
Abstract: In this paper we draw on the Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) data to examine the impact of
pre-recession socio-economic characteristics on the economic stress levels of households with
children. Our results provide some support for the polarisation argument, with the largest increases
in absolute percentage point terms occurring towards the bottom of the socio-economic hierarchy.
However, this was accompanied by sharp attenuation of socio-economic inequalities in stress and
a dramatic increase in the heterogeneity of economically stressed households. The analysis shows
that the reality is more complex than either the “class polarisation” or “middle class squeeze”
hypotheses would suggest. The results create a new set of challenges for policy that require a careful
balancing of issues of legitimacy, the need to meet very broad-based needs for services and the more
traditional targeted assistance to vulnerable groups. 
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I INTRODUCTION

There has been considerable debate as to whether the Great Recession of
2008-2012 led to a polarisation of inequality, had an equally detrimental

impact on all groups or resulted in a “squeezed middle” (Whelan et al., 2016a,
O’Connor and Staunton, 2016, Social Justice Ireland, 2016). Ireland constitutes
a particularly interesting case for an examination of the impact of the recession.
The so called “Celtic Tiger” boom period was followed from 2008 onwards by an
economic crisis which had a more negative impact on national output in Ireland
than in any other OECD country. Ireland’s remarkable macro-economic
fluctuations contribute to the considerable disagreement that continues to exist
regarding the degree to which the costs of the recession have been distributed
in an equitable manner (Whelan and Nolan, forthcoming). The distinctive
nature of the recent Irish economic experience has meant that conventional
measures of relative income poverty and inequality have a limited capacity to
capture the impact of the scale and diversity of economic and social change. The
volatility of absolute income levels in Ireland in the boom and bust phases has
meant that the relative income results need to be interpreted with caution. For
the period 2004-2010, encompassing both phases, there was no clear trend in
overall income poverty or income inequality (Nolan et al., 2014, Savage et al.,
2015, Nolan and Maître, forthcoming; Watson et al., 2016 forthcoming).

Recent efforts to understand the impact of the economic crisis in Ireland
have sought to go beyond income to take into account the distinctive role of debt
in the current recession. The economic crisis resulted in a situation whereby
the scale of debt problems experienced by Irish households is exceptional in
European terms (Russell et al., 2012; Kelly, 2009). The CSO (2015) Household
Finance and Consumption Survey 2013 showed that percentage of households
reporting debt in Ireland is the fifth highest in the Eurozone. Consistent with
this scale of debt, and reflecting the wide ranging impact of the economic crisis,
McCarthy (2014) has shown that far from “mortgage distress” being largely a
consequence of increased unemployment, the Head of Household was in
employment in 85 per cent of the cases where arrears were reported. 

In this context, several recent analyses of the impact of the economic crisis
have focused on economic stress as a key outcome that is intended to capture
the impact of reduced income levels, reductions in living standards, objective
debt problems and subjective responses to such pressures. Economic stress is
understood to be influenced not only by debt problems but also by coping
capacities and variability in the reference points from which such pressures are
evaluated. Employing data from the European Union Survey of Income and
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Living Conditions (EU-SILC), recent work has examined the changing
distribution of economic stress across income and social classes in relation to
both “boom” and “bust” periods and “peak” to “trough” comparisons. The
findings indicate that, rather than the evidence supporting a clear-cut choice
between class polarisation and middle class squeeze, it points to the need to
take into account specific forms of both (Whelan and Maître, 2014, Whelan et
al., 2016, Whelan et al., 2016a).

In addition, Whelan et al., 2016b have emphasised the value of taking into
account both life course variation and class differentiation and the manner in
which they interact. Employing EU-SILC data, they conclude that a clear age
gradient in relation to economic stress was evident in 2008. Households headed
by a younger Household Reference Person (HRP) experienced significantly
higher levels of stress. Over time this gradient became sharper. This finding is
consistent with the analysis of household consumption patterns by Gerlach-
Kristen (2013) indicating that the main burden of the Irish crisis was borne by
younger households. Similarly a CSO (2013) survey on financial effects of the
downturn also found that households headed by a person aged less than 55 were
much more likely to have made cutbacks in expenditure in the previous 12
months. Whelan et al. (2016b), in line with earlier critiques of the life course
perspective (Vandecasteele, 2007, 2010; Whelan and Maître, 2008), concluded
that it was not possible to understand the impact of the Great Recession in
Ireland by focusing on relativities in relation to income class unless one allowed
for its varying impact across the life course.

The findings to date employing EU-SILC suggest that our understanding
of the impact of the crisis in Ireland can be enhanced by a more in-depth focus
on families with children, as this is the group that experienced the greatest
impact. In this paper we draw on the Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) database.
The longitudinal data allow an assessment of changing stress levels for a fixed
set of households characterised on the basis of socio-demographic status in the
first wave. This focus differs from those associated with earlier analyses
comprising a comparison of the socio-economic distribution of stress at two
cross-sectional time points (e.g. Russell et al., 2012). Our concern here is
specifically with the manner in which socio-economic status prior to the
recession moderated the impact of the economic crisis on stress levels.

II DATA AND METHODS

The Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) survey is a large longitudinal study of
children in Ireland (Williams et al., 2009; Murray et al., 2010). It tracks the
development and wellbeing of two nationally representative cohorts of children:

EXPERIENCE OF ECONOMIC STRESS AMONG FAMILIES 479

02 Watson et al article_47-4  10/12/2016  14:07  Page 479



the 1998 cohort and the 2008 cohort (born in 1998 and 2008, respectively). The
samples were strict probability samples. We focus here on the 1998 cohort,
because they were first interviewed before the start of the recession and its
effects can be seen most clearly by comparing the first two waves of the survey
for this cohort. The 1998 cohort of children at 9 years of age was selected
following clustering at the level of the school. Interviews were conducted via
Computer-Assisted Personal Interview (CAPI) with the primary caregiver
(PCG, usually the mother), the resident secondary caregiver (SCG, usually the
father), the teachers at Wave 1 and with the children themselves. In the present
analysis we rely on data provided by the PCG.

The children in the 1998 Cohort were nine years old in the first wave and
thirteen years of age in the second wave. The sample was reweighted to ensure
that it was nationally representative, in both cross-sectional and longitudinal
terms. The present analysis includes the 7,423 families who responded in both
waves. The large sample size, the probability sample and the calibration to
ensure representativeness means that the results can be generalised to the
families of children in middle childhood.

The timing of the GUI surveys in relation to the onset of “The Great
Recession” is important. The first wave of interviewing with the 1998 cohort
was conducted with the families of the nine-year-olds between August 2007 and
June 2008, slightly before the major shocks of the recession later in 2008, as
shown in Figure 1. The second wave, when the children were aged 13, took place
between August 2011 and March 2012. This corresponded to the deepest point
of the recession, before any growth in employment was evident. 

Figure 1 also gives an indication of the timing of changes in some key social
protection payments. The axis to the right shows the changes in the value of
Child Benefit and One Parent Family Payment (assuming one child) in real
terms between 2007 and 2012, with the 2007 value taken as 100 per cent. The
universal Child Benefit payment had increased in real terms between 2007 and
2008 by about 10 per cent and it was maintained at that level in 2009 before
being cut in 2010 and again in 2011 so that it was below 90 per cent of the 2007
rate by mid-recession. The One Parent Family Payment had been increased by
over 15 per cent in real terms for a parent with one child between 2007 and
2008. It was increased further in 2009, reaching almost 30 per cent above the
2007 figures in real terms by 2010. It was then cut in 2011 and again in 2012
but remained almost 20 per cent above the 2007 rate by 2012. Unemployment
payments, apart from Non-Contributory payments to young adults which were
cut sharply, followed a similar pattern to those for One Parent Families. The
cuts in Child Benefit would have affected all families. For families dependent
on Social Protection, this would have been balanced by the increase in the basic
rates of payment and the rate payable for qualified dependent children, leaving
them roughly 18 per cent better off in real terms by 2012 than in 2007.
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The indicator of economic stress is based on a question to the primary
caregiver (usually the mother) on the extent to which the family experienced
difficulty in making ends meet. Those responding “great difficulty” or
“difficulty” were categorised as experiencing economic stress. In the analysis
that follows, economic stress is measured in Waves 1 and 2. Characteristics of
the families are measured at Wave 1 (social class, family type and income
quartile).

The social class scale is based on the European Socio-economic
Classification (ESeC), which draws on the work of Goldthorpe (2006). ESeC is
a classification designed to identify groups with broadly similar life-chances
related to their occupational position (Goldthorpe, 2006; Rose and Harrison,
2007). We take the social class position of the parent’s current or previous
occupation. In couple families, the higher of their social classes is likely to be
most consequential for the life chances of the household, and this is used. In
the Growing Up in Ireland data, self-employment is underestimated as it is
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Figure 1: The Timing of the Recession and Growing Up in Ireland Fieldwork

Source: Central Statistics Office (CSO) for consumer price index and unemployment
rate. Department of Social Welfare Rates Booklets for each year for amount of benefits.
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only available if the mother is currently self-employed (i.e. not for a previous
job or the partner’s occupation). We therefore combine the self-employed/farm
social class with the intermediate/technical social class. The resulting categories
are:

• Higher professional/managerial: professionals such as doctors, solicitors,
accountants, engineers; senior officials and managers and large employers.

• Lower-professional/managerial: teachers, nurses, junior managers.
• Intermediate/technical/self-employed: includes clerical workers such as

clerks, bookkeepers; includes technical occupations such as precision metal
workers, safety and quality inspectors; includes supervisors of lower
services/manual workers; also includes self-employed and farmers.

• Lower services, sales and skilled manual employees: includes shop
assistants, cashiers, receptionists, train drivers, carpenters, plumbers.

• Routine and never worked: includes semi-skilled occupations such as van
drivers (employees), and includes unskilled occupations such as labourer,
cleaner, porter/messenger and also those who never worked.

Figure 2 shows the social class composition and family type distribution of
the 9-year-olds at Wave 1, pre-recession. In terms of social class, a somewhat
higher proportion of children are in families in the lower professional/
managerial social class (27 per cent) and in the lower services/sales/manual
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Figure 2: Social Class, Income and Family Type: Sizes of Groups

Source: Growing Up in Ireland Survey, 1998 Cohort at age 9, analysis by authors. 
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social class (22 per cent) with roughly equal numbers (between 16 and 19 per
cent) in each of the remaining three social classes (higher professional/
managerial, intermediate/technical/self-employed and routine. When it comes
to family type, we see that couple families dominate and nearly half of the
children are in couple families with three or more children. Couples with one
or two children account for 36 per cent of the families of 9-year-olds and 18 per
cent of the children are in lone parent families. By definition, one quarter of
children are in each of the four income quartiles.

In the analysis that follows, taking into account their starting points in
relation to social class, income quartile and family type, we will provide details
of the changing situation of the families. This analysis will include details of
increased absolute levels of economic stress, changing patterns of risk
relativities between groups and the changing socio-economic composition of
those households experiencing economic stress. In so doing we will seek to show
that grasping the scale and implications of the impact of the economic crisis in
Ireland requires taking all three aspects into account. 

III CHANGE IN ECONOMIC STRESS OVER TIME

We begin by examining the extent to which the families report being
affected by the recession and the effects they experienced. The very general
nature of the impact of the recession on families is documented elsewhere (e.g.
Watson et al., 2015). The rate of household joblessness rose sharply for couple
families from 4 per cent to 10 per cent but remained relatively stable for lone
parent families but at a rate that was already high in the first wave (about 40
per cent). There was a dramatic rise in welfare dependency with the recession,
with an increase from 12 to 17 per cent in the percentage of families depending
on welfare for at least half of their incomes. The percentage of families lacking
two or more of eleven basic goods and services (such as adequate food, clothing,
heating for the home and basic social activities) rose from 4 per cent to 14 per
cent (Growing Up in Ireland, 2012; Watson et al., 2015).

Figure 3 shows the significance of the recession and the type of impact for
all the families and for the most vulnerable groups: lone parents, the lower
social classes (the lower services/sales/ technical and the routine social classes)
and the bottom income quartile in the first wave. Overall, 23 per cent of families
report being affected “very significantly” by the recession with a figure that is
significantly higher than this for those in the lowest social classes in Wave 1
(37 per cent). The figure for lone parents and those in the bottom income
quartile were within the margin of error compared to the overall figure. 

The 94 per cent of families who said that the recession had an effect on
them (ranging from a “very significant” effect to “a small effect”) were asked to
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indicate the nature of those effects, from a list of ten pre-coded options, and five
of these are shown in the second panel of Figure 3. Note that families may have
reported more than one of these different types of effect.

A little less than one quarter of families had experienced redundancy or job
loss of either partner (23 per cent). Again, the figure was slightly higher for
families in the lower social classes (28 per cent) but was not significantly
different from the overall figure for lone parents or low-income families (which
had a lower proportion at work in the first wave). 

Figure 3: Effects of the Recession on Families of the 1998 Cohort 

Source: Growing Up in Ireland Survey, 1998 Cohort at ages 9 and 13, analysis by
authors. Error bars show the 95 per cent confidence interval.

Whether the impact of the recession took the form of a reduction in earnings
or a reduction in social welfare payments differed across groups, with the
vulnerable groups more affected by the latter. Overall, 62 per cent of families
had a reduction in wages, but with figures that were significantly lower than
this for the vulnerable groups, especially lone parents (36 per cent), who were
less likely to have been working. On the other hand, the vulnerable groups were
more likely to report a reduction in social welfare payments (64 to 69 per cent)
compared to the figure for all families (52 per cent). Note that all families would
have been affected by the cuts in chid benefit but if they had income from

484 THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL REVIEW

 

23% 

23% 

62% 

52% 

29% 

12% 

27% 

18% 

36% 

69% 

40% 

22% 

37% 

28% 

51% 

64% 

38% 

18% 

29% 

24% 

47% 

65% 

41% 

20% 

-10% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 

Very significant  

Job loss  

Reduced wages  

Reduced social welfare   

Cut back on basics    

Arrears on utility bills    

E
ff

e
c
t 

o
f

 
 

re
c
e
s
s
io

n 
T
y
p

e
 e

ff
e
c
t 

(m
u

lt
ip

le
 r

e
s
p

o
n

s
e
)

 
 

 
 

All 

Lone parent 

Lower social class 

Low income W1 

02 Watson et al article_47-4  10/12/2016  14:07  Page 484



earnings, this is likely to be less significant as a proportion of total income.
Although other types of social welfare income (such as Jobseeker payments and
One Parent Family Allowance) had increased in 2008 and 2009, it was the later
cuts in 2011 and 2012 (see Figure 1) that were more salient for the vulnerable
groups at the time of interview.

The vulnerable families are also more likely to report having to cut back on
expenditure of basic items such as food and clothing (38 to 41 per cent compared
to 29 per cent overall) and to have had problems with arrears on utility bills
(18 to 22 per cent compared to 12 per cent overall). 

As we might expect, these widespread impacts of the recession led to a
dramatic increase in economic stress levels, as shown in Figure 4. There was a
tripling of the pre-recession stress levels, as the percentage of families with
difficulty making ends meet rose from 8 per cent pre-recession to 23 per cent in
mid-recession. 

Figure 4: Economic Stress Dynamics in First and Second Waves 

Source: Growing Up in Ireland Survey, 1998 Cohort at ages 9 and 13, analysis by
authors. Error bars show the 95 per cent confidence interval.

Given the large increase in economic stress over the period, it is clear that
many families that had not experienced economic stress in the first wave were
drawn into such stress in the recession. The longitudinal nature of the data
allows us to distinguish three groups on the basis of their economic stress
dynamics: persistent stress refers to being stressed in both waves; transient
stress refers to being stressed in the first wave but not in the second wave and
“recession” stress refers to becoming economically stressed in the second wave
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in mid-recession. Figure 4 shows that 5 per cent experienced persistent stress
and 3 per cent transient stress but by far the largest group was those exposed
to recession stress (18 per cent). As a result, while almost two-thirds of those
who were stressed in Wave 1 were also stressed in Wave 2, almost four out of
five of those stressed in Wave 2 had not been stressed in Wave 1.

IV CHANGING RISK PATTERNS AND PROFILES OF ECONOMICALLY
STRESSED FAMILIES BY PRE-RECESSION SOCIO-ECONOMIC

CHARACTERISTICS

Earlier research relating to the population as a whole and employing the
EU-SILC data found that increasing economic stress and vulnerability
associated with the economic crisis were accompanied by significant changes
in the profile of those experiencing such outcomes. Whelan and Maître (2014)
focusing on economic vulnerability, measured in terms of low income, material
deprivation and economic stress, found that the level of vulnerability
substantially increased over time while at the same time it became more widely
distributed across the social class spectrum. Whelan et al. (2016b) found that
changes in association between social class position and economic stress varied
significantly by life course stage.

In Figure 5 we show the changing patterns of risk level and composition for
economic stress by social class of the household. In this chart, the height of the
bubbles and the first number shown for each represent the level of risk; that is
the probability of a child being found in a household experiencing economic
stress. The area of the bubbles and the second number, on the other hand,
represents the share of families reporting economic stress that is drawn from
this group. For example, four per cent of economically stressed families were 
in the higher professional/ managerial social class in Wave 1 (the lighter 
coloured bubble) but this had increased to eight per cent by Wave 2 (the darker
coloured bubble). This figure is determined by the risk level for the group
compared to the level of risk for other groups and the overall size of the group
(see Figure 2). 

From Figure 5 we can see that the risk of economic stress among those in
the higher professional/managerial social class rose from 2 per cent in Wave 1
to 12 per cent in Wave 2, but this social class accounted for only 8 per cent of
economically stressed families in Wave 2, mainly because the level of risk was
considerably higher for the other social classes but also because less than one-
fifth of children are in higher professional/managerial families. 

A number of points are worth noting in relation to Figure 5. First,
comparing the pre-recession wave to the recession wave it is clear that the risk
of economic stress increased very substantially for all social classes. 
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Second, if we focus on the absolute level of increase, it is clear that the
largest increases were experienced by the classes at the lower end of the
hierarchy. For the higher professional/ managerial class, the stress level
increased by 10 percentage points while for the two classes at the bottom of the
hierarchy the absolute increase was approximately double that level. For the
intermediate classes the increase was about 13 percentage points. Thus, viewed
in absolute terms, we see an accentuation of social class differentials with, for
example, the percentage point difference between the higher professional/
managerial class and the bottom class increasing from 17 to 28 percentage
points.

Third, if we focus on change in relative terms we see a different picture.
This is true whether we focus on the Wave 2 relative to Wave 1 comparison
within classes or the gap between social classes within wave. Among the higher
professional/managerial class, stress levels increased six-fold from 2 per cent
to 12 per cent. For the lower professional and managerial class a fourfold
increase from 4 per cent to 17 per cent occurred. For the routine manual class
a doubling of stress levels was observed while for the intermediate classes a
tripling of stress rates was observed. Thus the change over time, in relative
terms, was greater for the higher social classes. As a result, the gap between

EXPERIENCE OF ECONOMIC STRESS AMONG FAMILIES 487

Figure 5: Risk and Composition of Economic Stress by Social Class in Wave 1
and Wave 2 

Source: Growing Up in Ireland Survey, analysis by authors. The height of the bubbles
(and the first percentage) shows the risk of economic stress for each class. The area of
the bubble (and the second percentage) shows the share of economically stressed families
in each social class.
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social classes expressed in relative terms was reduced. In the pre-recession
wave, the economic stress rate was about nine times higher for the routine/
never worked social class than for the higher professional/managerial social
class (19 per cent and 2 per cent, respectively). This relative gap had dropped
to just over three times higher by the recession wave (40 per cent and 12 per
cent, respectively). 

Finally, if we focus on the composition of economically stressed families (the
area of the bubbles and the second percentage figure next to each), we find that
change was concentrated at either end of the social class hierarchy. For the
higher and lower professional and managerial classes the share of the
economically stressed drawn from this group rose from 17 per cent to 28 per
cent. At the other end of the social class hierarchy, the share of economically
stressed households in the routine/never worked social class fell from 39 per
cent to 28 per cent. In the first wave, economically stressed households were
over twice as likely to be drawn from the routine manual classes as the
combined higher and lower professional and managerial classes. By the second
wave stressed households were equally likely to be drawn from opposite ends
of the spectrum. 

Figure 6 shows the risk and composition of economically stressed families
by their income quartile in the pre-recession wave. Again, it is clear that
economic stress increased very markedly for all income groups. As with social
class, the largest absolute increases in stress levels were observed at the lower
end of the distribution with increases of approximately 20 percentage points
for the two lowest quartiles. This falls to 13 and 10 percentage points for the
third and fourth quartiles. 

Once again, if we focus on the relative position of the groups, we see the
reverse pattern. For the bottom quartile, the level more than doubles (from 18
to 38 per cent). For the second quartile we observe a tripling from 9 to 28 per
cent. For the third quartile a close to fourfold increase from 4 per cent to 17 per
cent is observed. Finally for the top quartile the figure goes from 1 per cent to
11 per cent. Focusing on composition – the percentage of economically stressed
families found in each of the Wave 1 income quartiles – we find that the
percentage accounted for by those in the bottom income quartile fell from 57
per cent to 40 per cent. On the other hand, the percentage drawn from the top
income quartile increased from 3 per cent to 11 per cent. The change for the
two middle quartiles was more modest.

In Figure 7 we see the risk and composition patterns for economic stress by
family type. In Wave 1 the major contrast was between lone parents and couple
families. For the former the stress level was 22 per cent while for couple families
the figure ranged from 4 per cent to 6 per cent for couples with 1-2 children and
couples with three or more children, respectively. The absolute increase in risk
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Figure 6: Risk and Composition of Economic Stress by Income Quartile in
Wave 1 and Wave 2

Source: Growing Up in Ireland Survey, 1998 cohort Waves 1 and 2; analysis by authors.
The height of the bubbles (and the first percentage) shows the risk of economic stress
for each quartile. The area of the bubble (and the second percentage) shows the share of
economically stressed families in each income quartile.
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Figure 7: Risk and Composition of Economic Stress by Family Type in Wave 1
and Wave 2

Source: Growing Up in Ireland Survey, analysis by authors. The height of the bubble
(and the first percentage) shows the risk of economic stress for each family type. The
area of the bubble (and the second percentage) shows the share of economically stressed
families of each type.
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was roughly comparable for lone parents and couples with three or more
children, at 18 and 15 percentage points respectively. It was slightly lower at
14 percentage points for couples with 1-2 children. The relative increase, coming
from a lower base, was higher for couple families. The increase was fourfold
and fivefold, respectively, for couples with 1-2 and couples with three or more
children, compared to a doubling of risk for lone parents. In the first wave the
composition of families experiencing economic stress was equally divided
between lone parents and couples but by the second wave only 30 per cent were
drawn from lone parent families.

V MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS OF THE CHANGING SOCIO-ECONOMIC
DISTRIBUTION OF RISK OF ECONOMIC STRESS

At this point we focus on a formal analysis involving logistic regression of
the changing socio-economic distribution of risk of stress. Family type, social
class and income quartile are measured in the pre-recession wave. The models
in Table 1 are based on analysis of the data in “long form” (i.e. each row in the
dataset is a family/year; each family has two entries, one for Wave 1 and one
for Wave 2). This form allows us to look at the interaction between wave and
other factors in explaining stress. The analysis is based on a logistic regression
model using a survey analysis technique that allows the analysis of weighted
data while providing standard errors that are adjusted for weighting and
clustering (StataCorp, 2013a, 2013b). 

In Models 1 to 3 we present the bivariate analysis for family type, social
class, income and wave. The coefficients reported in Table 1 are odds ratios.
Thus in Model 1 the figure of 4.014 indicates that the odds of being economically
stressed for lone parents were over four times higher than for couples with one
or two children (the reference category) while for couples with three or more
children the differential was only 1.3. This represents an average figure across
the two waves. There was a substantial increase in economic stress between
waves (odds of 3.7). Models 2 and 3 show the parallel patterns for social class
and income quartile. There are even more substantial differences by social class,
with the odds of financial stress being 6.6 times higher for the routine/never
worked class than for the higher professional/managerial class. The differential
by income quartile is on a similar scale, with the odds of economic stress being
about 6.9 times higher for the bottom income quartile than the top income
quartile.

In Models 4 to 6 we introduce interaction terms that allow the impact of
family characteristics to vary across waves. Consequently, the odds ratios in
the top panel of the table show the group differences in Wave 1. Thus in Model
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4 the figure of 7.201 indicates that in Wave 1, the odds of experiencing economic
stress were over seven times higher for lone parents than couples with one or
two children (the reference category), while for couples with three or more
children the differential was only 1.5. By Wave 2 the odds of being economically
stressed had increased fivefold for couples with one or two children (5.446).
However, for lone parents the odds ratio increased by 2.3 (5.446*0.423). For
couples with three or more children the increase was similar to that for couples
with one or two children (the interaction term is not statistically significant).
The analysis confirms that, while the risk of economic stress increased for all
family types, the rate of increase was significantly lower for lone parents when
expressed in relative terms.

We see a similar trend over time for social class and income quartile in
Models 5 and 6. The group differentials were larger in Wave 1 and although
economic stress rose for all groups, the increase from a lower Wave 1 base for
the groups that had been initially more advantaged (the higher income and
social class groups) had the effect of narrowing the social class and income gaps
(expressed in relative terms) in economic stress.

In Models 7 to 9 we extend our analysis to take into account the
simultaneous effect of family type and social class, then the family type and
income class and finally all three. From Model 7 we can see from the top panel
of the table that in the first wave the inclusion of social class leads to a modest
reduction of odds ratio for lone parenthood from 7.2 in Model 4 to 5.2 in Model
7 and almost no change in the odds ratio for couples with three or more children.
The inclusion of family type leads to a reduction in the social class gradient
with the range of odds ratios being reduced from 14.0 in Model 5 to 8.3 in Model
7. Thus at this point the lone parent and social class effects are clearly
correlated but each has a significant independent effect and their cumulative
impact can be estimated by multiplying their respective odds ratios (8.3*5.2).
Focusing on the outcomes in the second wave (lower panel of Model 7), we find
that the inclusion of social class has no effect on the estimate of the declining
effect of lone parenthood: the interaction coefficient at 0.46 remains statistically
significant. The pattern of changing effects relating to social class remains
broadly similar but with the inclusion of family type, only the wave interaction
for the routine class remains significant.

A not dissimilar pattern emerges in relation to the joint effect of income
quartile and family type. From Model 8 we can see that the inclusion of income
quartile reduces the odds ratio for lone parenthood from 7.2 to 4.3, and that for
a couple with three or more children from 1.5 to 1.2. Correspondingly the
inclusion of family type reduces the impact of income quartile with the odds
ratio for the lowest to highest quartile dropping from 20.5 to 14.1. In the bottom
panel of the table we see that the odds ratios capturing the diminution over
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time in the impact of the two bottom quartiles relative to the top quartile
remain highly significant.

Finally, Model 9 examines the patterns of all three groups simultaneously:
family type, social class and income quartile. As before, the differences by family
type, social class and income quartile in Wave 1 remain substantial, but the
fall in the odds ratios for social class are more noticeable. This suggests that it
is class differences in income that account for much of the pattern with respect
to economic strain. Nevertheless, even with income quartile controlled, the
Wave 1 odds ratio for the routine/never worked social class relative to the higher
professional/managerial class is 3.6 and statistically significant. The wave
interaction in the bottom panel of the table shows that the narrowing over time
of the gap between family types and income quartiles remains statistically
significant. However, the wave interaction is no longer statistically significant
for social class. This suggests that it is the social class differences in income in
Wave 1 (rather than other social class differences, such as in career trajectory)
that were most consequential in accounting for the narrowing over time of the
social class gap in economic stress. An important caveat here is that we have
not been able to satisfactorily distinguish the self-employed in the GUI data,
and the self-employed social class is likely to have suffered disproportionately
in the recession due to the large numbers working in construction during the
boom years.

The fit statistics shown at the bottom of the table are the F-adjusted test
statistics (Archer and Lemeshow, 2006). This represents a test of the model
against the saturated model with all possible interactions between the variables
in the model. We see from the significant F statistics for Models 1 to 3 that the
fit could be improved by adding an interaction with period, as we do in Models
4 to 6. The satisfactory fit of Models 7 to 9 suggests that there is no need for
further interactions in order to improve model fit (e.g. between family type and
class or family type and income in Model 9).

VI CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this paper we drew on the GUI data to go beyond an analysis of the
impact of the economic crisis on family incomes. We examined the way in which
pre-recession socio-economic characteristics moderated the consequences of the
recession for the economic stress levels of families. 

Since we focused on the families of 9-year-olds (pre-recession) here, it is
useful to set the results in the context of findings based on analyses of SILC
data for the population as a whole. Earlier analyses using EU-SILC data had
shown the existence of a pre-crisis pattern of sharp life course differentiation,
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with children occupying the least favourable and the elderly the most
favourable positions. The economic crisis led to a sharpening of this gradient
which was due to substantial cross-class increases in stress levels, rather than
an increased level of stress affecting only the most disadvantaged. So while the
overall situation of children deteriorated, the pervasive impact of the economic
crisis led to an attenuation of income class differences between children and an
increasing degree of income class heterogeneity among those exposed to
economic stress (Whelan et al., 2016b).

Overall our findings in this paper are broadly in line with the results based
on EU-SILC, although here we have been able to look in more depth at the
situation of families with children and at the consequences of the recession for
initial social class and family type distinctions. This analysis allowed us to draw
out the different implications of the recession for change viewed in absolute
terms versus change viewed in relative and compositional terms. 

Viewed in absolute terms, our results provide some support for the
polarisation argument: while stress levels increased substantially across the
board, the largest increases in absolute percentage point terms were observed
towards the bottom of the social class and income hierarchies and for lone
parents. Clearly the absolute increase in the levels of economic stress for the
most disadvantaged households reflects a significant reduction in their living
standards. Given evidence of the consequences of childhood poverty (Duncan et
al., 2012; Waldfogel, 2013), this raises serious concerns not just about its
immediate impact but also its long-term consequences. 

However, the picture of change over time is different when viewed in
relative terms. The increases for the more favoured group were from a much
lower base. Consequently the pattern of relativities was transformed over time
with a sharp reduction in inequalities by social class, income quartile and family
type. Related to these shifts, we observed a dramatic increase in the socio-
economic heterogeneity of economically stressed households. As a result of the
recession, economic stress became a distinctly more pervasive phenomenon
among households with children.

Clearly, then, the concept of class polarisation is of limited value in
accounting for changing patterns of stress levels for household with children.
The reduction in gaps based on socio-economic characteristics and family type
and the unprecedented widespread increases in stress associated with the
economic crisis are important parts of the story. The implications of these
changing relativities will depend to some extent on the manner in which they
are experienced. It is an open question as to whether economic stress is more
traumatic for those groups who have been unaccustomed to experiencing it. 

In any case, given the range of factors that have contributed to such change
– including job losses, reduction in earnings, reductions in social protection and
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wider debt issues – the sources of the change go well beyond the functioning of
the social welfare system as an automatic stabiliser in a period of economic
crisis. The increasing socio-economic diversity of households experiencing
economic stress points to the relevance of more broadly-based policy responses,
incorporating supports for housing, debt relief, childcare costs and improve -
ments in the quality of public services. 

During the boom, the trade union movement was able to engage with the
government to secure a deal supporting welfare expansion accompanied by tax
cuts and rising disposable income (Dellepiane and Hardiman, 2011, 2012).
However, recent efforts to achieve consensus in relation to wage bargaining and
working conditions in the public sector have come under considerable criticism.
Among the most vocal critics of government efforts in this regard have been the
administrative and professional groups who have found themselves exposed to
unprecedented levels of economic stress. In that context, as the recent electoral
outcome has indicated, dealing with the political pressures arising from the
pervasive impact of the recession, while sustaining the welfare arrangements
that have been focused on protecting the economically vulnerable, presents
formidable challenges in terms of maintaining social cohesion and political
legitimacy.1
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