
This cartoon could be used after the brainstorm to stimulate
discussion on the distribution of the world’s resources.
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Introducing the Topic

Between the mid 1990s and 2008, Ireland
experienced unprecedented wealth and job
creation. More jobs were available and unem-
ployment reached an all-time low of 3.9% in
2001. By September 2008 Ireland had officially
fallen into recession, and levels of unemploy-
ment began to rise dramatically. Despite the
huge wealth in Ireland during the boom years
many groups and communities did not gain
greatly. Why did this extra wealth not do more
to eradicate poverty and inequality during the
Celtic Tiger?  In 2007, a Bank of Ireland report
estimated that 5% of the population controlled
40% of Ireland’s wealth. In 2008, over 14% of
the population lived on less than €239.50 per
single person per week. In 2006,  the percent-
age of children living in consistent poverty
actually increased. And while 100% of children
from the ‘higher professional’ socio-economic
group go to third level, only 27% of those from
‘non-manual’ backgrounds do. In fact this
group (comprising mainly service industry
workers) was the only socio-economic group
which  had less participation in third level in
2004 than in 1998.

Across the world too, the equality gap is grow-
ing ever wider. Despite huge poverty
reduction in some areas, some parts of the
world have become poorer since the 1980s
and currently about 40% of the world’s popu-
lation – 2.6 billion people – live on less than $2 a
day. As many as 75 million children around the
world are unable to benefit from an even
basic education. At the same time, the three
richest people in the world own more wealth
than that of 600 million of the world’s poorest
combined. 

Aim of Workshop

The aim of this workshop is to explore the scale
of inequality in Ireland and in the world and
how inequality impacts on development. 

Objectives

To enable participants to:

• Gain an insight into the scale of inequality in
Ireland and the world

• Increase their knowledge of population and
wealth distribution in the world

• Gain a basic understanding of the 
concepts of inequality and development

• Reflect on the impact of inequality

• Begin to explore development needs in 
their own community

Materials Needed for Workshop

• Flipchart paper and markers

• A photo pack such as ‘Photospeak’ or a 
collection of photos from newspapers, 
magazines, etc. 

• Two copies of Handout 1

• Multiple copies of Handout 2

• 100 sweets

• Large sheet of paper with thought bubbles 
drawn on it 

Workshop 1 
Unequal Ireland, Unequal World
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Workshop in Summary

1. Introduction and opening exercise
15 mins

2. Brainstorm: advantages & 

disadvantages 

10 mins

3. Game: people and wealth distribution 

in the world 

20 mins

4. Break
20 mins

5. Photo exercise: ‘development’

10 mins

6. Group exercise:what do people 

need for their development? 

10 mins

7. Profiling: advantage and disadvantage 

in education using handout 1

35 mins

8. Small group exercise: development 

needs in your community 

20 mins

9. Handout 2: educational inequality in 

Ireland and the world 

10 mins

10. Taking action: closing exercise

15 mins

Total: 3 hours

Workshop in Detail

1. Introduction and opening exercise

Explain that this session is about exploring
inequality in the world. Ask the group to form
two lines. Give the person at the top of each
line a ball. Explain that they must pass the ball
over their head to the person behind them.
The second person must pass the ball between
their legs to the person behind them. The third
person must pass the ball over their head to
the person behind them and so on. Do this until
the ball gets to the back of the line and back
up to the front again. The group that finishes
first is the winner. 

Before starting explain to one group that they
must do this task while standing on one leg.
The idea is for one group to have an advan-
tage over the other. If you think this task is
physically inappropriate for some people then
try something else (e.g. one group has to do it
with their eyes closed). 

• Did you like the game? Why/why not? 

• What happened? 

• One group had an advantage so how did 
people feel about this? 

• Does this happen in real life – i.e. that some 
groups have an advantage over others? 

2. Brainstorm: advantages and 
disadvantages

Ask participants to think of areas of life where
some people have advantages over others –
for example, healthcare, access to education
and income. Note people’s responses on a
flipchart under the headings ‘Advantage’ and
‘Disadvantage’. Remind participants that this
workshop is about exploring just how unequal
the world is and how this impacts on people’s
development.



page 22 Workshop 1

3. Game: people and wealth 
in the world

Tell the group that they represent the world’s
population, and that you have 100 sweets
which represent the world’s wealth. Divide the
group in half. One half represents the poorer
50% of the world’s population, the other half
represent the richer 50% of the world’s popula-
tion. Give the poorer half 2 sweets and tell
them that this is their share of the world’s
wealth. Based on a group of 10 people, the 1
person representing the richest 10% of the
population gets 83 sweets. The other 5 people
in the richer half of whole group share 15
sweets. If the group is larger this ratio can still
be maintained explaining that even if mathe-
matically incorrect, one person will represent
the richest 10% for the sake of the activity. 

Next ask people to ‘consume their wealth’ or
in other words, eat their sweets. This will present
problems for the half of the group with only 2
sweets and of course the person who has 83
sweets. Give the group a few minutes to
respond to the request to consume their
wealth, as they may start to give each other
sweets, or fight for sweets or other responses. 

Next, ask participants to get into smaller
groups for discussion. In a group of 12 people
you could have 4 groups of 3 people repre-
senting the richest 25%, second richest 25%,
poorest 25% and second poorest 25%). Ask
each group to discuss the following questions:

• Where do the richer people in the world 
live, and what kind of lives do they have?

• Where do the poorer people in the world 
live, and what kind of lives do they have?

• How did it feel to ‘consume your wealth’?

• Are you surprised about the distribution of 
wealth in the world?

• How do you think the world became so 
unequal in terms of wealth?

• Where would most people from Ireland be 
positioned in this exercise?

Get feedback from each group. At this stage

the facilitator could share the following infor-
mation with the group. 

• The figures used for this activity come from
the 2010 Credit Suisse Global Wealth Report,
http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/fichiers/enseig/ecoin
eg/EcoIneg_fichiers/DaviesShorrocks2010(CS
GlobalWealthReport).pdf and were calculat-
ed by taking the wealth (possessions and
money) of every adult in the world, minus their
debts. 

• One in 7 of the world’s population lacks
adequate food, water and sanitation. 

• The three richest people in the world control
more wealth than all 600 million people living
in the world's poorest countries.

• The poorer half of the group represents
mainly people from Africa and the poorer
parts of Asia and Latin America. 

• The person who got 83 sweets represents
the world’s super rich, who are found mainly in
the US, Japan, Germany, China and other
European countries. Only the very elite of
some developing countries would be repre-
sented here. 

• Most of the richer half represented people
middle-class people in China and other mid-
dle income countries, and the average adult
in richer countries such as Ireland. 

4. Break

5. Photo exercise: ‘development’

Spread out photographs on the floor or table.
Ask participants to think about the word
‘development’ and to choose a photo that
says something for them about ‘develop-
ment’. When everyone (including you) has
done this, give people an opportunity to say
why they chose their photo. This will reveal 
different meanings and interpretations
attached to the idea of development. 
Make some notes of these on the flipchart.

6. In threes:what do people need 
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for their development?

In groups of three, ask participants to think
about the following:

• What do children need for their 
development?

• What do adults need for their 
development? 

Encourage participants to think about basic
needs such as food, shelter, play, education,
love and happiness. Give each group some
time to feedback to the larger group. 

7. Profiling advantage and 
disadvantage in education 

Explain that we are going to take a closer look
at how the inequality we talked about earlier
can affect people’s development and the
opportunities and rewards they get. 

Explain to participants that you are going to
draw a profile of someone studying for the
Leaving Certificate who is disadvantaged 
and someone who is advantaged in our 
society. The profiles are very stereotypical
(extreme) but they do highlight the fact that
the circumstances into which we are born 
and in which we live can influence our 
development in later life. 

Distribute Handout 1. Ask participants to divide
into small groups of three or four. Ask each
group to read through the statements and to
label each of them (A) for advantage and (D)
for disadvantage; they must discuss and agree
their decisions. Pin up two flipchart sheets, one
with the title ‘Advantaged’ and the other with
the title ‘Disadvantaged’. Ask each of the
groups to give feedback on their decisions to
the larger group and write up the statements
under their respective headings. Ask partici-
pants to give the main points of their discussions
of each statement. Some other questions that
might be useful to the discussion include the 
following:

• Do you think the statements were true to life?

• Do you think education is important? Why? 

• What does this kind of inequality mean for
children from less well off communities?

• How do you feel about this kind of 
inequality?

8. Small group exercise:
what does this community need for 
its development? 

Get the group to think of some problems or
issues they see confronting their community 
(this will differ depending on the community 
but common examples may include lack of
well paid jobs, early school leaving, lack of 
facilities for children and young people, poor
quality school building and poor housing
amongst others).  Then ask the group to discuss
what changes they think are needed to make
the community a better place for the future (for
example, new school, playgrounds, better
housing, health clinic, homework clubs, etc.).
Draw up a list of ten things that the community
needs to assist its children to develop to their full
potential. 



9. Handout 2: 
educational inequality

Distribute the handout and read through it
slowly (if possible members of the group
could read a piece each). Allow time for
people to respond and discuss the differ-
ent facts.

10. Taking action: closing exercise

Lay out a large prepared sheet of paper
with thought bubbles drawn on it. Ask the
group to imagine that they are part of a
world government. They have received
the list of development needs written by
the group earlier. What would they
change to address inequality and help
development in the world? Encourage
people to think also about the things
they’ve learned during the session and to
say something about both Ireland and the
wider world.   

Exploring the Issue Further

• Other workshops in this Guide explore 
aspects of inequality in access to 
healthcare, housing, gender issues 
and racism.

• Explore how unfair global trade rules 
are impacting on the lives of people in 
the South (i.e. the developing world) 
and contributing to inequality in the 
world. There are a number of 
good simulation games available which
make this learning interesting and fun 
(see Resource Guide at the end of this 
workshop). 

• Explore how the burden of international 
debt in poorer countries is impacting on 
the lives of people and contributing to 
inequality in the world (See Workshop 2 
Life and Debt).

Ideas for Action

❂ Design a poster or series of posters or
a graffiti wall highlighting inequality using
the facts that people have learned and
their responses. Invite local politicians in
to view it and to answer questions on
what they are doing to address 
inequality. 

❂ Write to the Minister for Foreign Affairs
asking why Ireland has cut its aid to the
poorest countries in the world so drasti-
cally (by 18.9% in 2009) at the same time
as it is giving billions in aid to failing
banks.  In 2010 Ireland reneged on its
commitment to contribute 0.7% of its
GNP to Overseas Development Aid by
2012, pushing the deadline forward to
2015. 

❂ Find out more about and get involved
in the Global Campaign for Education.

• Explore how government policy 
impacts on inequality by analysing the 
most recent budgets. This is not as difficult
as it may sound. The Local and 
Community Development Programme 
(LCDP) of the Department of 
Environment, Community and Local 
Government will be able to help you
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Handout 1 
Educational advantage & disadvantage in Ireland

Read and discuss the impact of the following statements with your group. Label 
the statements (A) for advantage and (D) for disadvantage in our society. 

• No one in your family continued their education past the Leaving Certificate.

• Your father is a teacher.

• You are a Traveller and have attended a number of schools over the years. 

You find there are gaps in your education.

• Your parents paid for teaching grinds in the subjects you found difficult in school. 

• You have younger brothers and sisters and your family needs you to go to

work and bring home extra income.

• You have your own bedroom - it’s a warm place to study – and a computer.

• You and your friends have formed study groups and have divided the 

workload in some subjects between you. 

• You share a bedroom with your sister and her eight-month-old baby. The baby

goes to bed around 8pm so it’s lights out then. You find it hard to concentrate 

in the family room with the TV on and everyone coming and going. 

• Your mother wants you to do well but doesn’t always understand that studying

takes time. With six people living in a three bedroom flat there always seems to

be jobs to do and your help is needed more often than not. 

• Your parents have promised you a holiday when you finish your Leaving

Certificate exams. You and your friends are very excited about it. 

• Your parents pay for you to have an exchange visit to France to improve 

your French.

• Only one of your friends is bothered about the exams. You try to swap notes 

and compare sample exam questions but you are both feeling the pressure 

of the exams. 

• Some of your neighbours think you are getting beyond yourself because you 

are hoping to go to a third level college. 

• Your family and friends advise you which university is the best one to go to. 

One of your mother’s friends arranges for you to meet with a college lecturer 

to talk about the course and the interview you have to do to get a place in college.



Amount € spent per student per year 

Numbers Attending (2005/2006)
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Handout 2 
Some facts on educational inequality in Ireland and the World

Ireland

• Ireland has a high rate of participation in education at all levels. However the 
education system is characterised by inequality and under-investment.

• Ireland’s level of investment in education is one of the lowest in Europe.

• The state spends considerably more on the education of wealthy people than 
it does on the education of people from poorer backgrounds. While 80% of children 
from upper middle class backgrounds attend college, in some working class 
communities this figure is 10% or lower.
  

Primary Level: 5,326 462,811

Secondary level: 7,588 332,407

Third Level: 11,413 145,297

• Around 10,000 students leave school before completing the leaving certificate each year. 
The great majority of early school leavers are from poor backgrounds while graduates are 
mainly from middle and upper class families.

• Of the 22,000 travellers in Ireland, four out of ten live in temporary accommodation,  many of 
them on the roadside. 40% are under the age of 15 and in 2006, only 0.8% of travellers  had 
attained a third level education.

• Community-based second chance education, homework clubs, breakfast clubs
and other initiatives have helped to combat educational inequality.

Poorer countries of the world

• Up to 67 million children worldwide are not enrolled in primary school. The vast 
majority of these are in Sub-Saharan Africa and South and West Asia.

• 55% of these children are girls.

• War and poverty are two of the main barriers to these children getting an education.

• In what the UN calls the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) only 32% of boys and 
26% of girls attend secondary school.

• In Uganda, Malawi, Tanzania and Kenya school enrolment doubled when school 
fees were abolished.

Sources: Combat Poverty Agency; www.cori.ie; www.paveepoint.ie; Action Aid Ireland; UNESCO; 
Getting it Right (80/20 Educating and Acting for a Better World); Central Statistics Office.


