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4. ‘Let Them Play’: 
Exploring Class, the Play Divide 

and the Impact of Covid-19 in the 
Republic of Ireland

Maria O’Dwyer, Carmel Hannan, and  
Patricia Neville

Play and Ireland: An Overview

Bruner’s work in the 1970s oriented play as the basis for the ‘flexibility 
of thought’ which underpins the immense problem-solving abilities and 
creativity of humans (1972). In more simple terms, the long period of 
biological immaturity in humans provides us with ample opportunities 
to practise and develop our play skills. These play skills then support 
mental, physical, socio-emotional, cognitive and social development. 
Play is inarguably a multi-faceted phenomenon. While it is a feature 
of all societies, its prevalence and forms vary across them, as the very 
nature of childhood itself and the value of play are culturally and 
environmentally shaped. Indeed, play itself has been described as 
‘pedagogic culture’ (Arnott and Duncan 2019), created by the interplay 
between the contextual cues, such as space, interpersonal collaborations 
and materials, that frame young children’s creative play. 

Running parallel to these macro-developments in the conceptualisation 
of play and its function, there is a concern internationally that children’s 
free play has decreased, especially for middle-class, female, young and 
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ethnic minority children (Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson 2014). Play 
has become individualized and ‘pedagogised’, that is, play has been 
configured as a means ‘to limit the risks of certain biographies and to 
offer children and adolescents the best possible start in life’ (Frahsa and 
Thiel 2020: 2). This has given rise to a decline in free play and outdoor 
play which are packaged as more risky (Carver, Timperio and Crawford 
2008, Timperio et al. 2004; Powell, Ambardekar and Sheehan 2005; 
Veitch et al. 2006; Farley et al. 2007). Play has also been medicalized, e.g. 
as an antidote to a childhood obesity pandemic (Demetriou et al. 2019; 
Tremblay et al. 2015; Australian Government Department of Health 
2014).

The ludic landscape of Ireland has also been shaped by related 
societal trends. Opportunities for and access to play have changed 
significantly in Ireland over the last two decades, with a notable 
reduction in opportunities for free, unstructured play. A primary driver 
of the development of the Irish early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) sector, through the highs of the Celtic Tiger (economic boom) 
to the lows of the pursuant recession, has been labour activation. While 
ECEC provision is delivered through a variety of play-based curricula, 
the nature of care means that much of it is adult-led and children are 
grouped according to age, resulting in less exposure to mixed-age peer 
play. This period has also been characterized by an increasing desire 
by public bodies to avoid litigation by risk-assessing playgrounds and 
public parks (i.e. the preference for soft rubber ‘flooring’ over natural 
woodchips, etc.). The rising role of technology and its integration into 
toy making and marketing offer what Gosso and Almeida Carvalho 
describe as ‘an increasing variety of sedentary and often individualised 
and highly-structured toys and games which allow little space for 
children’s creativity in the exploration and collective construction of 
play objects and materials’ (2013: 6). This has led to what could be 
described as a ‘sanitization’ of play, whereby our desire to nurture and 
support children in safe environments has resulted in more structured 
and less risky play. There exist, therefore, competing national discourses 
of safety and protection versus play and autonomy in the structuring of 
children’s everyday lives in Ireland (Kernan and Devine 2010). 

This trend of play becoming more structured is evident in Ireland as 
elsewhere and it has been related to the hurried child syndrome (Elkind 
1981; Frost 2011). Smyth (2016) studied young children in Ireland and 
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their involvement in creative play (such as painting, drawing and playing 
make-believe games) as well as the more traditional cultural pursuits of 
reading and attending educational or cultural events with their parents. 
Even at the early age of five, gender and social background differences 
are apparent in children’s exposure to these activities. Children from 
highly educated or middle-class families, for example, watch much less 
television than their peers regardless of child gender (Smyth 2016).

American, US and UK literature acknowledges that ‘class gaps in 
structured activity participation’ exist (Bennett, Lutz, and Jayaram 2012: 
133), revealing the existence of different ‘parental logics’ by middle- and 
lower-class parents, with middle-class parents seeing extra-curricular 
activities, including play, as vehicles for creating and securing social 
status (e.g. Chin and Phillips 2004; Bennett 2012; Laureau 2003; Vincent 
and Ball 2007; Aurini, Missaghian and Milian 2020). Despite this, there 
has been scant engagement with this theory and associated research 
in Irish childhood studies. Little has been written about how child 
play is mediated by social class in Ireland. This book chapter takes the 
opportunity to reflect upon this under-researched topic to present an 
appraisal of how class insinuates and configures Irish children’s play. 
The disruptive impact that Covid-19 has had on children’s opportunity 
for structured play, as revealed in the Growing Up in Ireland study, 
will form the basis of this chapter, acting as a timely case study into 
the play divide in Ireland. The research discussed here represents the 
preliminary findings of our study and are part of an ongoing piece of 
work into the play divide in Ireland. 

The Play Divide in Ireland 

There is a growing body of research that children’s play or, more 
specifically, what parents allow their children to do as playful activity, is 
heavily inscribed with class aspirations and significations. For instance, 
it has been found that middle-class parents tend to enrol their young 
children in extracurricular creative and sporting activities more readily 
than working-class parents. The reason for this is not merely a question 
of financial means; middle-class parents look upon such activities as a 
way of ‘distinguishing’ their child for the middle class (e.g. Vincent and 
Ball 2007). As active promoters of their children’s social capital, middle-
class parents have identified play and structured activities as a means 
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of securing social mobility and status for their children. This act of 
‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau 2000, 2003) distinguished the ‘parenting 
logic’ of middle-class parents from the ‘natural’ parenting approach of 
working-class parents, i.e., letting the children find their own way in the 
world (Lareau 2000, 2003; Chin and Phillips 2004: 186). 

Before moving on, it is important to discuss what we mean by social 
class, in particular the nature of this categorization in the Irish context. 
Many commentators have debated the political exceptionalism of 
Ireland being one of the few countries in Western Europe that did not 
experience an industrial revolution. The ensuing absence of an industrial 
class living in densely populated, urban cities and the continued 
prevalence of agricultural production contributed to the development 
of a political culture based on the local community rather than class-
based struggle (e.g. O’Carroll 1987). Confirmation that notions of ‘class’ 
were articulated differently in Irish society from the 1930s to 1990s can 
be found in the oral history records from that time. There, the word 
‘class’ was rarely used by its participants. That was not to say that their 
oral histories were devoid of an awareness of social difference and 
status. Rather, what followed was a nuanced understanding of class 
mediated by place in which rural participants discussed social status 
in terms of land ownership (big/small farmers) and urban participants 
discussed social difference in terms of employment type (Cronin 2007: 
34-35). Other signifiers of class were diet/food, e.g. Sunday dinners 
(Cronin 2007: 37). Even though Irish society has undergone a process of 
‘accelerated modernization’ since the mid-1990s—successive cycles of 
economic boom (Celtic Tiger economy 1994-2007) and bust (recession 
2008-) and changing demographic trends based on inward and outward 
migration—the growing divide between rural and urban areas, lower 
fertility rates and the rise of working mothers and the associated issue 
of affordable childcare (e.g. Power et al. 2012; Cullen and Murphy 2020; 
Coulter and Arqueros-Fernandez 2020), and rurality and place still rank 
as important signifiers of class. 

It is worth highlighting that a ‘play divide’ has emerged consistently 
in Ireland for the last twenty to thirty years. While numerous studies 
(Stirrup, Evans, and Davies 2016) consider the reproduction of social 
class and cultural hierarchies in early childhood care and education 
settings, little research has focused on play as an expression of class 
demarcation or divide. In Ireland, this is perhaps most perceptible 
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in outdoor play practices and norms. In 2010, How Are Our Kids, a 
large-scale study, explored the needs and experiences of children and 
families in Limerick city, with a particular emphasis on Regeneration 
Communities, that is, the most deprived areas of the city. The description 
of the lives of children and families paints a picture of a poorer quality 
of life, poor experiences of childhood and worse outcomes across a 
wide range of indicators of child well-being between children living in 
the most deprived neighbourhoods of Limerick city. While crime, anti-
social behaviour and community safety were issues in the Regeneration 
Communities, parents reported concerns for the impact of this on 
older children and teenagers. Younger children, however, appear 
to have benefitted from greater freedom in these neighbourhoods. 
Strong community networks, intergenerational living (availability 
and proximity of extended family) and the more traditional ‘it takes 
a village’ approach to child-rearing influenced this freedom. The 
findings indicate that in communities experiencing much higher than 
average levels of socio-economic disadvantage and relative deprivation, 
children engaged more in outdoor play. It could be argued that there 
is a traditional element to these outdoor play opportunities, whereby 
children are afforded responsibility at an earlier age, older siblings 
look after younger ones and micro mobility (i.e. the use of scooters, 
skateboards, quad bikes and, in some cases, horses) is more normalized. 
This is, essentially, the kind of unstructured outdoor play that would 
have typified Ireland in the 1980s, where children played outside 
independently, daily and for significant periods of time. This stands 
in contrast to the play experiences of young children in middle-class 
areas where scheduled ‘play dates’, extra-curricular activities and paid 
childcare are more common. Lee et al. (2021) contend that individual, 
parental, and proximal physical (home) and social environments 
appear to play a role in children’s outdoor play and time, along with 
ecological factors such as seasonality, rurality, etc. The study in Limerick 
city would indicate that is very much the case. 

The Impact of a Global Pandemic on Play

The World Health Organization officially declared that the world was in 
the grasp of a coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic on 11 March 2020. In the 
following two years in European and longer elsewhere, all social, health 
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and economic systems have been trying to respond to unprecedented 
demands and challenges. Anthropologists call such an event a ‘liminal 
moment in which a given order that is considered normal or desired 
is dissolved, breaks down, and is affected by a decomposition or 
unbalance that needs to be restored’ (Visacovky 2017: 7). As ‘the tranny 
of the urgent’ (Davis and Bennett 2016) crisis management mode took 
over, world leaders and global systems tried to make sense of and adjust 
to an unprecedented threat to global health and well-being. This period 
of profound disruption took many forms. These include, but are not 
limited to, a deceleration of everyday life, the shrinkage of social spaces, 
the collapsing of work and domestic spaces, the closure of schools and 
businesses, and the accelerated digitalization of society (Fuchs 2020, 
Devine et al. 2020, OECD 2020). While many were struggling to stand 
still amidst the whirlwind of change, Covid-19 also provided the sober 
reminder of how stratified society is with pre-existing social and health 
inequalities gaining added poignancy and severity (e.g. Public Health 
England 2020; Raharja, Tamara and Kolt 2020; Sze et al. 2020). The 
psycho-social and educational impact of children living in a pandemic 
also came under scrutiny. How, and in what way, would children’s social, 
emotional and educational development be affected by living through a 
pandemic? Early Irish evidence suggested the widening of educational 
gaps (e.g. Darmody 2021; Doyle 2020; Mohan et al. 2020).

For researchers in the Republic of Ireland this question took on 
added poignancy because the nation enacted one of the harshest 
lockdown responses compared with other countries (Hale et al. 2021). 
All Irish schools were closed for 141 school days, from 13 March to 30 
June 2020 which marked the end of the academic year. This was the 
longest school closure period in the history of the state as well as in 
comparison with other comparative OECD countries (Richardson et 
al. 2020). In all, approximately one million children and young people 
(Central Statistics Office 2020) (or 1 in 5 of the Irish population) were 
directly affected by this pandemic response. Unsurprisingly, there 
has been a raft of studies exploring the educational impact of Covid-
19 on Irish school-aged children (e.g. Chzhen et al. 2022; Flynn et al. 
2021). These Irish studies confirm trends being witnessed across other 
developed countries (Rao and Fisher 2021), namely, that the sudden 
shift to remote/distance learning confirmed long-standing educational 
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inequalities, regarding access to digital technologies (Armitage and 
Nellums 2020; Chzhen et al. 2022: 2) and families’ capacity/ability 
to support their child’s learning (Doyle 2020; Chzhen et al. 2022: 2). 
While digital supports were available to both primary and secondary 
level schools to help offset these digital disparities, such as in the form 
of loaning schemes for laptops to disadvantaged families, available 
research reveals the absence of a standardized approach to how schools 
administered and allocated these emergency digital resources (Brown 
2021; Burke and Dempsey 2020; Cullinan et al. 2021). Such educational 
disruption was also recognized as impacting on children’s well-being 
and learning resulting in feelings of social isolation and loneliness 
(Flynn et al. 2021). 

While the play divide received little attention, there has been a 
growth in the study of the digital divide. Some authors contend that 
digital technology is displacing other, more wholesome activities, 
such as the intellectually or physically beneficial pastimes of reading 
or playing outdoors in certain social groups. Proponents of this school 
of thought associate increased time with digital technology with the 
increased sedentarism of twenty-first century childhood. For others, 
the content that young people find online, such as violence-infused 
gaming or online predators masquerading as children, is the cause for 
concern (Gentile et al. 2017). Regardless of whether you support the 
displacement theory or content theory regarding digital media and 
children, the fact that we are living in a digitalized, networked society is 
inescapable. Children, parents, policy makers and legislative structures 
all broker affirmative and transformative ways of working with digital 
technology.

The Republic of Ireland, like other developed countries, has taken 
a keen interest in developing evidence-based, research-informed 
policies to safeguard its young citizens against the excesses of digital 
technology (e.g. O’Neill and Dinh 2013; Government of Ireland 2018; 
Children’s Research Network 2020). Research confirms that the pattern 
of digital usage among young children in Ireland is largely similar 
to their European counterparts (O’Neill, Grehan and Olaffson 2011; 
O’Neill and Dinh 2015, Smahel et al. 2020). In 2010, Irish children 
spent one hour in average online (O’Neill and Dinh 2015), this rose 
to 2.1 hours a day during the week and 3.4 hours a day at weekends 
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by 2020 (National Advisory Council for Online Safety 2021: 22). The 
smartphone is the most popular social media device. In 2014, thirty-five 
percent of children used a smartphone (O’Neill and Dinh 2015), this 
rose to seventy percent in 2020 (National Advisory Council for Online 
Safety 2021: 9, 10). Children as young as eight are using a smartphone, 
with the majority between the ages of 11 and 12 (Cybersafe Kids  2020, 
2021, 2022). Irish young children are regular and at times heavy users of 
digital technology, as indicated by the increase in screen time over the 
past decade (e.g. Bohnert and Garcia 2020), with online entertainment 
and social networking as the two main reasons why young children 
used the internet (O’Neil and Dinh 2015).

The top five online activities of Irish children are as follows: watching 
video clips (58%), listening to music online (55%), communicating 
with family and friends (53%), playing online games (40%), using 
social networking (38%) (National Advisory Council for Online Safety 
2021:24). Using the internet for school purposes was lower down their 
priorities (34%) (National Advisory Council for Online Safety 2021: 
24). When disaggregated according to age and gender a distinct pattern 
emerges. Generally, social internet usage increases with age, for both 
genders. However, certain activities reveal a marked gendered effect. 
Thirteen- to seventeen-year-old girls are more likely to use the internet 
for schoolwork (51% compared to 35%), social networking (62% 
compared with 51%) and communicating with family and friends (70% 
compared with 66%), compared to boys. Boys more likely to use the 
internet to watch video clips (73% compared to 61%) and game than 
girls (56% compared to 34%) (National Advisory Council for Online 
Safety 2021: 24). This trend represents a pattern is also found among the 
nine- to twelve-year age groups. 

At first glance, this body of work promotes a conventional and easily 
comparable view of Irish children’s engagement with digital technology 
vis-à-vis other EU countries. However, when we explore Irish play data 
more closely we find an alternative and more interesting situation. 
Despite the paucity of research into children’s play in Ireland (Rowicki 
and McGovern 2018), some studies have touched on a more complex 
pattern involving class, gender and geographical factors. 

A 2007 school survey and focus group study involving 292 children 
aged between the ages of four and twelve years from ten primary 
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schools across Ireland found that outdoor active play, like football, was 
the most popular form of social play (Downey, Hayes and O’Neill 2007). 
Interestingly seventy percent of this category were male and from a rural 
background (Downey, Hayes and O’Neill 2007: 15). This was followed 
by chasing and then digital technology/games (Downey, Hayes, and 
O’Neill 2007: 15). Again, it was more likely for males from a rural 
background (Downey, Hayes and O’Neill 2007: 15). Digital technology 
came first in the options for solo play (Downey, Hayes, and O’Neill 2007: 
15). Again this play preference was more commonly expressed by boys 
than girls, and those from a rural background (Downey, Hayes and 
O’Neill 2007: 15). Fifty percent of children surveyed played computer 
games, whereas twenty-five percent cited readings as a favoured pastime 
(Downey, Hayes, and O’Neill 2007: 15)

Rowicki and McGovern’s analysis (2018) of time use in Growing Up 
in Ireland employing diary data from 2007-2008 when the children were 
aged nine, and from wave 2 of the study when they were aged thirteen, 
offers a more contemporary glimpse into Irish childhood. Girls at age 
nine spent fifty minutes playing sports each day, regardless of socio-
economic group. This fell for all by age thirteen but especially for those 
from lower socio-economic groups (twelve minutes versus twenty-nine 
minutes). All girls spend more time on media from nine to thirteen years 
of age. At age thirteen, children from lower SES spent more time (108 
minutes) with digital technology compared with higher socio-economic 
status (86 minutes). The situation was reversed with unstructured play 
with girls from working-class backgrounds recording an increase in 
unstructured play time from age nine to thirteen (fifteen minutes per 
day) compared with a decrease of two and ten minutes for girls from 
higher socio-economic groups. Overall, girls and boys from lower socio-
economic groups spend less time in sport activities and more time using 
digital technology at age thirteen. 

Helster conceptualizes these socio-digital inequalities as ‘systematic 
differences between individuals from different backgrounds in the 
opportunities and abilities to translate digital engagement into benefits 
and avoid the harm’ (2021: 34). Recent research in Ireland has compared 
two cohorts of children growing up in the ‘digital age’ using data from 
the Growing Up in Ireland study. In 2017-2018, nine-year-old children 
spent more time on digital devices and social media, while in 2007-2008, 
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nine-year-old children spent more time watching TV and adopted less 
diversified forms of media engagement (Bohnert and Gracia 2021). The 
study found that the effects of digital use on socio-emotional well-being 
were quite similar by gender and socio-economic group in both cohorts.

The digital divide in classroom technology use has received much 
attention given the school-level inequalities witnessed during Covid-19. 
Yet little work has focused on social class and the daily lives of children 
during the pandemic. The next section will outline differences in the 
lives of children as reported by the children themselves during Covid-19.

Data

The Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) study started in 2006 and follows the 
progress of two groups of children: around eight thousand nine-year-
olds (Cohort ’98) and ten thousand nine-month-olds (Cohort ’08). The 
members of Cohort ’98 are now aged about twenty-four years and those 
of Cohort ’08 are around thirteen years old. The following results refer 
to the experiences of the ’08 cohort, who filled in a special Covid-19 
survey in December 2020 when they were aged twelve. The survey’s 
timing coincided with the relaxation of what were the most severe 
(Level 5) restrictions after the second wave of Covid-19 in the autumn. 
The survey was brief, taking about ten minutes to complete online, and 
focused on a relatively small number of key experiences and outcomes. 
As with all online surveys, the response rate was lower than face-to-face 
interviews, so that 3901 surveys were completed by parents and 3301 by 
twelve-year-olds.

Changes in Free Time

As many facilities were closed, families spent more time at home 
together. Many parents of twelve-year-olds reported enjoying time with 
their family (sixty-three percent said this was ‘always true’) and doing 
more activities together (forty-eight percent ‘always true’). But they 
also had less time to themselves (thirty-one percent ‘always true’). The 
twelve-year-olds were asked to compare their lifestyles at the time of the 
survey (December 2020) to the period just before the pandemic struck 
(March 2020). Figure 4.1 shows the percentages who described doing 
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particular activities ‘more’ or ‘less’ often than before. According to the 
children, there are substantial changes in the amount of time they spent 
on different types of activities as a result of the pandemic and associated 
restrictions.

Figure 4.1 Child reports on differences in time spent on classes of activities in 
December 2020 compared with March 2020, before the pandemic (data source: 

Infant ’08 Cohort, wave 5 and Covid survey, Growing Up in Ireland study)

In December 2020, therefore, most twelve-year-olds reported increases 
in time spent with family, on informal screen activities and talking to 
friends online or by phone and less time with friends face-to-face and 
playing sports (see Figure 4.1). There are, however, some important 
differences in these activities by child gender and family social class. In 
terms of gender, girls were significantly more likely to report spending 
more time meeting up with friends online or over the phone (sixty-nine 
percent compared to fifty-nine percent of boys at p<0.00). The nature of 
female relationships has often been characterized as more about sharing 
and intimate confiding than the more instrumental approach taken in 
male friendships (see, for example, O’Connor 1992).

In terms of social class differences, there was an under-representation 
of families from lone parent, poor and working-class backgrounds in 
this online Covid-19 survey (see Kelly et al. 2021). This means that the 
results do not represent the population in terms of these characteristics. 
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Despite this, some class divides are evident in terms of the time children 
reported spending outdoors and online. Children from families where 
occupational/employment information was missing or unavailable (due 
to parents not being employed) were more likely to report spending less 
time outdoors in December 2020 compared to March of that year. In 
addition, children from unskilled manual backgrounds were most likely 
to report spending less time online (note the small n=20). In addition, 
as further evidence of Lareau’s conceptions of concerted cultivation, 
there were significant class differences in taking part in organized 
cultural activities, like music and drama classes (chi2=24.6919 P=0.038). 
Caution is however advised in interpreting these figures, given the small 
numbers in certain class categories. 

A more fruitful way to highlight the impact of the pandemic on 
children’s free time is to look at differences between rural and urban 
Ireland. Children and childhood is rural Ireland has been a topic of study 
for some time (Tovey 1992; Curtin and Varley 1994; Devine 2008; Gray 
2014). Much of the work drew on the role of children in the stem-family 
system in the first half of the twentieth century and then later, their role 
in farming families. Little attention has focused on the differences in 
experience of childhood in rural versus urban contexts in current times. 
This is especially important in the context of the pandemic where the 
availability of high-speed broadband and public transport was limited 
in many rural areas.

In the Growing Up in Ireland study, there was a clear divide in how the 
pandemic impacted children based on their location. In December 2020, 
children in urban areas were significantly more likely to report that they 
were spending less time outdoors compared to children growing up in 
rural areas of Ireland (see Figure 4.2). Compared to children living in 
urban areas, children growing up in rural areas were more likely to report 
spending the same or more time outdoors in December 2020 compared 
to March of that year. We do not have information in the study on what 
the children were doing outdoors, but we do have information of the 
time spent online. There was no rural/urban divide in the time children 
reported to spend online. There were, however, significant differences in 
who the children reported spending time with. Children in rural areas 
were more likely to report spending more time with family compared to 
children in urban areas (chi2 = 24.2303 P= 0.000), whereas children in 
urban areas were more likely to report seeing their friends face-to-face. 
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This may simply be related to the closer proximity to friends in urban 
areas. This analysis does raise more questions than answers and allows 
us the first glimpse into how the lives of children have changed during 
the pandemic, as reported by the children themselves.

Figure 4.2 Children’s comparison of time spent outdoors by region in December 
2020 compared with March 2020, before the pandemic (data source: Infant ’08 

Cohort, wave 5 and Covid survey, Growing Up in Ireland study)

Discussion and Conclusion

The onset of a global pandemic and its associated socio-cultural 
disruptions has re-established the importance of researching child 
development and well-being as it is configured in Irish society. We 
acknowledge the growing interest in accessing the psycho-social and 
educational impact of an extensive school closure policy on Irish school-
aged children and the role digital technologies played during this 
liminal time. As a point of departure, we have adopted a class-based 
approach to play, and how its form and function has evolved alongside 
rapid social change and challenges (Cullen and Murphy 2020; Coulter 
and Acqueros-Fernandez 2020). Against this critical framework, play 
in Ireland displays distinct class, gender and geographical significance. 
Little attention has been given over to contemplating the ‘play divide’ in 
Ireland more generally and how this socially determined pattern of play 
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was impacted by the social and educational restrictions put in place in 
response to Covid-19. Rather, the focus has been on the digital divide 
within and outside the classroom, be that a virtual class or not. Our 
analysis of GUI data found that the ‘play divide’ continued during the 
first lockdown of spring 2020, however, class and geographical location 
gave rise to more nuance in the configuration of this ‘play divide’. While 
children spent more time with their families, this ‘indoor time’ took on 
different significance for children from urban and rural backgrounds. 
Digital technology was used to remain connected with friends, while 
children from rural backgrounds tended to spend more time with 
family than those from urban backgrounds. Researchers are still trying 
to explain why this may be the case. One possible reason could include 
the uneven distribution of broadband connectivity across the Republic, 
where there is better connectivity in Dublin and in more urbanized 
location compared with rural locations (Central Statistics Office 2021). 
Urban children have more access to and opportunity for online activities 
compared to rural children. The lack of affordable and accessible early 
childcare arrangements in Ireland could also contribute to why families 
in rural locations have fewer opportunities to be apart (OECD 2021). 
Children living in manual occupations households also spent less time 
online, suggesting that the high financial cost associated with being 
online in Ireland is prohibitive and dissaudes regular use (Pope 2017). 
These findings confirm that configurations of play are heavily inscribed 
by class and that the rural-urban divide in Ireland continues to act as 
a significant social marker of difference in terms of the Irish domestic 
sphere. 

Research into childhood and children in Ireland only emerged in 
the late 1990s and since then has grown into an area of burgeoning 
scholarship (e.g. Buckley and Riordan 2017; Hay 2020). This chapter has 
outlined the knowledge and research gaps in this field of enquiry of the 
‘play divide’ in Ireland and explored whether the Covid-19 restriction 
had an impact on the constitution of this ‘play divide’. While the work is 
preliminary, it points to the importance of place, space and class in terms 
of the ‘play divide’ and calls for further work into its consequences as a 
mediator in the linkage between social class and child outcomes.
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