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For Morgan, Cullen, Rossa and all those of their generation. That Ireland might have a healthy housing system in time.
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PREFACE

BAD, BUT NOT A BUBBLE

At age 37, Fiona wakes each morning in the narrow double bed pushed up against the wall of a room that belonged, two decades ago, to her teenage self. She shares the room with her husband, Tom, and most of their belongings are in boxes in the attic.

They have both been working since their early twenties. They lived abroad for years. They built careers and saved. They did what they were told would enable a return home, to Ireland. When they returned, Fiona’s parents put them up, in Newtownforbes, in Longford, while they found somewhere of their own. They assumed it would be temporary – a few months, maybe.

That was almost two years ago.

They are genuinely grateful. Without family, they could not have come back at all. But that does not give them space or privacy. Phone calls are taken outside. Arguments are whispered. Even therapy sessions happen in the car. The smallest routines now require planning. Stress settles into the body, expressing itself in symptoms like tight shoulders and insomnia.

They know that they are not unusual. Friends of theirs are in similar positions – back in childhood bedrooms or in long-term house shares with strangers that were meant to last a year or two. Some friends with children are raising them with their parents, in the homes that they themselves grew up in. Others have delayed starting families, unwilling to bring a baby into a life that lacks stability or control.

This is not a choice. It is adaptation.

Fiona thinks back to her twenties, to an assumption so ordinary she never really examined it: that by her mid-thirties she would have somewhere of her own. Not spectacular, just hers. A wall she could paint. A picture she could hang without asking. The kind of stability that lets you make plans more than a few months out. Looking at her own parents and their friends, it didn’t feel overly ambitious. It felt like the basic shape of adult life.

That shape has disappeared.

Her friends who left and stayed away talk about things that sound almost unattainable – a choice of places to rent, living close to jobs, the security of knowing you won’t have to move again for a while. Back home, the conversation is different. It is about queuing for rental listings that vanish within hours or homes with so many bidders that they sell for €100,000 more than the listed price.

The question stopped being whether you could afford to buy. It became whether you would ever get a place of your own – and a life alongside it.

She knows how this can sound. She has a job. She has family. She has a roof over her head. But she also knows that when your housing is temporary, a stopgap, your life becomes temporary too. Parts of yourself are on hold.

This is what the housing crisis looks like from the inside – capable adults living smaller lives than they planned, waiting for a future that keeps being deferred.

Is This 2007 All Over Again?

Almost every discussion of housing in Ireland today circles back to the same question: is this just another bubble? Is another crash just around the corner? Will this all end the way it did in the 2000s?

The fear is understandable. A crash in the housing market is a lived memory for hundreds of thousands of people across the country. The incredibly painful downturn between 2007 and 2012 wiped out jobs and savings – as well as trust. It reshaped politics and left scars that still frame how people think about property and how they vote. For many households, the idea that prices might fall again is more than plausible – it is, in an odd way, reassuring. Bubbles pop, markets reset and life – eventually – moves on.

That story is powerful because it means that today’s pain, however severe, might be temporary. That if we can just endure a little longer, things will get better somehow. But it also means that we are only looking at the problem in one way: if this really is another bubble, then the best thing anyone hurting because of the housing crisis can do is wait it out.

But the problems in today’s housing crisis are not the same as those experienced during the bubble. And by treating this the same way, we are missing that it is a very different failure.

Housing bubbles are, at their core, financial. They are driven by banks lending money too freely to people who couldn’t really afford it, on the bet that prices would keep rising. In bubbles, people are able to buy because they can borrow, and they go ahead with buying because they expect to sell at a profit.

When bubbles burst, they do so abruptly. Lending stops suddenly and prices fall sharply. The damage is severe but it is recognizably financial in nature – seen in bank balance sheets but also household budgets. That description fits Ireland in the 2000s uncomfortably well. But it does not fit Ireland in the 2020s.

What makes the comparison tempting is the level of prices. Two decades on, housing prices in Ireland are effectively back to their pre-crash peaks. That headline fact is enough to trigger alarm. But prices, on their own, do not define a bubble.

If it were another bubble now, we would see not just rising prices but also other telltale signals: rapid growth in lending, prices racing ahead of rents, and far more homes being bought and sold than usual.

Instead, what we see is something else entirely. There are far too few homes bought and sold in Ireland each year, not far too many. Despite increasing in the 2020s, the rate of building new homes is far below what it needs to be, not above. The number of homes available to rent in the open market in many cities is regularly below 100 – and in many towns, like Newtownforbes in Longford or Mullingar in Westmeath, they can be counted on a single hand. And prices and rents have been moving in the same direction for more than a decade.

This is why asking if this is another 2007 is the wrong starting point. It frames today’s crisis as a temporary financial excess, when in fact it may be something more entrenched and more difficult to escape. Waiting for a pop assumes there is something to pop. The evidence increasingly suggests that there is not.

Scarcity, Not Speculation

The simplest way to see the difference between then and now is to compare prices and rents. Their relationship is the most reliable way to distinguish bubbles from shortages. Chart A compares the annual growth in both prices and rents for the decade to 2005 and the decade to 2025. In both cases, general inflation is stripped out; economists call these ‘real’ prices and rents.

The difference jumps out from Chart A immediately. Between 1995 and 2005, prices rose about five times faster than rents. It all started with Ireland experiencing a pattern seen in many fast-growing economies: strong economic growth, rising population and limited housing supply pushed both rents and prices sharply upward.
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Chart A. When prices rise but rents do not, it is usually a bubble; when they rise together, it is usually a shortage
Average annual growth in housing prices (sale and rental) by period, stripping out inflation



But the dynamics changed in the early 2000s as housing construction surged. With the rapid expansion in supply, the shortage of homes eased and rents even fell back between 2001 and 2004. Overall, between 1995 and 2005, real housing prices rose by roughly 15 per cent per year on average, while rents increased by only about 3 per cent a year. That gap is the classic sign of a bubble driven by loose lending.

The pattern in the 2020s looks very different. Since the early 2010s, prices and rents have risen together. Between 2015 and 2025, prices grew by almost 5 per cent a year while rents rose by 4 per cent. Most of the increase in prices was mirrored in rents. That reflects scarcity, not speculation.

Rents are hard to fake. They are paid monthly by households who need somewhere to live. When rents rise steadily over long periods, it is almost always because housing is scarce relative to what is needed. When sales prices rise with rents, it suggests that the cost of owning a home is being bid up because access to housing itself has become limited, not because of a speculative craze.

The 2020s, in other words, look nothing like the 2000s. Back in the Celtic Tiger, the supply of homes surged and rents fell back – even as prices rose at an extraordinary speed. Since the mid-2010s, though, supply has lagged far behind demand, and both prices and rents reflect that pressure.

Ireland is straining. The consequences are visible in everyday experience. With rental listings having collapsed, people cling to tenancies that no longer suit them because the alternatives are worse. And entire cohorts, like Fiona, find themselves stuck in temporary arrangements that stretch indefinitely.

This is most obvious in Ireland’s younger adults. As we will see in Chapter 1, the gap between how people live and how they would choose to live is one of the clearest measures of what a housing crisis actually costs.

A Brittle Housing System

If today’s housing crisis is not a bubble, what is it? A better metaphor is brittleness.

A brittle system is one that appears stable under normal conditions but lacks the flexibility to respond when it needs to expand. When pressure builds, it does not adapt smoothly – it cracks. The damage accumulates slowly, often out of sight, until it becomes impossible to ignore.

While bubbles inflate quickly and collapse spectacularly, brittleness develops quietly, over years and even decades, as constraints layer on constraints and housing loses its ability to adjust. The warning signs are easy to miss because nothing obvious breaks – until people’s lives do.

A brittle housing system is one where new demand is not met by new supply. Demand can rise for many reasons: population growth, longer life expectancy, urbanization – and in particular the shift to smaller households. In a responsive one, those pressures trigger more building and different types of homes. But in a brittle one, the adjustment happens elsewhere.

Instead of producing more homes, the system rations access to homes. Prices and rents rise, as do queues and delays. People stop moving because moving has become too risky. Young adults postpone leaving home – or else leave the country entirely. Older households stay put because downsizing is too difficult. Migrants live in overcrowded conditions or leave again. None of this shows up immediately in construction statistics or price charts, but it reshapes society all the same.

Because there is no ‘pop’, there is no moment where the pressure is released. Instead, it is redistributed, usually onto those with the least power: renters, younger adults, those just arrived in the country. Insiders are protected; outsiders face the costs. The fallout is not in the lending markets, as it was in the 2000s – the fallout is social and, ultimately, political. We see the fallout in who has to bear the costs of a failing housing system.

Brittleness is so corrosive because, under the illusion of something that, month to month, looks like stability, the ability to secure a home is steadily being eroded away. Housing keeps working for those already housed. This blunts the political urgency for emergency measures, even as Ireland continues to fail those trying to form new households.

For well over a decade, Ireland has experienced strong and sustained demand for housing. Yet supply has been consistently weak. In the 2020s, the number of new homes added just about matches the lowest level of homes completed per household in the second half of the twentieth century. Unsurprisingly, the construction of new homes – whether for owners or for renters, private or social – remains well below what is required to meet both current needs and the backlog built up since the crash.

The result is a system that adjusts through changing lives, rather than through adding new homes. Housing is not adjusting to reflect a changed country – individuals and households in the country have to change to match the homes available.

Brittleness is a problem of how housing is designed. A bubble ends when credit or confidence dries up. But a brittle system persists until it is redesigned.

Calling this a bubble means we are looking in the wrong place and using the wrong tools. It encourages waiting, rather than reform. Brittleness demands the opposite: proactively building a better, more responsive and more resilient housing system.

People Versus Prices

Prices dominate how housing crises are discussed. And for good reason: they are visible, measurable and painful. High and rising prices, whether sale or rental, do real harm to households trying to plan their lives.

But they are signals, not the problem itself. Focusing exclusively on prices is like responding to a warning light on the dashboard by unscrewing the bulb. Getting rid of the warning light does not fix the engine.

The real question isn’t whether housing costs too much. It’s whether housing lets people live the way they choose – and whether this can be done by those on lower incomes as well as those on higher ones. On that measure, Ireland is failing.

And that failure shows up most importantly not in balance sheets or market indices but in lives on pause. A tradesman in his late twenties who earns more than most of his college-going friends but who still cannot save a deposit because of how much he has to pay in rent. A care worker who came from abroad to fill a gap the country could not fill itself, sharing an overcrowded house because the system that recruited him forgot to build homes for people like him. A software engineer on a salary that should, by any logic, be enough who is still spending almost half their income on rent. And someone who simply stopped waiting: packed a bag, took a job in another country and is probably not coming back.

Because housing has not been able to adapt to society, society has had to adapt to it.

The housing crisis cannot be understood as a story about prices. It is one of people and homes. When supply fails to respond, the most important consequence is not price inflation, even though that matters, but in households that don’t form. Homes that would exist in a functioning system simply never come into being. The result is a gap between how people live and how they would choose to live – a gap that widens year after year.

Seen this way, the crisis is not just about affordability. It is about responsiveness. Can housing expand when a population grows? Can it adapt when households get smaller or when cities attract workers? Or does it force people to do the adjustment instead – to wait, to share, even to leave?

Part I answers that question in five steps. It begins with people, not prices: with the missing households that never form and the quieter, more pervasive distress that sits beneath official statistics. It then asks how that scarcity shows up in everyday life – not just in homelessness, but in the indefinitely postponed decisions of a generation adapting to a system that will not adapt to them.

From there, it turns to prices and rents – not as problems but as signals. It asks what they reveal, and crucially what they cannot fix. It then confronts the central puzzle of the Irish case: why, after more than a decade of clear warning signals, housing has not corrected itself.

The answer, when it comes, points not to one failure but to five. The housing system was designed for a country that no longer exists and has no reliable mechanism to catch up when reality turned out differently from the plans. The country has built the wrong kinds of homes in the wrong places. It treats every planning decision as a fresh argument rather than a settled rule. It has organized housing almost entirely around ownership, leaving those who cannot or do not want to own without a reliable alternative. And it has allowed costs to drift so far above ordinary incomes that a large share of working households have been left with nowhere to go – too prosperous for public support, too constrained for the market to reach.

These five failures did not appear overnight. Part II traces how each was built into the system, layer by layer, across a century of decisions taken in Irelands that no longer exist. And Part III shows that none of them are permanent. Other countries have made different choices. So can Ireland.

But first: the people and what housing is doing to them.




Part I

WHERE ARE WE?
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THE MISSING HOMES

If the housing crisis were only about high prices, the solution would be straightforward: either wait for prices to fall or push them down. But rising prices are the signal, not the problem – a point that brings us to the core difference between healthy and unhealthy housing systems. In a healthy system, more demand shows up as more homes. In an unhealthy one, it shows up as higher prices.

To understand what has gone wrong, we need to look beneath prices to something more fundamental: the number of homes the country has compared with the number it should have, which comes from how people want to live.

This is where the idea of the housing deficit comes in.

A Housing Deficit

The housing deficit has nothing to do with government targets. It measures missing households – people who would live independently if the system allowed it.

Put differently, it is the gap between the number of households we observe and the number of households that would exist if people were free to live as they choose.

This framing matters. Housing demand is not just about population size. It is about the ability to form a household – to live a life. A country of five million people can require very different numbers of homes depending on how people live. If the country is younger, with lots of children, households will be larger – fewer homes are needed. If the country is older, with a bigger share of adults living alone or with a partner, the same population will need more homes.

Every country – rich and poor – is on roughly the same journey on this measure. In poorer and usually more rural societies, the typical household is larger, with more than four in the average household. The richer, and more urban, a society gets, the smaller the average household size. In some European countries today, the average household size is below two persons.

Looking at this measure, we can see just how important that is for housing. Suppose population doesn’t shift at all but the country changes from four persons in the typical household to two. Even with no change in overall population, the country needs to double its housing stock.

In a system that is functioning normally, the choices around forming a household – and measures of household size itself – reflect preferences and life stages. In a constrained system, however, they reflect necessity.

The housing deficit focuses on missing households, not missing buildings. The people in these would-be households do not vanish. They are compressed into arrangements that would otherwise be temporary or marginal. Adults have to make do with living with strangers, sharing longer than they would like or remaining in the box room well into adulthood. They delay forming their own household.

None of this shows up neatly in standard housing statistics. Census figures record how many homes exist and how many people occupy them. They do not record how many households would exist if more housing were available. If five unrelated adults share a house designed for a family, the census records this as one household. The deficit is hidden in plain sight.

Housing crises can deepen, therefore, even when the number of homes grows. Homelessness numbers alone do not capture the scale of the problem. The most pervasive failure happens at a different level entirely: people who would normally form households simply cannot.

This means that the housing deficit is not a future problem, to be met by forward-looking targets alone. It is a debt, built up over time, that doesn’t disappear if building picks up a little this year relative to last. Each year where the underlying requirement for new homes exceeds the number of new homes built adds to this deficit.

This also explains why debates that focus narrowly on affordability can mislead. High prices and rents are real and damaging, but they are symptoms rather than causes. They reflect a system in which access to housing is rationed, where some are locked out and others locked in, because housing is not delivered in the quantities required.

Households Never Formed

The housing deficit is not just one symptom among many. It is the foundation of the housing crisis. This means that, until it is recognized and measured, discussions of housing policy will continue to talk past the problem.

Take Emma, who is 32 and who has worked as a nurse at a Dublin hospital since qualifying. She pays her taxes and saves what she can. She is not waiting for a relationship, or a better job, or a sign of any kind. In her opinion, what she wants is pretty modest: a home she can afford, near where she works – the kind of modest home that, in most countries, would be built without much fuss.

There is no such home. So at the end of each shift, she drives back to her parents’ house in Kildare – thirty minutes if it’s in the middle of the night, an hour if her shift ends at the wrong time – and goes to sleep in the same bedroom she has had since she was ten.

This is an example of how the housing deficit leaves clear fingerprints on how people live. Emma would form a household tomorrow if able to. She cannot. She is one of hundreds of thousands of adults whose living situation belongs in the gap between what people do and what they would choose.

Leaving the parental home is one of the first major transitions into adulthood. It underpins almost every other life decision: partnership, children, job mobility and participation in community life. In most societies, the age at which people leave their parental home shifts gradually over time, reflecting slow changes in education, labour markets and culture.

In Ireland, that pattern broke – and sharply – after 2012, with twice as many adults aged between 20 and 34 living at home with their parents in 2022 than a decade before.

This sudden change represents a reversal of decades of progress towards independent living. Such a quick reversal doesn’t happen because preferences have shifted, but because people are adapting to a system that is no longer responding.

Survey evidence makes this unmistakable. Ireland’s Housing Commission, which published a major report on how to fix Ireland’s housing system in 2024, undertook a dedicated survey of adults aged 18–39. The survey, now being copied by other European countries, asks people how they live now but also how they would choose to live if cost and availability were not constraints.

The results showed the scale of the problem. Of over 1,000 adults between the ages of 18 and 39 who were surveyed, only slightly more than half were happy with their living arrangements – the vast majority of those being people who lived alone, with their partner or with their children.

Just under half of survey respondents lived either with their parents or with friends or strangers. However, just 15 per cent of respondents would choose to do so, if they had a choice. For every person in that situation who genuinely chose it, another six had no real choice at all. This was most stark with people like Emma: just 4 per cent of adults under the age of 40 would choose to live with their parents.

This gap between preferences and reality is the housing deficit made visible.

None of this is an argument that everyone should live alone or that families living together across generations are somehow wrong. Many people choose exactly that and value it. What the evidence shows is that the choice itself has been removed. When the gap between how people live and how they want to live is this wide, and this consistent, the explanation is not culture. It is a system that has run out of room.

The consequences reach further than living arrangements. Someone who cannot form an independent household picks the nearest college rather than the best one. They stay in a job that doesn’t fit rather than risk losing their lease. They postpone having children until everything feels less temporary – which it never quite does.

At first glance these look like individual decisions, made one at a time. But they are being made by an entire generation, simultaneously, for the same reason. Add them together and what you see is not a series of personal choices. It is careers not taken, families not started and lives lived smaller than they needed to be. That is the housing crisis in its least visible form – not the people sleeping rough, but the people quietly making do.

Measuring the Missing

Recognizing that there is a housing deficit is one thing. Measuring it is another.

This is where housing debates often become confused. Official projections typically focus on future housing ‘need’ driven by population growth. In practice this assumes that the starting point, the current system, is broadly in balance. But if the system is already short of homes, future targets built on that baseline will be too low.

To understand the scale of the problem, we need to measure not just how many homes will be needed in the future, but how many are already missing today. Knowing how people wish to live, and comparing that with what is happening currently in a constrained housing system, allows us to calculate how many additional homes there would be in a healthy system.

A simple comparison helps. Imagine trying to catch up with something that has already drifted ahead of you. Whether you can reach it depends on two things: how far ahead it already is (distance) and how fast it is still moving (speed). Mix those two up and you’ll never close the gap.

Housing works the same way. The ‘distance’ is the deficit we have already built up: the gap between how many households exist today and how many would exist if housing weren’t holding people back. The ‘speed’ is how fast that need keeps growing – as the population rises and households get smaller, with people marrying later, having fewer children and living longer. Irish housing policy has consistently confused the two.

To measure the distance – the existing housing deficit – we need to think about the household size we would see if housing weren’t a blocker. Think of it as the shadow cast by a better-functioning system: the households that would exist, and the sizes they would be, if people were free to live as they choose. We can call this the shadow household size.

The shadow is real, even if it isn’t visible in official statistics. Measuring it requires estimation rather than simple counting. The Housing Commission approached this from several directions – long-run trends in household size in Ireland and comparable countries, census data on unrelated adults sharing homes, the share of adults running their own household at each stage of life compared with England, and EU surveys on housing and living arrangements. Each method was different. But all reached the same conclusion: household size in Ireland today is pushed higher than it would naturally be by the shortage of homes. Altogether, the analysis pointed to a deficit of between 210,000 and 250,000 homes in 2022.

In 2011, the country had roughly 1.65 million households and about the same number of occupied homes. Looking at living arrangements, it is reasonable to take that year as a broadly balanced starting point: the number of homes and households were roughly aligned. Since then, however, the number of households Ireland needs to accommodate has risen rapidly.

One driver is population growth. Ireland’s population increased from about 4.5 million in 2011 to roughly 5.5 million by the mid-2020s. Even if household size had stayed the same, those additional 1 million people would have required around 350,000 additional homes.

The second driver is falling household size – as incomes rise and societies modernize, households tend to become smaller. These trends have been visible across high-income countries for decades and Ireland is no exception. Even if the population had not grown, the decline in shadow household size between 2011 and 2026 would have required roughly 250,000 additional homes.

And when there are more people and they also prefer to live in smaller households, the effects compound: the number of homes required rises faster still.

Taken together, these forces increased the number of households Ireland needs to accommodate by roughly 40 per cent between 2011 and 2026. The number of households that would exist in a housing system without constraints rose from around 1.65 million in 2011 to roughly 2.3 million by 2026.
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Chart 1. Ireland is missing roughly one home in every six it needs
Estimated housing deficit, Ireland, 2011–2026



The housing stock, however, has not kept pace. Over the same period, the number of homes has grown by only about 20 per cent, rising from roughly 1.65 million to just under 2 million. As a result, the gap between households and homes has widened steadily over time. You can see this in Chart 1, which takes the Housing Commission’s method for calculating the housing deficit and runs it for the period since 2011.

Using this method, the deficit was modest in the early 2010s but grew rapidly thereafter. By 2016, the country was already short more than 110,000 homes. By 2022, as the commission found, the gap had widened to around 230,000 homes. And taking their method forward, by 2026 the estimated deficit was just over 340,000 homes.

In 2026, Ireland had roughly two million homes, allowing for normal levels of vacancy. This means that, as of 2026, roughly one home in every six that Ireland needs simply does not exist.

What sits behind this widening gap is straightforward arithmetic. Over the decade to 2026, the number of households Ireland needed to accommodate grew by roughly 50,000 per year. Ireland, meanwhile, added only about 25,000 homes per year on average – and that is before allowing for the homes lost each year to demolition or disrepair.

Between 2011 and 2026, the requirement for new homes in Ireland grew twice as fast as supply did.

Of course there is uncertainty in these estimates – but uncertainty does not mean ignorance. When different methods all point to the same rough number, the conclusion is clear: Ireland is missing hundreds of thousands of homes.

And this gap is not a forecast. It is a backlog. Each year that the imbalance persists adds to it. This accumulated deficit shapes everything that follows. It is the force behind rising prices, falling availability and the growing number of people forced to adapt their lives to an Ireland that cannot keep up.

Frozen in Time

The process of putting numbers on the scale of the housing deficit also sheds light on the nature of that deficit. It helps us recognize what kinds of homes are missing. Ireland’s crisis is not solely too few homes in total. It is about a mismatch between the homes we have, the homes being built and the society that needs them.

Those most likely to be blocked are younger adults, renters and migrants. The homes they need are typically smaller, more flexible and located close to jobs and services – often in cities.

Yet Ireland’s housing is – almost uniquely in Europe – concentrated in houses, not apartments. Ireland’s homes are made for larger households, rather than balanced between homes for both smaller and larger households. Apartments make up a much smaller share of the stock than in comparable countries. Rental housing has long been treated as residual rather than something important. Urban living has, for most of the last century, been tolerated or constrained, rather than acknowledged as a normal feature of modern life.

The result is a mismatch on two levels. First, between the existing housing stock and current needs. Second, between the kinds of homes the system is set up to deliver and the kinds required in a modern, urbanized society.

In 2022, Dublin City Council’s draft development plan actively sought to tighten existing limits on the construction of one-bedroom apartments. The stated rationale was partly that remote working meant people needed more space. But the effect was to restrict the supply of exactly the smaller homes that single adults and couples without children most need in the city.

The same plan moved to limit purpose-built rental homes – the type of housing, rented rather than owned, most accessible to those setting up home for the first time – to specific zones and with new conditions. Whatever the intentions behind these policies, their logic pointed away from flexibility and towards a particular vision of how planners thought people should live, rather than responding to how they actually do.

This helps explain why affordability interventions alone struggle to gain traction. Interventions like rent controls shuffle access to a home among those already competing for them, without adding to the total number of homes. They manage scarcity – but they don’t resolve it.

International comparison reinforces this diagnosis. Some countries absorbed similar changes in society, such as more people living alone or an ageing population, by building more homes; Ireland absorbed them through delay and compression.

Understanding the crisis as one of how many homes and what kind, rather than how much they cost, reframes the challenge ahead. Closing the deficit requires not just more homes but also different ones, in different places – smaller, more flexible, closer to where people work.

The numbers are still abstract, however. Emma may be just one of 340,000. But she is still driving home to Kildare. The bedroom is still the same one she has had since she was ten. It is her life, on pause.
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ROOTLESS OR ROOFLESS

Beyond Homelessness

When housing distress is discussed publicly, attention quite rightly turns to homelessness. People sleeping rough, families in emergency accommodation, children growing up without stability: these are visible, urgent failures that demand immediate action. In many countries, including Ireland, homelessness has become the primary lens through which housing crises are understood.

But that lens is too narrow.

In the Netherlands, policymakers and researchers distinguish between dakloos – ‘roofless’ – and a broader category of homelessness that includes people without secure, permanent housing. The distinction is useful because it recognizes that housing distress exists on a spectrum. Being without shelter is the most extreme end, and it absolutely deserves the attention of policymakers. But it is not the only form of housing distress, nor is it where pressure first appears.

To help keep the distinction clear, let’s break the concept of ‘homeless’ into two main parts: ‘roofless’ and ‘rootless’.

Rootlessness describes people who have shelter but do not have a home of their own. They have a roof, but they lack permanence, autonomy and control over their living arrangements. They are not homeless in the conventional sense and so would not be counted as such in official statistics.

Yet their lives are profoundly shaped by the lack of housing.

Making this distinction is not a way of minimizing those who are ‘roofless’. On the contrary, this distinction helps us understand it. Housing systems rarely fail overnight. Long before people end up without shelter, pressure builds elsewhere.

Rootlessness is where that pressure accumulates first.

Being roofless is visible. Being rootless is not. It is absorbed privately, within families and informal arrangements. When parents take in adult children, or when couples postpone having families because they can’t find a home, none of this violates building codes or triggers emergency responses. Yet it reflects a country under strain.

Policy debate often treats these arrangements as benign or even positive. Living with parents can be framed as a preference or a sign of flexibility or a sensible financial choice. House sharing is often described as a rite of passage. In small doses, and for short periods, that may be true.

One way to test whether these living arrangements reflect preference or constraint is to look beyond Ireland. If this were simply a cultural shift – young adults choosing to stay longer in the parental home – we would expect to see similar changes across Europe. Many countries share similar social trends: later marriage, longer education and delayed childbearing.

But the evidence points in the opposite direction. Across most of Europe, the share of young adults living with their parents has changed little in the last decade. In some countries it has even fallen slightly as labour markets recovered after the financial crisis.

Ireland stands out.

Chart 2 shows the change between 2012 and 2022 in the share of young adults living with their parents. The difference is stark. Across the euro area as a whole, there was almost no change. The share of 25–29-year-olds living at home rose by just one percentage point. Among those aged 30–34, the change was even smaller.


[image: A chart showing the change in the share of adults living with their parents]

Chart 2. Young adults in Ireland have moved back in with their parents – their peers in Europe have not
Change in share of adults living with parents (percentage points), 2012–2022



In Ireland, however, there was a dramatic increase. Among 20–24-year-olds, the share living with parents rose from 70 per cent to nearly 90 per cent. Among those aged 25–29, the age when independent households are normally formed, it doubled, from 34 per cent to 68 per cent.

Even among people in their early thirties, the increase was 12 percentage points. Overall, for the 20–34 age group, the share rose from two in every five living with their parents to three in five. No other country in the comparison shows anything close to this pattern.

In Germany and Sweden, the share of young adults living with parents actually fell over the same period. In Denmark and Finland, the share barely moved. Even in southern European countries such as Spain and Italy, the increases were far smaller than in Ireland – a handful of percentage points. Ireland has diverged sharply from its European peers.

When a change of that scale in how people live happens, it is not choice. It is adaptation to a system suffering from severe limits.

The pattern in Chart 2 gets us closer to seeing what a housing deficit looks like in everyday life. When there are not enough homes for households to form, people do not disappear. They adjust their living arrangements. The housing deficit of 340,000 homes is seen in how and where adults live.

Rootlessness sits between secure housing and rooflessness. It is where pressure builds before a housing crisis becomes an emergency. Ignoring it does not prevent later crises – it makes them more likely.

By naming rootlessness, we are broadening the mental map of housing distress. It is not word-play. It pushes us to look beyond the most visible symptoms and consider the quieter but more pervasive ways in which housing scarcity reshapes lives.

A Roof but Not A Home

Being rootless is not the absence of ownership. It’s not redefining renting. It is a condition defined by lack of agency or control over one’s living situation.

Rogelio is 42 and came from the Philippines three years ago on a care-worker visa. He works nights in a nursing home in Letterkenny, in Donegal, where everyone calls him Roel. He works hard, changing dressings, making tea and turning residents who cannot turn themselves. He sends money home each month to his two children. He has the box room in a three-bedroom house shared with five others – two Romanian workers, who have become his friends, and an Indian family of three who sleep in the master bedroom.

The house was built in the 1980s for one family. These three households count, in the official statistics, as one. Roel does not have a home of his own. He has a bed, in a room, in a house that belongs to someone else, and he is grateful for it: the alternative, which he has researched carefully, is nothing at all.

A home is more than shelter. It is a place where decisions can be made with a reasonable expectation that they will still make sense next year. It is somewhere one can rearrange space, invite others in, plan ahead and put down roots – socially as well as physically.

Rootlessness is the absence of that.

It takes many forms. Adults living with parents into their thirties or forties, whether it’s in Mayo, Tipperary or Louth, not as a brief transition but as an open-ended arrangement. Long-term house sharing with strangers, where leases are short, security is limited and turnover is constant. Grateful for a roof at night but always aware that it is not yours.

For some, this means returning to the family home after a period of independence – a reversal that can feel particularly difficult. A young professional who has spent years building a career may find themselves back in the same bedroom they occupied as a teenager, commuting from their parents’ house because no rental option is available nearby. Others move repeatedly between temporary arrangements: a spare room with friends, a short-term sublet, a family member’s house. Each move postpones the moment when life can properly begin.

What these arrangements have in common is uncertainty. And what makes the future uncertain is not personal instability, but the absence of a reliable housing path.

This is how the housing deficit described in the previous chapter is experienced in everyday life. When households cannot form, people do not disappear. They are compressed into the existing stock of homes. Rootlessness is how that compression is experienced at the individual level.

It also introduces a subtle but important loss of agency. Adults who live in someone else’s home often describe having to ask permission – for guests, for changes to space, sometimes even for privacy. Belongings are stored in boxes. Life is lived partially, on hold until ‘things settle’. Even where relationships are good, the imbalance is real.

Dependency is imposed – independence delayed. It is, in its own way, what happens when a system forces adults to live like children – lives constrained not by personal circumstance but by a system that no longer provides pathways to independence. What these arrangements share is the absence of any reliable path forward, the growing realization that this is the shape that your life has taken.

Life on Hold

Rootlessness is everywhere now. It is the default condition of a generation. It affects singles and couples, recent graduates and established professionals, people who grew up here and those who came hoping to stay. And it is persistent. What once might have been a year or two between leaving home and settling down now stretches across key life stages.

The question is not whether people should live with parents or share housing. It is whether they can choose otherwise. For a growing share of the population, the answer is no. And that loss of choice does not stay contained to living arrangements. When housing is insecure, life decisions become provisional. Rootlessness shapes not just where people live but how they plan and whether they can imagine a future at all.

Consider partnerships and children. Forming a household is often a precondition for long-term relationships. When space is limited or temporary, intimacy is constrained.

There are about 70,000 people in Ireland for each year of age between 20 and 40 at the moment. Even if 15 per cent never ‘couple up’, that’s still 30,000 couples being formed for each cohort. Of course, some will find their soulmate earlier in life and others later in life. But it means that every week, across the country, about 600 ‘forever’ relationships are starting.

But how does intimacy work if you are still living in the box room of your parents’ house? It is displaced into improvised and precarious spaces – another symptom of a system under stress.

And it’s not only about starting a relationship. Down the line, couples delay moving in together or do so under less-than-ideal circumstances. Decisions about having children are postponed, sometimes indefinitely. Bringing a child into a living arrangement with no security or control can feel irresponsible, even when the desire is strong.

Work decisions are affected too. Mobility becomes risky when each move threatens to upend fragile housing arrangements. People turn down jobs that require relocation or promotions that would push them into more expensive markets. Others remain in roles that are less fulfilling or productive because moving would mean losing whatever stability they have managed to secure. And for some, the constraint runs even deeper. Roel cannot easily move on from his current job, not only because moving would mean losing his housing arrangement, but also because his right to remain in the country depends on his employment. His rootlessness is total.

Community life also suffers. When housing feels temporary, people hesitate to invest socially. Joining local groups, volunteering or even getting to know neighbours makes less sense if another move feels inevitable.

And there are health consequences as well. Chronic stress, lack of privacy and the sense of being stuck despite doing ‘everything right’ take a toll. Counselling sessions from cars, phone calls taken outside, the constant background hum of uncertainty – these are common features of rootless lives.

Multiply these individual decisions across a generation and the effects become profound. Slower household formation means lower birth rates, poorer mobility by workers to take up jobs, and cities struggling to attract the talent they need. What might look, at first glance, like a private housing problem becomes a public constraint on economic and social life.

No Alternative

It is worth being clear: rootlessness is not equally distributed. For many, the constraint is real but the danger is not immediate. For those without family networks to fall back on or those whose legal status is tied to where they work and sleep, the absence of a reliable path forward is not a background anxiety. It is the foreground of every week.

Nonetheless, what is striking is how ordinary these experiences have become. It is no longer concentrated among the poorest or most marginalized, but spread across society. For those born after the 1980s, being rootless has increasingly become the default. When an entire generation adjusts in the same direction at the same time, the change can look like a choice. Living with parents or strangers gets reframed as a rite of passage. The language of preference colonizes what should, in fact, be the language of no alternative.

As Chapter 1 showed, what people say they want differs substantially from observed behaviour. Most adults living with parents or sharing with strangers would prefer to live independently or with a partner. The gap between what people do and what they want is the housing deficit, experienced as rootlessness. When housing does not respond, people have to adapt – they have no other choice.

These adaptations build up in the background. It is not that one single event triggers a crisis response – there is no violation of building regulations or zoning codes. The person back in their teenage bedroom, the couple sharing a kitchen with strangers they met on Daft.ie, the 34-year-old with the boxes still unpacked because what’s the point… none of them appear in the statistics that measure a housing crisis. They just get on with it.

And because they get on with it, the system appears to function. Most people are housed. The crisis is spread across hundreds of thousands of private compromises, rather than concentrated in a single visible failure. Family homes become shock absorbers, even if they no longer have families in them.

Rootlessness is the pressure valve that stops the gauge from reading critical. But pressure valves do not reduce pressure. They redirect it.

Roel is not competing in that market. A room in a crowded house in Letterkenny is not a choice arrived at after weighing options. It is what was available. The system never accounted for him.
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