with the Family Stress Model, all economic factors, with the exception of having wages reduced, 
were associated with greater economic strain (Wave 2), and economic strain in turn was associated with 
depressive symptoms. As illustrated in Figure 11, in contrast to the theoretical model, having to cut back 
on basics and being behind with mortgage/rent and on utility bills were also directly associated with higher 
levels of depressive symptoms. Thus, the effect of these variables on depressive symptoms was only partially 
mediated by experiences of economic strain. Of the total effect of ‘cutting back on basics’ on symptoms, 
23% of the effect was mediated through the economic strain. Similarly, 14% of the effect of ‘being behind 
with the mortgage or rent’ on symptoms and 16.5% of being ‘behind with utilities’ were mediated through 
economic strain. None of the other economic factors had direct associations with depressive symptoms 
(coefficients not shown).

Economic Strain  
(Wave 2)

Depressive Symptoms  
(Wave 2)

Post-Grad -0.085*** -0.073

Migrant 11+ 0.033 0.021

Migrant 6-10 0.065 -0.027

Migrant 1-5 0.036 -0.017

New Child Born Between Waves 0.025 0.027

Female Child 0.016 -0.019

Fussiness Wave 1 0.022***

Unpredictable Wave 1 0.033**

Chronic Illness Wave 1 0.315***

Behavioural/Developmental Condition 
Wave 2

2.029***

Constant 2.011*** -0.360

R squared 0.39 0.22

Table 8: Continued
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Figure 11: 	 Direct and indirect pathways linking economic factors, economic strain and mother’s 		
	 depression (W2)

Note: Figures along the lines represent standardised coefficients of direct effects to economic strain and to mother’s depression. All 
pathways were significant at p < 0.001. 

An additional two models were run to predict mother’s (two-parent households only) and father’s 
depressive symptoms (two-parent households only). For the two-parent only mothers’ model, similar results 
were obtained as the model just presented (which also includes single mothers), with both direct and 
indirect effects for cutting back on basics, and being behind with the mortgage/rent and utility bills for 
depressive symptoms. As was the case with the previous model, economic strain (Wave 2), and mother’s 
depressive symptoms (Wave 1) were significant predictors, as were a number of child characteristics, most 
notably whether or not the child had a behavioural condition. 

Table 9 illustrates the results of the model for father’s depressive symptoms. The strongest predictor 
of fathers’ depressive symptoms was having a child with a behavioural condition, followed by father’s 
depressive symptoms at Wave 1. Among the economic variables, redundancy (either mother’s or father’s), 
social welfare reductions, not being able to afford luxuries and being behind with utility bills were 
associated with fathers’ symptom levels. Having wages or working hours reduced, having to cut back 
on basics, or being behind on mortgage payments/rent were not associated with fathers’ depressive 
symptoms. Given that no measure of economic strain was available for fathers, it was not possible to 
investigate whether or not the associations between these economic variables and depressive symptoms 
were mediated by the experience of economic strain. Overall, approximately 15% of variance in fathers’ 
scores on the depressive screening measure was explained by this model, leaving a substantial proportion 
of the variance unexplained. Having a child with a behavioural/developmental condition was by far the 
most significant contributor to fathers’ depressive symptoms.

Note: Figures along the lines represent standardised coefficients of direct effects to economic strain and to mother’s depression.
 All pathways were significant at p < 0.001. 
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Table 9: 	 Model of effects on fathers’ depressive symptoms (Wave 2) (N = 7359 – fathers in two-	
	 parent households only)

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Adjusted R-squared = 0.1456 [estimated using OLS regression].

Parental marital satisfaction

The Family Stress Model proposes that economic strain is associated with marital satisfaction through its 
effect on parents’ depressive symptoms (i.e. parental depression mediates the association between strain 
and marital satisfaction). As indicated previously, those who reported greater difficulty making ends meet 
(economic strain) scored higher on the depression scale. In the following analysis, how marital satisfaction 
varies according to both economic strain and level of depressive symptoms is considered. As illustrated in 
Figure 12, mothers’ level of marital satisfaction was inversely related to economic strain (i.e. as difficulty 
making ends meet was greater, marital satisfaction was lower).

Depressive Symptoms (Wave 2)

Father’s Depression Wave 1 0.373***

Mother Redundant 0.183**

Father Redundant 0.157**

Working Hours Reduced 0.005

Wages Reduced -0.006

Social Welfare Reduced 0.127**

Cannot Afford Luxuries 0.142**

Cut Back Basics 0.030

Behind with Mortgage 0.134

Behind with Utilities 0.289***

Couple 2+ Children -0.026

Father’s Age -0.009

Number Children 0.037

Lower 2nd 0.089

Higher 2nd 0.278***

Post-Secondary 0.099

Post-Grad 0.148

Migrant 11+ 0.048

Migrant 6-10 0.005

Migrant 1-5 -0.174**

New Child Born Between Waves -0.008

EAS Fussiness 0.015**

EAS Unpredictable 0.009

Child has Chronic Illness 0.274***

Child has Behavioural/Developmental Condition 1.431***

Female Child 0.032

R squared 0.146
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Figure 12: 	 Perceived economic strain (difficulty making ends meet) and marital satisfaction of mothers 	
	 (N = 8227) and fathers (N = 7232)

The relationship between fathers’ marital satisfaction and economic strain was less clear, and fathers’ 
marital satisfaction scores did not vary according to economic strain. However, the economic strain variable 
is based on mother’s report and it is possible that mothers’ and fathers’ perception of economic strain may 
be different.

Other negative financial events, such as job loss, being behind with mortgage/rent and utility bills, were 
also investigated in relation to marital satisfaction. Figure 13 illustrates the mean marital satisfaction scores 
for mothers and fathers, according to changes in household earner status from Wave 1 to 2. Inspection of 
the confidence intervals around these means indicate that none of the groups significantly differed from 
each other in terms of marital satisfaction.

Figure 13: 	 Mean marital satisfaction scores for mothers (N = 7953) and fathers (N = 7046) and 		
	 household earner status from Wave 1 to Wave 2 (two-parent households only)
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9	 Effect sizes are measured by Cohen’s d, which refers to the standardised difference between two means. Cohen’s d values are 

interpreted as follows: negligible effect >= -0.15 and <.15; small effect >=.15 and <.40; medium effect >=.40 and <.75; large effect 
>=.75 and <1.10; very large effect >=1.10 and <1.45, and huge effect > 1.45.

However, as illustrated in Figure 14, levels of marital satisfaction were significantly lower for mothers 
in households behind with mortgage payments and on utility bills in comparison with mothers from 
households not in arrears (effect sizes 0.15 and 0.14 respectively9). Fathers from households in arrears on 
mortgage payments (but not utility bills) also had significantly lower marital satisfaction scores than fathers 
from households not in mortgage arrears, but the effect size was negligible (Cohen’s d = 0.03). 

Figure 14: 	 Mean marital satisfaction scores for mothers (N = 7441) and fathers (N = 6797) and being 	
	 behind with mortgage/rent and utility bills

This preliminary analysis suggests that being behind with various payments and perception of economic 
strain were associated with lower marital satisfaction, especially for mothers. However, changes in the 
job status of individuals in the household did not relate significantly to marital satisfaction. According 
to the Family Stress Model, parental depression is implicated in the pathway linking economic strain and 
marital dissatisfaction. Prior to testing this assertion, the relationship between depressive scores and marital 
satisfaction was considered. As illustrated in Figure 15, both mothers and fathers who were classified 
as ‘depressed’ had lower levels of marital satisfaction, with statistically significant differences in scores 
between the depressed and not depressed groups. The effect sizes of the differences were medium in 
magnitude (Cohen’s d = 0.66 for mothers and 0.69 for fathers).

Figure 15: 	 Mean marital satisfaction scores for mothers (N = 8219) and fathers (N = 7229), and 		
	 classification as ‘depressed’
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Following this descriptive analysis, two models of parents’ marital satisfaction, for mothers and fathers 
respectively, were tested (this analysis is confined to two-parent households) (see Figure 16). In line with the 
Family Stress Model, it was hypothesised that economic factors and economic strain would not be directly 
associated with marital satisfaction, but instead would be mediated through their effect on parental 
depression. In modelling marital satisfaction at Wave 2, adjustments were made for marital satisfaction 
at Wave 1. The models also included variables for number of children, the parent’s age, education and 
migration status to adjust for factors correlated with economic strain and depression. 

Figure 16: 	 Pathways in the Family Stress Model from economic strain to parental depression to marital 	
	 satisfaction

As can be seen from Table 10, mothers’ economic strain had a direct negative association with marital 
satisfaction, such that higher levels of economic strain were associated with lower levels of marital 
satisfaction. Also, in line with the theory, depressive scores were associated with lower levels of marital 
satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was also lower among older mothers, among mothers with the lowest 
level of education and among some groups of migrant mothers (specifically those who had migrated 
to Ireland in the previous five years, and those who had been in Ireland longer than 10 years). Marital 
satisfaction was higher among mothers who had had another child born between the waves of the study. 
Child characteristics were not directly associated with marital satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was also 
indirectly affected by economic strain through the effect of strain on depression (beta coefficient for 
indirect effect = -0.071, p < 0.001). Of the total effect of economic strain on marital satisfaction, 28% was 
indirect, via the mediating mechanism of depression. Altogether, 16% of the variance in mothers’ marital 
satisfaction was accounted for in the model. 
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Table 10: 	 Model of effects on mothers’ marital satisfaction (Wave 2) (N = 8009; mothers in two-parent 	
	 households only)

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.989; RMSEA = 0.046. 

The model for fathers’ marital satisfaction is illustrated in Table 11. Given that fathers were not asked their 
perception of the difficulty they had in making ends meet (proxy for economic strain), direct and indirect 
effects of economic events were modelled instead of economic strain. These variables included: being made 
redundant; having working hours, wages or social welfare reduced; having to cut back on basics or luxuries, 
and being behind with the mortgage or utility bills. 

 

Depressive Symptoms
(Wave 2)

Marital Satisfaction
(Wave 2)

Mother Depression Wave 1 0.387***

Mother Economic Strain Wave 2 0.378*** -0.186***

Couple 2+ Children -0.206** 0.064

Mother's Age -0.009 -0.072***

Number Children 0.035 0.080

Lower 2nd 0.370*** -0.320**

Higher 2nd 0.042 -0.086

Post-Secondary 0.059 -0.055

Post-Grad 0.062 -0.017

Migrant 11+ 0.163 -0.332**

Migrant 6-10 0.063 -0.078

Migrant 1-5 0.024 -0.534***

New Child Born Between Waves 0.109 0.176**

EAS Fussiness 0.024*** -0.000

EAS Unpredictable 0.023 -0.011

Child has Chronic Illness 0.363*** -0.131

Child has Behavioural/Developmental 
Condition

2.172*** 0.179

Female Child 0.010 0.031

Mother Depression Wave 2 -0.188***

Mother Marital Satisfaction Wave 1 0.209***

R squared 0.204 0.162
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Table 11: 	 Model of effects on fathers’ marital satisfaction (Wave 2) (N = 7357; fathers in two-parent 	
	 households only)

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.987; RMSEA = 0.022.

The model indicates that none of the economic variables was directly related to fathers’ marital satisfaction, 
with one exception: having their working hours reduced was associated with lower levels of marital 
satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was higher among fathers with more children, and fathers who had had 
another child born between waves of the study. Older age and higher depression scores at Wave 2 were 
associated with lower marital satisfaction. By far the greatest predictor of fathers’ marital satisfaction was 
having a child with a behavioural/developmental condition. However, somewhat surprisingly, this effect 

Depressive Symptoms
(Wave 2)

Marital Satisfaction
(Wave 2)

Father Depression Wave 1 0.390***

Mother Redundant 0.182** 0.172

Father Redundant 0.170** -0.144

Working Hours Reduced -0.012 -0.255**

Wages Reduced -0.010 0.136

Social Welfare Reduced 0.120** 0.101

Cannot Afford Luxuries 0.155** 0.028

Cut Back Basics 0.038 0.014

Behind with Mortgage 0.233 -0.030

Behind with Utilities 0.284** 0.003

Couple 2+ Children -0.101 -0.075

Father's Age -0.008 -0.034***

Number Children 0.074 0.104**

Lower 2nd -0.052

Higher 2nd 0.175

Post-Secondary 0.100

Post-Grad 0.036

Migrant 11+ 0.092

Migrant 6-10 0.033

Migrant 1-5 -0.088

New Child Born Between Waves 0.011 0.174**

EAS Fussiness 0.009 -0.001

EAS Unpredictable 0.015 -0.011

Child has Chronic Illness 0.254*** 0.035

Child Beh/Dev Condition 1.601*** 1.411**

Female Child 0.059 -0.085

Father Depression Wave 2 -0.231***

Father Marital Satisfaction Wave 1 0.212***

R squared 0.158 0.132
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10	 Family demographic control variables include: family structure, new child being born between waves, number of children in the 

household, mother’s education and migrant status. Child control variables include dimensions of child temperament, child gender, 
and whether or not the child has a chronic illness or behavioural condition.

was positive – higher levels of child behavioural problems were associated with higher levels of marital 
satisfaction. Altogether, 13% of the variance in fathers’ marital satisfaction was accounted for.

Parental depressive symptoms, marital satisfaction and parenting 
warmth and hostility

Having examined the extent to which economic strain and negative financial events were associated with 
the depressive symptoms and marital satisfaction of parents, attention now turns to parenting (warmth and 
hostility). As illustrated previously, economic strain and certain negative financial events were associated 
with higher depression scores, for both mothers and fathers. Economic strain also had a negative association 
with marital satisfaction. One of the key tenets of the Family Stress Model is that parental and inter-
parental difficulties may result in parents’ resources being diverted away from the children, as parents 
attempt to deal with their own problems. This diversion of resources is proposed to lead to less warmth 
and responsiveness, and greater hostility, harshness and inconsistency in interaction with children. In other 
words, what is going on for parents ‘spills over’ into the parent-child relationship. 

In the analysis that follows, the links between economic strain (mothers’ models)/negative economic events 
(fathers’ models), parental depressive symptoms, marital satisfaction, and parental hostility and warmth are 
investigated. As illustrated in Figure 17, it is hypothesised that economic events and economic strain will 
be associated with higher levels of depressive symptomatology and lower levels of marital satisfaction. In 
line with the Family Stress Model, it is hypothesised that parents with higher depression scores will display 
more hostility and less warmth in their parenting, both of which in turn will be associated with higher 
levels of child behavioural difficulties. Parents with higher levels of marital satisfaction will be less hostile 
and warmer in their parenting, and this will be associated with fewer child difficulties. Control variables 
included in the model are also illustrated.10  In line with the Family Stress Model, it is hypothesised that 
the effect of more distal variables such as economic strain, depression and marital satisfaction on child 
outcomes will be mediated through parenting processes.

Figure 17: 	 Pathways in the Family Stress Model from parental depression and marital satisfaction to 	
	 parental warmth and hostility to child adjustment difficulties
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In the following analyses, relationships between parental depressive symptoms, marital satisfaction and 
two dimensions of parenting – warmth and hostility – are presented. It is hypothesised that higher levels 
of depressive symptoms and lower levels of marital satisfaction will be associated with higher hostility and 
lower warmth. It should be noted that mothers and fathers report on both their depression and marital 
satisfaction and their parenting warmth and hostility, so the possibility of single-source bias exists, which 
may amplify the associations among these variables. Figure 18 illustrates that mothers and fathers who 
reported higher levels of depressive symptoms (here classified as ‘depressed’) displayed higher levels of 
hostility and lower levels of warmth towards their children (all significantly different at p < 0.001). The 
effect sizes for the differences in warmth were small (0.17 for mother’s warmth and 0.18 for father’s 
warmth). The effect sizes for the differences in hostility were medium (0.49 for mother’s hostility; 0.54 for 
father’s hostility).

Figure 18: 	 Mean warmth and hostility scores for mothers (N = 9629 - 9673) and fathers (N = 7276 – 	
	 7301), according to ‘depression’ classification

 

In relation to marital satisfaction, a similar pattern emerged. Here, marital satisfaction scores (DAS scale, 
completed separately by mothers and fathers) at one standard deviation below the mean (i.e. a score of 
13 or below) were described as ‘distressed’ relationships. As illustrated in Figure 19, parents who displayed 
lower levels of marital satisfaction tended to be less warm and more hostile in interacting with their 
children (all comparisons were significantly different at p < 0.001). The effect sizes for the differences 
in warmth were small (0.22 for mother’s warmth and 0.27 for father’s warmth). The effect sizes for the 
differences in hostility were also small (0.27 for mother’s hostility; 0.28 for father’s hostility).
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Figure 19: 	 Mean warmth and hostility scores for mothers (N = 8227) and fathers (N = 7234), according  
	 to ‘distressed’ relationship classification

These simple associations tentatively support the Family Stress Model, which proposes that a parent’s 
psychological difficulties and interpersonal relationships affect the nature of their parenting. In the 
following analyses, models of parents’ hostility and warmth, for mothers and fathers respectively, were 
tested (fathers’ analysis is confined to two-parent households). In the mothers model (see Figure 20), it 
was expected that economic strain would not be directly associated with parental hostility or warmth, but 
instead that the effect of economic strain would be mediated through its effect on parental depressive 
symptomatology. The models also include variables for household structure, number of children, the 
parent’s age, education and migration status to adjust for factors correlated with economic strain and 
depression. Child characteristics, namely child gender, temperament and presence of chronic illness and 
behavioural condition, are also included as control variables.

Figure 20: 	 Pathways in the Family Stress Model from economic strain to mother’s depression to 	
	 mother’s hostility (Table 12) and warmth (Table 13)
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Given that data were not collected on relationship satisfaction for mothers from single-parent households, 
marital satisfaction variables were excluded for the two models on mothers’ hostility and warmth, presented 
in Tables 12 and 13 respectively. 

Table 12: 	 Model of effects on mother’s hostility (Wave 2) (N = 9747) 

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.889; RMSEA = 0.087.

There was no direct association between economic strain and mother’s hostility. Hostility was not associated 
with being in a single-parent family, but levels of hostility were higher in larger two-parent families and 
in groups of migrant families who had been in Ireland for ten years or less. Older mothers, mothers with 
more children, mothers of girls and mothers with lower levels of education had lower levels of hostility. 
Mothers’ depressive symptoms at Wave 2 were predictive of their hostility at Wave 2. The indirect effect 
from economic strain to mother’s hostility via maternal depression was significant (0.012, p < 0.01) and, of 
the total effect of strain on hostility, 80% was indirect via the mediating mechanism of depression. Only 
6% of the variance in mother’s hostility was explained by the model. 

Depressive Symptoms
(Wave 2)

Hostility
(Wave 2)

Mother Depression Wave 1 0.376***

Economic Strain Wave 2 0.411*** -0.003

Single Parent 1 Child 0.492*** 0.035

Single Parent 2+ Children 0.684*** -0.027

Couple 2+ Children -0.160 0.076***

Mother's Age -0.005 -0.004***

Number Children 0.010 -0.020***

Lower 2nd 0.060 -0.042

Higher 2nd -0.067 -0.041**

Post-Secondary -0.050 -0.027

Post-Grad -0.063 -0.003

Migrant 11+ 0.059 0.020

Migrant 6-10 0.050 0.048**

Migrant 1-5 -0.008 0.046***

New Child Born Between Waves 0.160** 0.016

EAS Fussiness 0.022***

EAS Unpredictable 0.032***

Child has Chronic Illness 0.342***

Child Beh/Dev Condition 2.459***

Female Child -0.021 -0.042***

Mother Depression Wave 2 0.030***

R squared 0.222 0.055
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Table 13: 	 Model of effects on mother’s warmth (Wave 2) (N = 9743) 

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.944; RMSEA = 0.056.

In the mother’s warmth model (Table 13), higher levels of strain were, surprisingly, associated with higher 
levels of warmth. This may be because of mothers spending more time at home with their children. Being in 
a single-parent or two-parent family with two or more children, or having had another child born between 
waves were all associated with lower levels of warmth. Lower levels of maternal education were associated 
with higher levels of warmth. Maternal depression scores at Wave 2 were associated with lower levels of 
warmth. The indirect effect of strain on warmth (via the mechanism of depression) was significant (-0.003, 
p < 0.001), but the total effect (direct and mediated effect) of strain on warmth was non-significant. Only 
2% of the variance in warmth was explained by the model.

The corresponding models for fathers are presented in Tables 14 and 15. None of the economic variables 
directly predicted fathers’ hostility. Having a female child, fewer children, being younger, and having a 
lower secondary education were all associated with lower levels of hostility for fathers. Fathers who were 
recent migrants (within the past five years) had higher levels of hostility. In addition, fathers’ depression 
scores at Wave 2 were associated with higher levels of hostility at Wave 2. Altogether, 5% of the variance 
in fathers’ hostility was explained by the model. 

Depressive Symptoms
(Wave 2)

Warmth
(Wave 2)

Mother Depression Wave 1 0.381***

Economic Strain Wave 2 0.424*** 0.008**

Single Parent 1 Child -0.035 -0.031

Single Parent 2+ Children 0.226 -0.057***

Couple 2+ Children -0.226** -0.068***

Mother's Age -0.012 0.001

Number Children 0.037 -0.008

Lower 2nd 0.125 0.057***

Higher 2nd -0.033 0.033**

Post-Secondary -0.038 0.029**

Post-Grad -0.071 0.001

Migrant 11+ 0.063 -0.022

Migrant 6-10 0.046 -0.012

Migrant 1-5 -0.029 -0.021

New Child Born Between Waves 0.027 -0.078***

EAS Fussiness 0.023***

EAS Unpredictable 0.030**

Child has Chronic Illness 0.343***

Child has Behavioural Condition 2.458***

Female Child -0.013 0.005

Mother Depression Wave 2 -0.008***

R squared 0.218 0.021
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Table 14: 	 Model of effects on father’s hostility (Wave 2) (N = 6863)

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.935; RMSEA = 0.053.

In relation to fathers’ warmth, only one economic variable was directly associated with warmth; not being 
able to afford luxuries was associated with higher levels of warmth. Being in a family with two or more 
children was associated with lower levels of warmth. Fathers of girls had higher levels of warmth. Relative 
to fathers with a degree, fathers from all other education groups (both above and below degree level) had 
higher levels of warmth. Fathers’ depression scores at Wave 2 were associated with lower levels of warmth. 
Altogether, the model predicted only 2% of variance in fathers’ warmth.

Depressive Symptoms
(Wave 2)

Hostility
(Wave 2)

Father Depression Wave 1 .375***

Mother Redundant .185** 0.003

Father Redundant .173** 0.006

Working Hours Reduced 0 0.009

Wages Reduced -0.015 -0.008

Social Welfare Reduced .125** 0.009

Cannot Afford Luxuries .146** 0.002

Cut Back Basics 0.045 -0.007

Behind with Mortgage 0.112 -0.005

Behind with Utilities .331*** -0.015

Couple 2+ Children -0.085 0.129***

Father's Age -0.009 -0.006***

Number Children 0.06 -0.031***

Lower 2nd -0.028 -0.100***

Higher 2nd 0.091 -0.031

Post-Secondary 0.011 -0.028

Post-Grad -0.04 -0.004

Migrant 11+ 0.086 -0.03

Migrant 6-10 0.021 0.01

Migrant 1-5 -0.161 0.044**

New Child Born Between Waves -0.004 0.047***

EAS Fussiness .016**

EAS Unpredictable 0.009

Child has Chronic Illness .273***

Child has Behavioural Condition 1.390***

Female Child 0.054 -0.049***

Father Depression Wave 2 0.033***

R squared 0.145 0.049
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Table 15: 	 Model of effects on father’s warmth (Wave 2) (N = 6886)

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. CFI = 0.972; RMSEA = 0.031.

An additional four models investigating predictors of mothers’ and fathers’ hostility and warmth were 
tested, using marital satisfaction rather than depression as a mediating mechanism. These models are 
illustrated in the Appendix at the end of the report (Tables 19-20). Briefly, these models indicate that 
mothers’ depressive scores and lower levels of marital satisfaction were associated with higher levels of 
hostility, while economic strain was not directly associated with hostility. Mothers’ depressive scores were 
associated with lower maternal warmth, while higher economic strain and marital satisfaction were both 
associated with greater warmth. For fathers, depressive scores and lower levels of marital satisfaction were 
associated with higher levels of hostility. Fathers’ depressive scores were associated with lower levels of 
warmth while their marital satisfaction was associated with higher levels of warmth.

Depressive Symptoms
(Wave 2)

Warmth
(Wave 2)

Father Depression Wave 1 0.376***

Mother Redundant 0.188** 0.015

Father Redundant 0.170** -0.010

Working Hours Reduced 0.005 -0.00

Wages Reduced -0.018 0.004

Social Welfare Reduced 0.128** 0.020

Cannot Afford Luxuries 0.147** 0.027**

Cut Back Basics 0.041 0.005

Behind with Mortgage 0.145 0.011

Behind with Utilities 0.320*** 0.034

Couple 2+ Children -0.082 -0.087***

Father’s Age -0.009 -0.000

Number Children 0.058 -0.011

Lower 2nd -0.043 0.081***

Higher 2nd 0.084 0.054***

Post-Secondary 0.005 0.045***

Post-Grad -0.048 0.043**

Migrant 11+ 0.080 0.001

Migrant 6-10 0.021 0.013

Migrant 1-5 -0.155 0.003

New Child Born Between Waves -0.004 -0.016

EAS Fussiness 0.016***

EAS Unpredictable 0.009

Child has Chronic Illness 0.274***

Child has Behavioural Condition 1.448***

Female Child 0.053 0.032***

Father Depression Wave 2 -0.015***

R squared 0.146 0.022
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11	 Mothers completed the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire on their children’s behavioural and emotional adjustment (at Wave 

2). Children who scored above 6 were classified as ‘problematic’ on an internalising subscale (combined peer relations and emotional 
subscales) and children who scored above 10 were classified as ‘problematic’ on an externalising subscale (conduct and hyperactivity 
subscales).

Chapter 4 • ECONOMIC STRAIN, PARENTAL WELL-BEING, PARENTING AND CHILDREN’S 				  
	EX TERNALISING AND INTERNALISING DIFFICULTIES		

Children’s internalising and externalising difficulties

One of the key tenets of the Family Stress Model is that, when parents exhibit higher levels of hostility and 
lower levels of warmth, children in turn display higher levels of behavioural and adjustment difficulties. 
These assertions were initially tested by comparing warmth and hostility scores for mothers and fathers of 
children classified as ‘problematic’ and ‘non-problematic’, based on their SDQ scores.11  The results indicate 
that mothers and fathers of children classified as ‘problematic’ for both internalising and externalising 
difficulties had higher hostility and lower warmth scores in comparison with mothers and fathers of ‘non-
problematic’ children (differences were significant at p < 0.001 in all cases). Effect sizes were large for 
mother’s hostility, medium for father’s hostility and small for mother’s and father’s warmth.

Table 16: 	 Mean (SD) mother (N = 9783) and father (N = 7395) warmth and hostility scores for children 	
	 classified as ‘problematic’ and ‘non-problematic’ on the SDQ externalising and internalising 	
	 subscales

The Family Stress Model suggests that economic strain affects child well-being via the mental well-being 
of parents and the impact this has on their parenting behaviours. Table 16 outlined the link between 
dimensions of parenting and children’s adjustment, with stronger links evident between parental hostility 
and child adjustment problems than between parental warmth and child adjustment. In the analysis that 
follows, these associations were further tested by estimating multivariate models of children’s externalising 
and internalising difficulties at Wave 2. It was hypothesised that higher levels of hostility and lower levels 
of warmth would be associated with higher levels of internalising and externalising difficulties. Broadly, 
this hypothesis was supported by the data. It should be noted that, unlike all other models presented in the 
report, the models of externalising and internalising behaviours, illustrated in Tables 17 and 18, had poor 
model fit, suggesting that the data overall do not fit the theoretical model well. Despite this, the pathways 
observed were in line with what is proposed in the Family Stress Model.

Externalising Internalising

Parenting 
Dimension

Non-
problematic

Problematic
Effect size
(Cohen’s d)

Non-
problematic

Problematic
Effect size
(Cohen’s d)

Mother Warmth 4.68 (0.407) 4.76 (0.356) 0.22 (small) 4.76 (0.356) 4.67 (0.422) 0.25 (small)

Mother Hostility 1.74 (0.452) 2.19 (0.552) 0.96 (large) 1.77 (0.472) 2.00 (0.573) 0.47 (medium)

Father Warmth 4.62 (0.440) 4.54 (0.495) 0.18 (small) 4.62 (0.442) 4.54 (0.488) 0.16 (small)

Father Hostility 1.72 (0.455) 1.97 (0.545) 0.55 (medium) 1.73 (0.463) 1.84 (0.541) 0.23 (small)
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Table 17: 	 Model of effects on children’s externalising and internalising behaviour (N = 9695)

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. [CFI = 0.794; RMSEA = 0.116 for externalising model; CFI = 0.652, RMSEA = 0.116 for internalising model].

The model illustrates that, for mothers, higher levels of hostility, lower levels of warmth and higher 
levels of depressive symptoms were all positively associated with children’s externalising difficulties at 
Wave 2. Being a more recent migrant (less than five years in Ireland), lower levels of maternal education, 
younger age of mothers, and coming from a single-parent family were also associated with higher levels 
of behaviour difficulties. Boys, and children rated as fussy and unpredictable, or as having a chronic 
illness or a behavioural/developmental condition had higher levels of externalising difficulties. The effect 
of maternal depression on child adjustment was partially mediated through its effect on hostility and 
warmth; depression was associated with higher levels of hostility, lower levels of warmth and greater child 
adjustment difficulties. Of the total effect of mothers’ depression on child externalising difficulties, 50.4% 
was indirect, via the mediating mechanisms of increased hostility (48.5% indirect effect) and lower warmth 
(1.9% indirect effect). Altogether, 28% of the variance in children’s externalising difficulties was explained 
in the model, with the strongest predictors being the child having a developmental condition, followed by 
mother’s hostility and low levels of maternal education.

Mother Warmth 
Wave 2

Mother Hostility 
Wave 2

Child Externalising 
Difficulties 

Wave 2

Child Internalising 
Difficulties 

Wave 2

Mother Warmth Wave 2 -0.420*** -0.371***

Mother Hostility Wave 2 2.675*** 0.758***

Mother Depression Wave 2 -0.008*** 0.030*** 0.082*** 0.065***

Single Parent 1 Child -0.028 0.047 0.457*** 0.098

Single Parent 2+ Children -0.054*** 0.049** 0.335** 0.056

Couple 2+ Children -0.068*** 0.079*** -0.148 -0.426***

Mother's Age 0.001 -0.004*** -0.051*** -0.014***

Number Children -0.007 -0.027*** 0.004 0.015

Lower 2nd 0.061*** -0.049** 1.398*** 0.669***

Higher 2nd 0.036*** -0.045** 0.825*** 0.433***

Post-Secondary 0.032** -0.029 0.600*** 0.270***

Post-Grad 0.001 -0.002 0.142 0.026

Migrant 11+ -0.021 0.019 0.149 -0.034

Migrant 6-10 -0.010 0.045** 0.010 0.413***

Migrant 1-5 -0.020 0.048*** 0.368*** 0.482***

New Child Born Between 
Waves

-0.079*** 0.053*** -0.049 0.050

Female Child 0.005 -0.043*** -0.421*** -0.080

EAS Fussiness 0.071*** 0.037***

EAS Unpredictable 0.054*** 0.026***

Child has Chronic Illness 0.292*** 0.468***

Child has Behavioural 
Condition

4.702*** 3.936***

R squared 0.02 0.06 0.28 0.13



Growing Up in Ireland • The Effects of Economic Recession and Family Stress on the Adjustment of  
			         3-year-olds in Ireland

61

Chapter 4 • ECONOMIC STRAIN, PARENTAL WELL-BEING, PARENTING AND CHILDREN’S 				  
	EX TERNALISING AND INTERNALISING DIFFICULTIES		

In terms of children’s internalising difficulties, similar patterns in relation to parenting and depression 
emerged as was the case for externalising difficulties; higher levels of hostility, lower levels of warmth and 
higher levels of maternal depressive symptoms were associated with higher levels of internalising difficulties 
at Wave 2. Lower levels of maternal education, younger age of mothers, and being a migrant to Ireland 
(within the past ten years) were associated with higher levels of child internalising difficulties. Children from 
single-parent families were no more likely than children from two-parent families with one or two children 
to have internalising difficulties. However, children from two-parent families with more than two children 
were less likely to experience internalising difficulties. As was the case for externalising difficulties, children 
rated as fussy and unpredictable, or as having a chronic illness or a behavioural condition had higher levels 
of internalising difficulties. Of the total effect of mother’s depression on child internalising difficulties, 
28.3% was indirect, via the mediating mechanism of increased hostility (25.2% indirect effect) and lower 
warmth (3.1% indirect effect). Altogether, 13% of the variance in children’s internalising difficulties was 
explained in the model. The strongest predictors were the child having a behavioural condition, followed 
by mother’s hostility and low levels of maternal education.

The models for two-parent families, which include data from fathers and data on marital satisfaction, are 
shown in Table 18. 
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Table 18: 	 Models of effects on children’s externalising difficulties (N = 7253) and internalising 		
	 difficulties (N = 7254) [two-parent households only]

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. [CFI = 0.617; RMSEA = 0.110 for externalising model; CFI = 0.491, RMSEA = .0110 for internalising model].

Mother 
Warmth 
Wave 2

Mother 
Hostility Wave 

2

Father Warmth 
Wave 2

Father Hostility
Wave 2

Child 
Externalising 
Difficulties 

Wave 2

Child 
Internalising 
Difficulties 

Wave 2

Mother Warmth W2 -0.380*** -0.365***

Mother Hostility W2 2.433*** .741***

Father Warmth W2 0.054 -.033

Father Hostility W2 0.766*** -.002

Mother Marital 
Satisfaction W2

0.012*** -0.017*** -0.011 -.030***

Father Marital 
Satisfaction W2

0.021*** -0.021*** .009 .000

Mother Depression W2 -0.005*** 0.026*** 0.064*** 0.062***

Father Depression 
Wave 2

-0.008*** 0.028*** -0.011 .009

Couple 2+ Children -0.060*** 0.082*** -0.081*** 0.114*** -0.157 .452***

Mother's Age 0.002 -0.005*** -0.055*** -.012**

Number Children -0.010 -0.029*** -0.009 -0.028*** 0.006 0.021

Lower 2nd 0.080*** -0.064** 0.076*** -0.092*** 1.306*** .638***

Higher 2nd 0.037** -0.030 0.051*** -0.033 0.785*** .400***

Post-Secondary 0.043*** -0.036** 0.051*** -0.033** 0.623*** .234***

Post-Grad 0.000 -0.010 0.034** -0.002 0.151 .044

Migrant 11+ -0.024 0.007 -0.000 -0.023 0.072 -.184

Migrant 6-10 0.006 0.048** 0.018 0.007 0.108 .387***

Migrant 1-5 -0.008 0.024 0.011 0.026 0.375*** .492***

New Child Born 
between Waves

-0.076*** 0.059*** -0.027** 0.049*** -0.033 .103***

Female Child 0.001 -0.035*** 0.034*** -0.049*** -0.409 -.082

EAS Fussiness 0.068*** .037***

EAS Unpredictable 0.069*** .030***

Child has Chronic Illness 0.241*** .460***

Child has Behavioural 
Condition

4.878*** 4.263***

R squared 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.26 0.13
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	EX TERNALISING AND INTERNALISING DIFFICULTIES		

The first model for child externalising difficulties illustrates that high levels of maternal and paternal 
hostility and lower levels of maternal – but not paternal – warmth were associated with higher levels of child 
externalising difficulties. Mothers’, but not fathers’, depression was directly associated with higher levels of 
child externalising difficulties. Neither mothers’ nor fathers’ marital satisfaction was directly associated with 
child externalising difficulties. Having a younger mother, being a recent migrant (within the last five years) 
and a mother with a lower level of education were all associated with higher externalising difficulties. 
Children rated as temperamentally fussy and unpredictable, or as having a chronic illness or a behavioural 
condition had higher levels of externalising difficulties. Of the total effect of mother’s depression on child 
adjustment, 48.5% was indirect, via the mediating mechanism of increased hostility. The model explained 
a total of 26% of the variance in child externalising difficulties, and the key predictors were having a 
behavioural condition, mother’s hostility and mother’s education level.

The second model on child internalising difficulties revealed that higher levels of maternal hostility and 
lower levels of maternal warmth were associated with higher levels of child internalising difficulties. 
Paternal hostility and warmth were not associated with child internalising difficulties. Mother’s – but 
not father’s – depression and marital dissatisfaction were directly associated with higher levels of child 
internalising difficulties. Having a younger mother, a mother with a lower level of education, and being a 
migrant to Ireland (within the past ten years), coming from a family with two or more children or a family 
where a new child had been born between study waves were all associated with higher internalising 
difficulties. Children rated as temperamentally fussy and unpredictable, or as having a chronic illness 
or a behavioural condition had higher levels of internalising difficulties. Of the total effect of mother’s 
depression on child adjustment, 23% was indirect, via the mediating mechanism of increased hostility. Of 
the total effect of mother’s marital satisfaction on child internalising difficulties, 36% was indirect, via the 
mediating mechanism of increased hostility (26% indirect effect) and lower warmth (10% indirect effect). 
Altogether, 13% of the variance in child internalising difficulties was explained by the model. In the final 
chapter of the report, these findings will be discussed in relation to previous literature and the implications 
for policy will be considered.



Growing Up in Ireland • The Effects of Economic Recession and Family Stress on the Adjustment of  
			         3-year-olds in Ireland

64



Growing Up in Ireland • The Effects of Economic Recession and Family Stress on the Adjustment of  
			         3-year-olds in Ireland

65

Chapter 5
discussion and Conclusion 



Growing Up in Ireland • The Effects of Economic Recession and Family Stress on the Adjustment of  
			         3-year-olds in Ireland

66

In this report, data from Wave 1 and Wave 2 of the ‘08 cohort of Growing Up in Ireland were analysed 
to examine the effect of the economic recession on families and to investigate potential pathways by 
which negative economic events may affect children’s emotional and behavioural adjustment. The study 
was underpinned by the Family Stress Model, which proposes that family processes, including parenting 
behaviours, parental mental well-being and quality of the couple relationship, are key mediators between 
experiences of economic hardship and children’s outcomes. More specifically, the model proposes that 
economic hardship – as indicated by low income and negative financial events such as job loss, being in 
arrears on mortgage, rent or utility bills, or having to cut back on basics – gives rise to economic strain, 
a psychological experience of stress resulting from these financial circumstances. Economic strain is then 
proposed to give rise to psychological difficulties, such as anxiety or depression, and these difficulties in 
turn are proposed to be associated with higher levels of dissatisfaction in the couple relationship. Together, 
psychological distress and marital dissatisfaction are purported to diminish the resources that parents have 
available to their children. The consequence of this is that parents are less warm and more hostile in their 
interactions with their children. This diminished parenting is proposed to affect children’s social, behavioural 
and emotional development, as indicated by higher levels of adjustment difficulties (internalising and 
externalising problems). In this report, models of the predictors of economic strain (Chapter 3), parental 
depression and marital satisfaction, and parenting and child adjustment difficulties (Chapter 4) were tested, 
for both mothers and fathers. The findings of the report facilitate a better understanding of the pathways 
in families by which economic events may adversely affect child outcomes. 

Overview of key findings

The findings of the report demonstrate that families of the ’08 cohort of Growing Up in Ireland experienced 
considerable change in their employment and income situations between Wave 1 and Wave 2 of data 
collection, which coincided with the economic recession in Ireland, and this had consequences for mothers’ 
perceived level of economic strain. Overall, unemployment or inactivity among mothers increased from 5.6% 
to 6.5%, an increase of 16% between the waves (2007/8 to 2010/11). The national increase in unemployment 
was reflected more strongly among the fathers than the mothers: among fathers, unemployment increased 
from 6.1% to 13.8%, an increase of 127%. For fathers already unemployed at Wave 1, the probability of 
moving to employment was low, with 60% still unemployed at Wave 2. Employed fathers who were in the 
lowest income quintile households at Wave 1 were 8.5 times more likely to become unemployed by Wave 
2 than fathers in the highest income quintile, a fact no doubt related to the disproportionate number of 
job losses that occurred in the construction industry. Lower-educated and lower-income households that 
were employed at Wave 1 were also more likely to experience unemployment and a fall in working hours 
at Wave 2.

Despite these changes, it should also be noted that approximately one-fifth of families changed from 
having no earner at Wave 1 to having one earner at Wave 2, while a similar proportion changed from 
one earner at Wave 1 to dual-earner families at Wave 2. However, the overall effect of this shift in terms 
of income was small, especially for the two-parent households; indeed households that transitioned 
from having one earner to two earners still saw an overall decrease in their annual income, suggesting 
that one parent may have taken up employment in order to offset decreases that might otherwise have 
occurred. Even among those households that had not experienced unemployment, a large majority saw 
their household income decrease between waves. Nearly two-thirds of the sample, 63%, reported that the 
recession had a ‘significant’ or ‘very significant’ impact on their family, with 65% reporting a reduction 
in wages since the first wave. Declines in income level were greatest among the higher income quintiles. 
Contrary to expectations, on average, income among the lowest quintile group did not decrease on average 
between the study waves, perhaps reflecting how these families were protected by state supports at the 
time. Notably, 55% of households reported that they could no longer afford luxuries, which may include 
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spending on resources for children, such as paying for extracurricular activities. More worryingly, 32% had 
to cut back on or could no longer afford basics, 14% were behind with the payment of utility bills and 
9% were behind with rent/mortgage payments. This latter figure is slightly lower than what was reported 
for the rate of mortgage/rent arrears among Irish households in 2011 at 11.6% (Maître, Russell & Whelan, 
2014). Overall, mothers were less affected by wage reduction and job loss than fathers.

These findings point to diversity in the negative economic events experienced by the families. However, the 
impact or meaning of these events is likely to vary depending on the financial demands on the family, as 
well as the availability of social support to the families, and other personal and family attributes. Perceptions 
of economic strain (based on mother’s report of ‘difficulty in making ends meet’) reflect the psychological 
experience of stress resulting from these financial circumstances. Overall, 61% of mothers reported at 
least some level of economic strain (an increase from 42% at Wave 2; a figure that reflects substantial 
economic strain among Irish families, even prior to the recession). Moreover, the data suggest that there 
were considerable changes in the levels of economic strain from Wave 1 to Wave 2, with 40% of families 
experiencing more strain, and the remaining families experiencing less or the same amount of strain. The 
proportion of families experiencing ‘difficulty’ or ‘great difficulty’ in making ends meet increased from 
13% at Wave 1 to 21% at Wave 2.

In terms of the predictors of economic strain, a substantial proportion of variance, 39%, was accounted for 
in the model tested. Having to cut back on basics, being behind with utility bills and being behind on the 
mortgage were the strongest predictors of economic strain. Either mother or father being made redundant 
had a weaker effect on economic strain, as did having social welfare payments or working hours reduced. 
Interestingly, having wages reduced was not associated with higher levels of economic strain; it may be 
that, in the context of a national recession, experiencing a wage reduction is a lesser issue with which to 
contend. Perhaps it is only when wage reduction has a material effect on everyday life, such as having to 
cut back on basics and luxuries and being in arrears on bills, that strain is exacerbated, as evidenced by 
the direct effects between these economic events and strain. Additionally, it was the families from income 
quintiles 2 to 5 that were most affected by income reduction, with higher levels of income reduction 
occurring within the highest income quintiles. It may be that these families are better able to absorb 
reductions in wages, especially as this was not a period when prices generally increased. Mothers from 
single-parent families and with lower levels of education were also more likely to experience economic 
strain, even after controlling for other variables. 

The key message is that strain is highest when families are in arrears on mortgage/rent payments and 
on utility bills, and have to cut back on basic necessities. Such circumstances reflect a high level of over-
indebtedness, compromising one’s role as a normal consumer and as an adult fulfilling roles expected of 
them (such as providing shelter and security for one’s family). Not only were these circumstances associated 
with economic strain, they were also directly associated with mothers’ levels of psychological distress, as 
indicated by their scores on the depression screening measure. While these findings run somewhat counter 
to the Family Stress Model, which posits that the effect of all economic circumstances operate through 
their effect on economic strain, they are not surprising. Being behind on mortgage or rent payments 
and utility bills and having to cut back on basics represents a situation where families are living under 
threat of not having basic needs met, such as shelter, heat and food, and thus is it unsurprising that 
psychological vulnerability and stress ensues. Indeed, these findings concur strongly with other research 
that has demonstrated clear direct associations between over-indebtedness and psychological difficulties, 
such as depression (Jenkins et al., 2008; Selenko & Batinic, 2011; Sweet, Nandi, Adam & McDade, 2013; 
Turunen & Hiilamo, 2014).

Given that economic strain was not measured for fathers, it was not possible to estimate the effect of 
economic strain on fathers’ levels of depressive symptoms; instead, certain economic events were considered. 
Redundancy (either their own or their partner’s), having social welfare reduced, not being able to afford 
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luxuries, and being behind with utility bills were associated with higher depressive symptoms for fathers. 
The findings on the negative effects of fathers’ redundancy on their depressive symptoms resonate with 
much previous research on the effects of unemployment on well-being (Burgard et al., 2007, 2012; Jahoda, 
1981). In contrast to mothers, being behind on mortgage/rent payment or having to cut back on basics 
were not associated with fathers’ depression scores. The reasons behind this remain unclear. It may be that 
the effect of these events may affect men in ways not explored here; for example, through increased anti-
social behaviour or substance use, or that men do not report symptoms of depression as readily as women; 
indeed, the proportions of men categorised as ‘depressed’ were lower in all groups. Since the screening 
measure for depression was completed by 88% of fathers, it is also possible that the fathers who did not 
complete it were those experiencing the most distress. Other variables that predicted fathers’ depressive 
symptoms included having a child with a chronic illness and a child with a behavioural condition, which was 
the strongest predictor in the model. Together, the models for predicting parental depressive symptoms 
explained a modest amount of variance: 22% for mothers’ depressive symptoms and 15% for fathers’. In 
both models, child behavioural condition was most strongly related to mothers’ and fathers’ depression. 
These findings suggest that having a child with a developmental or behavioural condition is a significant 
stressor for parents, and may be at least as significant as economic events for parental mental well-being.

With respect to marital satisfaction, mothers’ economic strain had a direct negative association. When 
mothers were under more strain, they had lower marital satisfaction scores. In line with the Family Stress 
Model, the effect of economic strain on marital satisfaction was also mediated through its effect on 
depression, though not wholly so. Of the total effect of economic strain on marital satisfaction, just over 
one-quarter was indirect via the mediating mechanism of depression, which itself was associated with 
lower levels of marital satisfaction. Altogether, 16% of the variance in mothers’ marital dissatisfaction was 
accounted for by the model, with the key predictors being: migrant status, having a lower secondary level 
of education, economic strain, depression and being a younger mother. Having a new child born between 
waves of the study was associated with higher levels of marital satisfaction. Unlike the model for mothers’ 
depression, child characteristics (such as presence of a behavioural condition) were not directly associated 
with mothers’ marital satisfaction. 

For fathers, negative economic events (as opposed to strain) were modelled onto marital satisfaction, 
and among these, having working hours reduced was associated with lower levels of fathers’ marital 
satisfaction. None of the other economic variables, such as redundancy or being in arrears, was associated 
with fathers’ marital satisfaction. It may be that, as fathers’ working hours are reduced, they spend more 
time at home and this may precipitate higher levels of conflict in the household. However, if this was the 
case, one might also expect fathers’ redundancy to be associated with greater marital dissatisfaction, but it 
was not. Altogether, a small proportion of variance, 13%, in fathers’ marital satisfaction was explained by 
the model, with the key predictors of dissatisfaction including having working hours reduced, depression, 
and marital satisfaction at Wave 1. Counter to expectations, having a child with a behavioural condition 
was directly (though not strongly) associated with higher levels of marital satisfaction among fathers (p 
= 0.04). Further investigation revealed that the total effect of child behavioural difficulties on marital 
satisfaction was rendered statistically insignificant once the indirect effect (via the mediating mechanism 
of depression) was accounted for. It is also plausible that parenting a child with behavioural difficulties 
may strengthen the quality of the inter-parental relationship, although such a finding has not been well 
substantiated in previous research (Erel & Burman, 1995).

In relation to parenting warmth and hostility, based on the Family Stress Model, it was hypothesised that 
parental depression would be related to higher hostility and lower warmth in parenting, and that marital 
satisfaction would be related to higher warmth and lower hostility. It was also hypothesised, based on 
the Family Stress Model, that higher hostility and lower warmth would be related to greater adjustment 
difficulties among children. The models tested revealed that both mothers’ and fathers’ levels of depression 
and marital dissatisfaction (two-parent households only) were associated with higher levels of hostility and 
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lower levels of warmth, as predicted by the Family Stress Model. Economic factors did not show a direct 
relationship with mothers’ or fathers’ hostility. This is consistent with the Family Stress Model, which does 
not propose a direct relationship between economic strain and parenting; rather, economic strain and 
negative economic events are proposed to exert their influence through their effect on parental well-being 
(as illustrated in Chapter 4). 

Despite pathways emerging as statistically significant, the models were weak in explaining variance in 
parenting. Only 2% to 5% of mothers’ (and fathers’) warmth and hostility respectively were explained 
by the models. Surprisingly, economic strain was directly associated with increased levels of maternal 
warmth. One possible explanation is that, with more strain and fewer economic resources, mothers end 
up spending more time with their children, and they may attempt to protect their children from material 
deprivation by providing more emotional support. Economic strain was not directly associated with higher 
levels of hostility; rather, the effect of strain on hostility was almost wholly mediated through its effect on 
depression. Depressive symptoms were associated with higher levels of hostility and lower levels of warmth, 
and marital satisfaction was associated with lower levels of hostility and higher levels of warmth. Broadly, 
these findings support these pathways in the Family Stress Model (Conger et al., 1992, 1993) and other 
research which indicates that stresses affecting parents can spill over into the parent-child relationship 
(Goodman & Gotlib, 2002; Sagrestano et al., 2003; Erel & Burman, 1995). Somewhat similar findings 
emerged in respect of fathers, and the models were similarly as weak as the mothers’ models in explaining 
variance in fathers’ parenting. Negative economic events were not associated with fathers’ hostility, while 
not being able to afford luxuries, alone, was associated with increased levels of warmth. Again, consistent 
with previous research, fathers’ depression was associated with higher levels of hostility and lower levels 
of warmth while marital satisfaction was associated with lower hostility and higher warmth.

Thus, surprisingly, across both sets of models of parenting, economic strain and having to cut back on 
luxuries brought about direct positive implications for warmth in the parent-child relationship, perhaps as a 
result of parents spending more time with their children. Overall, given that only small amounts of variance 
in parenting were accounted for, significant untested factors must also be playing a role; in the context of 
Ireland, the Family Stress Model appears to be a useful framework for understanding effects of economic 
factors on parental well-being, rather than on parenting behaviours per se. Indeed, the relationship 
between economic variables and parenting is not always as one might expect; economic strain was not 
associated with mothers’ hostility and in fact had a small but significant positive effect on warmth. The 
general conclusion that could be drawn from these models is that the psychological experience of economic 
strain (for mothers) and certain economic events, such as being in arrears on utility bills and not being able 
to afford luxuries (for fathers), had negative associations with their mental health and marital satisfaction. 
Overall though, these economic events do not directly negatively influence how parents interact with 
their young children. Their effect at this point appears to be largely limited to the couple relationship and 
parents’ well-being.

In relation to children’s externalising and internalising difficulties, the statistical fit indices revealed that 
at this final step the data did not fit the theoretical model well, which suggests that the theoretical model 
may not be as good for predicting child outcomes as it is for predicting family processes. However, some of 
the pathways in the model did align with what was expected from previous literature. Mother’s parenting 
emerged as a key predictor, with higher hostility and lower warmth being associated with both externalising 
and internalising difficulties for children. This finding emerged in spite of the limited variability in parents’ 
warmth and hostility scores. Previous research has similarly shown that parental hostility and low levels of 
parental warmth are proximal risks associated with poorer behavioural outcomes in children (Dwyer et al., 
2003; Edwards et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2008). Father’s hostility was also associated with higher levels of 
externalising difficulties, but not internalising difficulties, and father’s warmth was not directly associated 
with either externalising or internalising difficulties. 
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Children had more externalising and internalising difficulties (based on mother’s report) when mothers 
had higher scores on the depression scale. Lower marital satisfaction scores for mothers were associated 
with higher internalising but not externalising difficulties for children. In contrast, father’s depression 
and marital satisfaction scores were not significantly directly related to children’s outcomes. An important 
caveat when interpreting these findings is that mothers reported on both the outcome measure (the SDQ) 
and the predictor measures (depression and marital dissatisfaction), whereas this was not the case for 
fathers. Thus, the significance of statistical associations for variables reported upon solely by mothers may 
be partly a function of single-source bias.

In addition to parenting hostility and warmth, and mother’s depression and marital satisfaction, other 
family and child-related variables were significantly related to child internalising and externalising 
difficulties. Of particular note for both types of outcomes were lower levels of maternal education and 
migrant status (less than five years in Ireland). Across all models of children’s outcomes, by far the strongest 
predictor was the presence of behavioural or developmental condition. Some of this strong association 
is most likely accounted for by the conceptual overlap between having a behavioural or developmental 
condition, and the types of difficulties and problem behaviours captured in the SDQ scale. Overall, the 
models explained 26% and 13% of the variance in externalising and internalising difficulties, respectively, 
with the majority of the explained variance arising from the inclusion of child behavioural/developmental 
conditions. Broadly speaking, predictors of internalising and externalising difficulties were similar, although 
hostility was a more significant predictor of externalising difficulties than internalising difficulties. It may 
be that children who experience hostile parenting are more likely to emulate that hostile behaviour and 
act out in a manner that characterises externalising difficulties. Coming from a single-parent household 
increased the risk of externalising difficulties; while coming from a larger, two-parent household decreased 
the risk of internalising difficulties.

The findings tentatively suggest that what goes on in terms of mother’s own well-being carries more 
significance for children’s outcomes at three years than is the case for fathers. This may be due to the fact 
that mothers – who self-identified as the Primary Caregivers of their children – are likely to spend more 
time in direct contact with them. Thus, the opportunity for children to be adversely affected by mothers’ 
depression or marital dissatisfaction is greater than by fathers’ depression or marital dissatisfaction. The 
findings may also suggest that when fathers are depressed or dissatisfied in their marriage, it is possible 
for children to be buffered from these negative influences, but the same does not happen when it is 
mothers who are depressed or dissatisfied in their marriage. However, as alluded to previously, the issue 
of single-source bias, where mothers report on both the predictors and the outcome, must be considered 
in interpreting these findings.

The longitudinal nature of Growing Up in Ireland means that it will be possible to ascertain the longer-
term effect of negative economic events, economic strain, parental depression and marital satisfaction on 
parenting and children’s externalising and internalising difficulties over time. The findings suggest that 
economic strain and other specific negative financial events, notably being in arrears on utility bills and 
on the rent/mortgage and having to cut back on basics, were having significant deleterious effects on 
mothers’ psychological well-being and were negatively affecting partner relationships within households. 
It is possible that the effect of the economic recession on children will only emerge over time, as stress and 
strain for parents takes its toll over a longer period. Alternatively, as the economy stabilises, the potential 
for these negative effects to be reversed can be examined, as future waves of data become available. 
It is also worth noting that, while modest amounts of variance are explained by the models, significant 
proportions remain unexplained. Not all families suffered economically during the recession and, even 
among those which did, not all experienced negative consequences in terms of depressive symptoms, 
marital satisfaction and parenting, and in turn in relation to child outcomes. The findings thus point to the 
resilience of families and their ability to cope with stress and buffer their children from negative outcomes.
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Chapter 5 • DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Policy implications

The findings from this report illustrate that the economic recession experienced in Ireland from 2008 on 
had a broadly negative but diverse effect on individuals and families. The experience of unemployment 
for some and falling incomes and living standards for the majority meant that levels of economic hardship 
and strain increased substantially. The results of this report suggest that these economic problems had 
consequences in terms of the mental health of both parents and the quality of partners’ relationships. 
These effects clearly reduce the quality of life for the families who are affected, with knock-on effects for 
quality of parenting and children’s outcomes. Questions remain about the stability of these difficulties over 
time: on the one hand, these difficulties may dissipate with the return to economic growth and increased 
employment; on the other hand, they may leave lasting effects over time. It is also the case that a macro-
economic shock such as occurred could exacerbate difficulties in families who were already struggling 
before the recession. These questions – which will be possible to address with future waves of Growing Up 
in Ireland data – are important, as long-term consequences may well suggest that some form of policy or 
practice intervention should be considered. Additionally, a complementary focus on families that thrive and 
cope well despite shocks such as recession will enable promotive and protective mechanisms to be identified 
and targeted in government policy.

Before discussing policy implications, it is important to mention that macro-economic policy implications 
will not be discussed. Clearly, the maintenance of a stable economy with high levels of employment and 
living standards for the bulk of the population would be the best way to ensure that these types of 
processes do not occur. Recommendations on such issues are beyond the remit of this report. Instead, some 
of the ways in which policy and practice could improve the situation and outcomes for families who are 
experiencing economic strain, both during recessions and more generally, will be considered. Even during 
the height of the economic boom in Ireland in the mid-2000s, 17% of individuals had weekly incomes 
that put them ‘at risk of poverty’, using official measures, and this proportion was higher for those aged 
younger than 18 years. This means that economic strain characterises the lives of individuals even during 
good economic times (Whelan, Layte, Maître & Nolan, 2001). Indeed, figures from the first wave of data 
collection, prior to the recession, indicated that over 40% of families in Ireland were experiencing economic 
strain. Thus, some of the policy implications also relate to the more general issue of supporting children 
who grow up in disadvantaged households.

Given that economic strain had an impact on parents and the policy objective is to minimise this, the first 
policy implication is clear: social welfare policy should seek to provide a minimum income that is adequate 
for the needs of individuals and families, particularly during periods of economic downturn. Unfortunately, 
these periods also tend to be associated with a fall in tax revenues, which often means that government is 
forced either to borrow or raise taxes to pay for social protection or cut these payments. The fiscal crisis of 
2008-2014 was characterised by the latter, with direct consequences for families relying on social transfers. 
These are political decisions based on a range of constraints and policy/political objectives but they have 
serious implications for individual and family well-being and relativities among social groups (Callan, 2015). 
However, while maintaining the income and living standards of families during all phases of the economic 
cycle is important, this may not be a sufficient response as the processes underlying negative outcomes 
for children and families can be complex and multi-faceted, as suggested by the findings arising from this 
report. As will be discussed below, multidisciplinary and integrated services in the community are likely 
to be a more effective way to improve outcomes for families than passive social welfare benefits alone, if 
evidence shows that they are effective. The findings of this report indicate that the lowest income quintile 
did not show a decrease in income, which means that government and budgetary policies during the years 
of the recession did go some way towards protecting those in the lowest income groups. 

The findings of the report indicate that the strongest predictors of economic strain are being behind with 
mortgage/rent and utility bills and having to cut back on basic necessities. Not only did these economic 
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circumstances lead to high levels of economic strain; they also directly contributed to mothers’ depressive 
symptoms. Thus, families who find themselves in these particular circumstances – under threat of losing their 
homes or of having basic utilities cut off – are identified as being most vulnerable to negative psychological 
consequences. If the policy objective is to minimise the impact of economic strain on children and their 
parents, actions to safeguard these basic necessities for families should be a priority. 

The findings from the report point to the pivotal role that parental mental well-being plays in bridging the 
link between more distal macro-level circumstances and children’s relationships and outcomes. Surprisingly, 
mothers’ economic strain was directly associated with slightly higher levels of warmth in interaction with 
their children and was not associated with higher levels of hostility. These findings highlight how mothers 
maintain good relationships with their children even under conditions of economic stress. Additionally, 
having to cut back on luxuries was directly associated with higher warmth between fathers and their 
children, highlighting that the absence of luxuries may free fathers to spend more time with their children 
or engage with them in distinct ways. Thus, it is important to build on and nurture such positive dynamics 
when they do occur and to highlight to parents that economic resources are not essential for positive 
parent-child interactions. At the same time, however, these economic factors were associated with higher 
levels of depressive symptoms for both mothers and fathers. Further, both mothers’ and fathers’ depressive 
symptoms and their marital dissatisfaction were significantly associated with higher levels of hostility and 
lower levels of warmth in interaction with their children, with small to medium effect sizes. This spill-over 
effect suggests that a worthwhile avenue for intervention might centre on supporting parents to maintain 
positive approaches to parenting, even in light of their own personal difficulties. Such interventions might 
involve support groups or access to counselling or therapy for parents, and might help them to gain a 
sense of control over certain aspects of their lives, and to understand that, despite difficult economic 
circumstances, they have the competence to protect their children by maintaining positive relations with 
them. A range of parent support and parenting programmes are available that could be piloted for these 
particular circumstances and in this particular context. However, before selection and implementation of 
any programmes, efficacy should have previously been established through rigorous scientific evaluation 
(Harold, Acquah, Sellers & Chowdry, 2016). Additionally, screening for mental health difficulties and timely 
identification of such difficulties is key. Such screening could be linked with child health check-ups, when 
a parent is also usually in attendance. 

The findings in this report also suggest that mothers’ parenting and well-being are more significant drivers 
of children’s outcomes than fathers’ parenting and well-being (though an important caveat is that the 
mothers reported on child outcomes, as well as their own parenting). In the final models, only fathers’ 
hostility was associated with high levels of child adjustment problems; paternal parenting warmth, 
depression and marital satisfaction did not significantly predict children’s internalising and externalising 
difficulties. Therefore, policies aimed at alleviating stress, particularly for mothers, are likely to yield the 
most positive benefits in terms of supporting children’s development. 

The findings also indicate that children within certain family groups were more likely to be characterised as 
having higher internalising and externalising difficulties. For example, children from single-parent families, 
with younger mothers, with mothers with lower levels of education, and in recently migrated families had 
higher levels of externalising difficulties and may be specifically at risk. Children with mothers with lower 
levels of education and in migrant families had higher levels of internalising difficulties. These findings 
point to particular groups of children and families who may be at particular risk, and are an important 
target for intervention and support. An interesting question for future analysis is whether these families 
were more vulnerable to the effects of economic recession. Future waves of Growing Up in Ireland will also 
provide data to enable an examination of the potential long-term impact of economic recession on children 
and the key mechanisms through which this may occur, as well as the mechanisms that interrupt negative 
cycles of effects and promote recovery and resilience. This will provide a stronger evidence base from which 
to design interventions to improve the lives of children and families in Ireland.
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Marital Satisfaction
(Wave 2)

Hostility
(Wave 2)

Marital Satisfaction
(Wave 2)

Warmth
(Wave 2)

Mother Marital Satisfaction Wave 1 0.209 *** 0.209***

Mother Depression Wave 2 -0.188*** 0.028*** -0.188*** -0.007***

Economic Strain Wave 2 -0.187*** -0.003 -0.186*** 0.011***

Couple 2+ Children 0.109 0.075*** 0.064 -0.065***

Mother's Age -0.073*** -0.006*** -0.072*** 0.002

Number Children 0.084** -0.019*** 0.081 -0.012**

Lower 2nd -0.316** -0.060** -0.303 0.082***

Higher 2nd -0.068 -0.042** -0.069 0.039**

Post-Secondary -0.037 -0.034** -0.038 0.039***

Post-Grad 0.017 -0.006 0.017 -0.002

Migrant 11+ -0.327** 0.012 -0.331** -0.017

Migrant 6-10 -0.087 0.053** -0.078 -0.008

Migrant 1-5 -0.525*** 0.020 -0.534*** -0.013

New Child Born Between Waves 0.129 0.021 0.177** -0.076***

EAS Fussiness -0.001 -0.000

EAS Unpredictable -0.011 -0.011

Child has Chronic Illness -0.139 -0.131

Child has Behavioural Condition 0.004 0.180

Female Child 0.038 -0.034*** 0.036 -0.001

Mother Marital Satisfaction Wave 2 -0.016*** 0.013***

R squared 0.167 0.066 0.167 0.034

Appendix
Table 19: Model of direct effects on mother’s hostility (N = 7981) and warmth (N = 8008) [mothers in two–
parent households only]

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. [CFI = 0.858; RMSEA = 0.090 for Hostility Model; CFI = 0.914, RMSEA = 0.064 for Warmth model].
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Appendices

Marital Satisfaction
(Wave 2)

Hostility
(Wave 2)

Marital Satisfaction
(Wave 2)

Warmth
(Wave 2)

Father Marital Satisfaction Wave 1 0.215*** 0.214***

Father Depression Wave 2 -0.233*** 0.026*** -0.231*** -0.008***

Mother Redundant 0.166 0.003 0.171 0.014

Father Redundant -0.131 -0.006 -0.144 -0.001

Working Hours Reduced -0.247*** 0.002 -0.243** 0.002

Wages Reduced 0.146 -0.010 0.128 0.004

Social Welfare Reduced 0.103 0.014 0.112 0.017

Cannot Afford Luxuries 0.021 -0.003 0.028 0.025*

Cut Back Basics 0.035 -0.004 0.017 -0.002

Behind with Mortgage -0.047 -0.001 -0.035 0.010

Behind with Utilities 0.016 0.026 0.005 0.032

Couple 2+ Children -0.088 0.130*** -0.087 -0.090***

Father's Age -0.035*** -0.007*** -0.035*** 0.001

Number Children 0.085 -0.030*** 0.081 -0.012

Lower 2nd 0.310 -0.107*** 0.292 0.089***

Higher 2nd 0.209 -0.033 0.200 0.053***

Post-Secondary 0.069 -0.034 0.059 0.053***

Post-Grad 0.208 0.002 0.187 0.044**

Migrant 11+ -0.035 -0.019 -0.034 0.002

Migrant 6-10 -0.122 0.005 -0.116 0.023

Migrant 1-5 -0.482*** 0.041** -0.448*** 0.005

New Child Born Between Waves 0.157 0.047*** 0.149 -0.027**

EAS Fussiness 0.000 0.002

EAS Unpredictable -0.008 -0.011

Child has Chronic Illness -0.038 -0.043

Child has Behavioural Condition 1.510** 1.377**

Female Child -0.084 -0.047*** -0.082 0.035***

Father Marital Satisfaction Wave 2 -0.022*** 0.022***

R squared 0.139 0.073 0.138 0.049

Table 20: Model of direct effects on father’s hostility (N = 6240) and warmth (N = 6259) [fathers in two–
parent households only]

Note: ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. [CFI = 0.858; RMSEA = 0.090 for Hostility Model; CFI = 0.914, RMSEA = 0.064 for Warmth model].






