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Foreword
Frances Ruane, Director,
Economic and Social Research Institute

Irish and international scholars continue to be curious about Ireland’s
exceptional economic success since the early 1990s. While growth rates
peaked at the turn of the millennium, they have since continued at levels
that are high by any current international or historical Irish measures.
Despite differences of view among Irish economists and policymakers on
the relative importance of the factors that have driven growth, there is
widespread agreement that the process of globalisation has contributed to
Ireland’s economic development. In this context, it is helpful to recognise
that globalisation has created huge changes in most developed and
developing countries and has been associated, inter alia, with reductions in
global income disparity but increased income disparity within individual
countries.
This book reflects on how, from a social perspective, Ireland has
prospered over the past decade. In that period we have effectively moved
from being a semi-developed to being a developed economy. While the
book’s main focus is on the social changes induced by economic growth,
there is also recognition that social change has facilitated economic
growth. Although many would regard the past decade as a period when
economic and social elements have combined in a virtuous cycle, there is
a lingering question as to the extent to which we have better lives now that
we are economically ‘better off’. In the context of economic change, there
are always winners and losers, which gives rise to the issue of how we
determine whether and to what extent we are better off as a society. Those
who see the glass as being half-full point to increased employment
opportunities, better housing, greater participation in education, reduced
poverty and long-term unemployment, etc. Those who focus on the halfempty glass point to greater inequality at the top end of the wealth
spectrum, greater commuting times, greater stress, longer waiting lists for
health care, some increase in crime, etc.
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However the glass is viewed, all agree that the change has generated new
opportunities and created great challenges. If we are to realise the
opportunities and face up to the challenges, we need to understand and
appreciate the combined economic, social and environmental implications
of the change. In effect, we need to understand in a more analytical way the
issues which have been raised in the media by many commentators,
perhaps most effectively by David McWilliams. Only with this type of
analysis, can we be sure that our policy responses are strategic and
evidence-based rather than reactive and anecdotally driven. We need to get
a handle on the heterogeneity of people’s experiences in the context of this
massive social and economic change.
The chapters in this volume cover all of the main issues one would
expect to see in a collection looking at the social changes induced by rapid
economic growth. This coverage includes employment, health, education,
housing, income inequality, immigration, social cohesion, work–life
balance and quality of life. The chapters review the current state of
knowledge and understanding about this social change, drawing on a range
of recent research and data sources, most particularly within the ESRI and
the CSO. In addition, the final chapter by the distinguished Swedish
sociologist, Professor Robert Erikson, reflects on the overall picture
created by the book and on the extent to which it meets its own objectives.
In essence, therefore, this volume brings together what we know from
research about how Irish society has changed as it has become more
prosperous. And while we know a lot, it is clear that there is more to be
known. Some steps are already in place to begin to fill in some of the
current gaps in our knowledge. For example, Ireland is finally about to
undertake its first longitudinal study of children – this will inform us about
what determines the outcomes for our children as they grow up in a very
different context to that experienced by their parents and by the nation’s
policymakers. Steps are in motion to develop longitudinal studies of older
people, which will help inform us about the health and care needs of a
more numerous older population. It may also be timely to contemplate a
longitudinal study of migrants so that we are better placed to evolve policy
and avoid the huge social problems being encountered by some of our EU
neighbours. And to understand life–work balance, should we now invest in
collecting time-use data, which is key to understanding how economic and
social factors operate at the household level? In a knowledge-driven
society, it seems imprudent to under-invest in programmes whose objective
is to gain a better understanding of ourselves, so that our policy
interventions serve us well. For this understanding, we need more data to
be collected and more research to be undertaken.
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The breadth of this book reflects the very broad scholarship of
researchers at the ESRI across a range of key social issues. It is enhanced
by the addition of the aforementioned chapter by Robert Erikson, as well
as by the chapter by Mary Corcoran, Jane Gray and Michel Peillon at
NUIM on the quality of life in the new suburbs surrounding Dublin, and
Ian O’Donnell of UCD on how crime and social cohesion have been
impacted by growth. To these authors and to my colleagues at the ESRI, we
are indebted for a collection of scholarly articles on how our society has
changed in the face of rapid growth.

