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BACKGROUND

INTRODUCTION
Foundation 4 Life (F4L) is an innovative, tailored life skills and job activation programme, targeting disengaged 
young people who are not in employment, education or training (NEETs). The programme was conceived by South 
West Mayo Development Company (SWMDC) in partnership the Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force 
(WRDATF). It commenced in 2017 as a three-year pilot programme.

A key aim of the pilot phase was to enable continual improvement of the programme through a formative and 
summative review of its effectiveness and outcomes. In 2017, SWMDC commissioned external consultants, 
Doody Facilitation and Consulting Ltd, to undertake the review. The process involved ongoing engagement with 
participants and stakeholders to monitor the programme’s effectiveness and assess its impact on the target 
group.  This report provides analysis of the review’s qualitative and quantitative measures, with key findings, 
recommendations and case studies.

1.1 Programme Origin and Rationale

In 2016, Census data revealed that just under one in six young people nationally (18 – 24 years) were not in 
employment, education or training (Central Statistics Office, 2016). This equates to a NEET rate of 15.9%, higher 
than the European average of 15.2%. In 2017, internal SWMDC data indicated that 35% of those in receipt of 
unemployment benefit in Castlebar and Claremorris were aged under 25 years.

Gaps in mainstream youth supports and services have significant impact on these particularly vulnerable young 
people. As a result of persistent challenges in engaging meaningfully with them, they become increasingly distant 
from both the labour market and state services. In 2016, in recognition of these challenges, SWMDC and WRDATF 
developed Foundation 4 Life. The aim was to target and engage with these young people through a bespoke, 
purposeful programme that would have a sustained positive impact on the lives.

Shaped by the core values outlined on page 11, the programme was designed by SWMDC’s SICAP-funded Youth 
Worker, Catherine McCloskey, and its WRDATF funded Community Liaison Worker, Pat Conway. Their goal was 
to create a safe space for young people to grow and personally develop while, simultaneously, enhancing their 
job readiness. In addition, and in recognition that substance use is an identified risk factor for young people not in 
employment, education and training, the programme aimed to provide a protective environment for young people 
at increased risk of substance use and a rehabilitative space for young people in recovery.

1.2  Young People Not in Employment, Education or Training

Young people who are not in employment, education or training have been referred to as NEETs since the 1990s. 
They can experience significant challenges in engaging with mainstream services due to a range of issues, including:

• Substance use
• Negative experiences of education
• Low self-esteem and confidence leading to poor motivation
• Lack of positive role models  
• Intergenerational unemployment
• Poor mental health, exacerbated by poor diet and poor sleep hygiene
• Poverty
• Lack of literacy and numeracy skills
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There are complex personal and economic impacts of being NEET. These impacts are significant and intensify the 
longer an individual remains NEET. A 2017 study by Pobal, Kickboxing, kindness and going the extra mile: Good 
practice for working with NEETs under SICAP (Garner et. al., 2017) describes the impacts in the following way:

Poorer well-being: NEET status is correlated with poorer general health, emotional strain, low self-esteem and 
confidence. As physical and emotional wellbeing are critical for engaging in employment and education, their lack can 
have significant impacts on families, deepen exclusion, deprivation and limit capacity to progress 

Increased risk behaviour: NEETs facing exclusion are at risk of increased substance misuse, early or lone parenthood, 
and youth offending has been highly correlated to disengagement from school and employment, which creates a cycle 
of social exclusion

Earning potential: Unemployment, particularly for young people, has significant long-term effect on life-time earning 
potential

Reduced employability: by being outside of education, training or employment, youth are less likely to develop ‘soft 
skills’, such as resilience, time management, communication, and motivation skills that make them more likely to gain 
and maintain employment 

Public expenditure: NEETs have a significant economic impact on society in terms of additional welfare payments, 
increased healthcare costs and lost revenue from taxes. In the UK, the estimated cost of NEETs aged 16-18 to public 
finances is between £12bn and £32bn

Disengaged citizens: there are far reaching societal costs of young people’s lost trust in public institutions, with lack of 
political engagement and decreased social participation as significant challenges.

1.3 Policy and Strategy Context 

While there are numerous national policies, strategies and programmes addressing the needs of young people who 
are NEET, this review is set within the following strategic context:

South West Mayo Development Company
Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP)

SWMDC promotes social and economic development in South West Mayo through a range of programmes and 
activities. This includes the Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme, which part-funds Foundation 4 Life. 
SICAP’s aim is to reduce poverty and promote social inclusion and equality by supporting communities and individuals 
using community development approaches, engagement and collaboration. Youth unemployment, and NEETs young 
people, is a core area of focus under the SICAP Programme. In 2016, 55,890 children in Ireland received educational 
and/or developmental support under SICAP, of which 5,373 were young people aged between 15 and 24 years old 
who were not in employment, education or training (Gardner et. al., 2017).

Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force
Reducing Harm, Supporting Recovery, A Health-Led Response to Drug and Alcohol Use in Ireland

Reducing Harm, Supporting Recovery sets out the Government’s strategy to address the harm caused by substance 
misuse. Under Goal 2, it aims to minimise the harms caused by the use and misuse of substances and promote 
rehabilitation and recover. The strategy notes that “a number of issues need to be addressed before individuals can 
progress (from addiction) to activation and job search. Therefore, undertaking wellbeing/self-esteem/confidence 
building work is often a starting point for progression towards employment or further education” (Department of Health, 
2017, p. 40). The strategy recognises the SICAP Programme as part of this community response to drug and alcohol 
issues.

The WRDATF was set up in 2003 as part of the Government’s efforts to address drug issues in Ireland. In line with 
Reducing Harm, Supporting Recovery, WRDATF provides targeted rehabilitation support pathways for people who 
use drugs and alcohol. Its goal is to assist rehabilitation and recovery through the delivery of a range of educational, 
personal development, training and employment opportunities. It achieves this goal by providing a range of progression 
pathways for people who use drugs and alcohol and by supporting their integration into vocational training and 
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education programmes. It also enhances linkages and referral processes between service providers to strengthen 
rehabilitation outcomes.

1.4 Methodology

This report is shaped by the findings of a comprehensive review and consultation process undertaken with 
participants and key stakeholders. The process was led by F4L’s lead agencies and supported by the F4L Steering 
Committee. 

The objectives of the review were to:
 
▶  Review, learn, modify and improve the programme over its three-year pilot phase
▶ Analyse the programme’s strengths, weaknesses and challenges in relation to its structures,    
 processes and activities 
▶ Identify programme outputs in terms of personal and skills development
▶ Identify programme outcomes in relation to employment, education and training
▶ Produce findings and recommendations to inform the future development of the programme

The review was carried out over 2.5 years and incorporated a summative and formative evaluation. The formative 
evaluation took place in years 2 and 3 with the aim of capturing feedback to improve the programme’s design, 
outputs and outcomes. This process was complemented by a summative evaluation at the end of years 1, 2 and 3.

Consultation Process
Both the formative and summative evaluation involved extensive engagement and consultation with key stakeholders, 
including participants, programme coordinators, other key personnel, senior management in the lead agencies and 
Steering Committee members. The process explored F4L’s strengths and challenges relating to its resourcing, 
planning, delivery and review. It sought to gain insight into factors influencing the programme’s effectiveness and to 
identify workable measures to strengthen it.   

The programme’s outcomes were captured using a variety of methods including a distance travelled tool, participant 
focus groups, stakeholder engagement workshops, questionnaires / reflection sheets and semi-structured interviews 
(see Appendix 1 for research questionnaires).

Distance Travelled Tool (Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale)
Completed by 10 participants (Year 2)
Completed by 19 participants (Year 3)

Focus Groups 
Three focus groups with participants in Year 3, at programme commencement and completion

Stakeholder Engagement Workshops
1 summative evaluation workshop with Steering Committee (Year 1)
3 formative and summative evaluation workshops with Steering Committee (Years 2 & 3)

Questionnaire / Reflection Sheets
Online survey completed by 10 participants (Year 2)
Paper survey completed by 19 participants (Year 3)

Semi-Structured Interviews
Programme participants 
Programme Coordinators
LES Mediator 

Confidentiality
Maintaining privacy and confidentiality of participants was a key priority. Doody Facilitation and Consulting Ltd 
endeavoured to provide a safe environment which fostered honest reflection by participants. Anonymity was 
ensured by allocating reference numbers to questionnaires and reflection sheets. Testimonials and case studies 
were developed with the express written permission of individuals.
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PROGRAMME DESCRIPTION

2.1 Programme Outline

F4L delivers a comprehensive and holistic suite of programmes and supports to vulnerable young people in 
three phases over 10 months:

Phase 1  January-March: Identification and engagement with potential participants 

Phase 2  March-June: On-site, module and activity-based programme delivery

Phase 3  June-October:  Follow-on progression support on an individual needs-basis

The on-site component of the programme is delivered 2 days per week, over 14 weeks in the relaxed, informal setting 
of Lough Lannagh Holiday Village, Castlebar, Co. Mayo.  Each year, a maximum of 20 young people participate in F4L, 
with a total of 53 young people participating over the 3-year pilot phase.

F4L supports disengaged young people by using a small step, staged approach blending certified, accredited and 
unaccredited modules to suit diverse learning needs. Programme content is complemented with individual and group 
support and mentoring. 

A broad range of modules are delivered across three domains of development: confidence-building, life skills and 
job readiness. The programme places equal importance on supporting the young people to progress across all three 
domains. An indicative programme timetable is provided in Appendix 2.

The programme is delivered through the collaborative efforts of agencies and organisations working with disengaged 
young people in Mayo. A common challenge facing many of these stakeholders is reaching out to and maintaining 
engagement with young people who are not in employment, education or training.

2.2 Vision, Mission and Core Values

Vision
Young people are respected and supported to achieve their life goals

Mission
Foundation 4 Life creates a space where young people feel safe, valued and respected. Through a focus 

on personal growth and development, we support young people to improve their life skills to become more 
job ready.

Core Values
F4L is grounded in the core conditions of the person-centred approach including genuineness, empathy 
and unconditional positive regard. This approach, aligned with core programme values, creates a safe, 

inclusive, fun, transformative environment. 
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Figure 1: Core Values

Person-centred care is a coherent, holistic package of activities, principles, and enablers designed to focus care on 
the person’s needs and circumstances. It is based on a partnership approach and the importance of recognising inter-
dependency between personal and professional, emphasising the value of trust, collaboration and mutuality (Harding et. al., 
(2015). Within a person-centred approach, professionals utilise the helping relationship as a key tool to help people feel a 
little more comfortable, ease communication, break down barriers and reduce reluctance to engage with programmes (Shea 
et. al., 2017). Koloroutis and colleagues (2004) describe it as follows;

We experience the essence of care in the moment when one human being connects to
another. When compassion and care are conveyed through...a kind act, through competent
… interventions, or through listening and seeking to understand the other’s experience, a

healing relationship is created.

2.3 Target Group and Participant Selection

F4L’s target group is young people aged 18-25 years who are not in employment, education or training. Participants represent 
a diverse group in terms of their personal circumstances, past experiences and service needs. Typical issues include 
substance use, low self-esteem and confidence, poor mental health, poor diet, lack of sleep, poor hygiene, relationship 
breakdown, abuse, lack of motivation, pressure to achieve and isolation. 

Participants in the programme’s pilot phase came from a wide variety of backgrounds and circumstances, as outlined in 
table 1, below.

Table 1: Participant Background and Circumstances

LOVE

COMPASSION

EMPATHY

UNDERSTANDING

TRUST

CARE

KINDNESS

GENUINENESS

• Travellers
• Refugees
• Migrants
• Indigenous Irish
• People in recovery from, or at increased risk of, drug and alcohol addiction
• People with mental health and anxiety issues
• People with intellectual disabilities
• Ex-offenders
• LGBTQI+ community
• People with low educational attainment
• Lone parents
• Young people with limited familial support
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• Team Building
• Drive Safe Awareness
• Communication Skills
• Self-care
• Yoga
• Sexual Health
• Driving Theory Preparation
• Youth Active Leadership
• Sleep Hygiene
• Culinary Skills

• HACCP Training
• Visit to Mayo Sligo Leitrim ETB
• First Aid Training 
• Customer Service Training
• Manual Handling
• Drug Education
• Progression Pathways 
• Mock Interviews
• Work Placement

▶

▶

▶
▶
▶
▶

▶

Participants were carefully selected by the Programme Coordinators through a semi-structured interview process with 
predetermined criteria (see Appendix 3). Selection was based on the Coordinators’ assessment of the young person’s 
motivation, enthusiasm and commitment. The young person’s fit within the wider group was also considered, as well as 
the suitability of the programme to the young person’s circumstances and needs. 

A common thread that connected most participants was that they struggled to engage with or navigate mainstream 
services and systems. Many, for example, had not accessed their social welfare entitlements. 

While F4L is not promoted as a rehabilitative or preventative programme, a key objective is to create a supportive 
space for young people who are at increased risk of alcohol or drug use, or who are in recovery. While participants’ 
drug or alcohol use was not formally assessed as part of the selection process, Programme Coordinators reported that 
a number of participants fell within this cohort each year.

2.4 Programme Objectives

F4L’s has a broad range of objectives across a number of domains, as outlined in table 2 below:

Table 2: Programme Objectives

2.5 Programme Content

F4L delivers a range of industry certified, accredited and unaccredited training, as listed in table 3.  This is complemented 
by team-building activities and one-to-one mentoring. As an enticement to join and remain on the programme (with a 
minimum of 80% attendance), participants are allocated €250 towards driving lessons upon successful completion of 
their driving theory test.

Table 3: Programme Content

Provide a space where young people feel safe, valued and respected and where their growth and 
development is promoted
Create a preventive and rehabilitative space for young people who are at increased risk of alcohol or 
substance misuse or who are in recovery
Support young people to progress and grow at their own pace, with diverse pathways and outcomes
Facilitate strong attendance and ongoing engagement of young people in the programme
Achieve skills development and job readiness
Ensure continued commitment to the programme from stakeholders to support its development and 
sustainability
 Develop a model for consistent application in other areas
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2.6 Programme Coordination

F4L is coordinated by two staff from SWMDC and WRDATF who, on average, allocate significant amount of their hours to 
the programme over its ten month lifespan. During the 14-week on-site phase of the programme, this allocation increases 
significantly. The programme is also actively supported by a Mediator from Mayo Local Employment Service who delivers 
weekly on-site career guidance and entitlement clinics to participants. See Strength 5 Employment Support Clinics for 
analysis.

During the pilot phase, the Coordinators were supported by a student from GMIT Applied Social Care Degree (Year 3), who 
provided practical assistance from February to June. The student also played an important inter-personal role by helping to 
build rapport with participants, as a peer, and by supporting their engagement in the programme.

2.7 Mentoring and Support

▶ F4L provides ongoing, accessible one-to-one pre-development and mentoring supports to participants  
 throughout the programme. Mentoring commences in February, upon acceptance onto the programme,  
 and focuses on supporting the young person’s initial participation and engagement. 

▶  From March to June, course content is complemented with wrap-around supports, including intensive  
 individual mentoring, supportive goal-setting and progression planning. 

▶  Following completion of the on-site element of the programme, participants return for a follow-up  
 session in July and a further follow-up in October. This is complemented by needs-led support for  
 participants on an ad-hoc basis thereafter.

2.8 Stakeholders

F4L is supported by a partnership of local agencies and organisations who form the programme’s Steering Committee. This 
committee provides strategic and operational guidance to the programme and comprises the following members: 

• South West Mayo Development Company CLG
• Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force
• Mayo Local Employment Service
• Mayo County Council
• Mayo Sports Partnership 
• Mayo Sligo Leitrim Education Training Board
• Irish Association for the Social Integration of Offender / Probation

The programme is further supported by several community, voluntary and statutory organisations through the provision 
of in-kind resources, as follows:

• Weekly on-site mentoring sessions and clinic (Local Employment Service Mediator)
• Prime for Life Drug Education (WRDATF)
• Weekly on-site drug and alcohol family support (WRDATF)
• CV & Interview preparation (Tús, SWMDC)
• Sexual Health Workshop (Tacú Family Resource Centre)
• Youth Active Leadership Course (Mayo Sports Partnership) 
• Wellbeing and Self Care Workshop; Sleep Hygiene Workshop (Mindspace Mayo)
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REVIEW FINDINGS

The review findings are derived from engagement with participants and stakeholders through focus groups, 
workshops, surveys and questionnaires. The process yielded valuable insight into the wide range of positive 
outputs and outcomes of the programme. 

3.1 Outputs

Over the three-year pilot phase, F4L consistently engaged and retained hard-to-reach young people who had not 
previously been in employment, education or training. With a retention rate of 95%, F4L has demonstrated its capacity 
to engage meaningfully with hard-to-reach NEETs. The programme’s key outputs are described in figure 2, below

Figure 2: Key Programme Outputs 2017-2019 (as at October 2019)1

3.2 Outcomes

Analysis of the review’s qualitative and quantitative research reveals a range of positive outcomes, with achievements 
identified under the following headings:

•	 Wellbeing Outcomes
•	 Outcomes relating to Skills Development (Life and Job Skills)
•	 Progression and Sustained Impact 3.2.1 Wellbeing Outcomes

56

53

41

23

14

26

18

Young people started the Programme

Young people completed the Programme

participants completed work experience placement

participants progressed into full-time employment

participants progressed into further education or training

participants completed a Driver Theory Test

participants completed Essential Drivers Training Lessons

1 In relation to driver theory tests and training lessons, it is anticipated that more participants will have completed both the tests and lessons by early 
2020.  In addition, 9 participants in the pilot phase had  provisional driving licenses when commencing the programme.
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3.2.1 Wellbeing Outcomes

In its good practice report on working with NEETs (Gardner et. al., 2017) Pobal highlights that wellbeing is critical for 
engaging in employment and education and that poorer wellbeing can have significant impacts on families, deepen 
exclusion, deprivation and limit capacity to progress.  Further, a 2010 study of unemployed youth in Ireland found that 
the toughest factor in job search was keeping a positive front while experiencing turmoil (O’Connor, 2010).

Analysis of data generated from the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale shows that participants experienced a 
range of positive wellbeing outcomes. These are represented in figure 3 below, and summarized as follows: 

Increases were also reported for: feeling loved (14%), thinking clearly (12%), energy to spare (11%), able to make up my 
own mind (8%) and interested in other people (5%)

Figure 3: Percentage Improvements in Participant Wellbeing Measures

An average 
21% INCREASE 
in wellbeing reported 
across the scale’s 
14 measures

Significant increases in the  following areas: 

FEELING RELAXED

INTERESTED IN NEW THINGS

FEELING GOOD ABOUT MYSELF

OPTIMISTIC ABOUT THE FUTURE

FEELING CLOSE TO OTHER PEOPLE

FEELING CHEERFUL

FEELING USEFUL

FEELING CONFIDENT

34%

32%

31%

30%

29%

28% 

26%

25%
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The findings of the wellbeing questionnaire are supported by analysis of data generated from end-of-programme 
surveys, reflections sheets and semi-structured interviews with participants.  Participants reported significant positive 
changes in their wellbeing across a number of additional areas, as outlined in table 4, below. In addition, increased 
participation in sport and recreation activities was reported, including running, Irish dancing, singing, football, dragon 
boating, pottery and gym membership.

Table 4: Reported Additional Improvements in Participant Wellbeing

Increased motivation to progress onto education, training and employment
Enhanced emotional wellbeing, including self-esteem and sense of achievement
Reduced anxiety and feelings of stress
Improved social interaction, less social isolation, expanded friendships 
More awareness of healthy lifestyles, including sleep, addiction and healthy eating
Broadening horizons, with a better awareness of opportunities 
Enhanced participation in physical activities, music, arts and local community

3.2.2 Skills Development Outcomes

F4L’s broad range of modules and content enabled participants to develop and expand their skills across a range 
of connecting domains: job skills; life skills; interpersonal skills. Figure 4, below, provides an outline of the modules 
undertaken and skills developed by participants under these domains.

Figure 4: Skills Development Outcomes

3.2.3 Sustained Impact and Progression

In follow-up interviews with participants who completed F4L in 2017, 2018 and 2019, it is evident that the programme 
has had a significant and  sustained impact on participants’ progression into education, training and employment.  

 A combined analysis of outcomes from 2017 - 2019 indicates that 70% of participants progressed onto either   
 employment, education or training. In addition, the percentage of participants receiving a (non-disability) welfare   
 payment from the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection fell by over 67%2 between 2017 and 2019

•	 Customer Services
•	 HAACP Training
•	 Manual Handling
•	 CV and Interview  
 Preparation
•	 One-week Work
•	 Placement

•	 Cookery
•	 Driver Theory
•	 First Aid
•	 Sleep Hygiene
•	 Sexual Health
•	 Drug Awareness
•	 Rights and   
 Entitlements

•	 Leadership
•	 Communication
•	 Team-building
•	 Problem-solving

JOB SKILLS LIFE SKILLS INTER-PERSONAL

 2 9 of 52 young people who completed the programme were in receipt of a Disability Allowance (DA) at the start of the programme. For the purpose of calculating the reduction 
in welfare payments, this cohort have not been included.  This reflects the fact that recipients of DA are entitled to retain some welfare payment while in employment.
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Figure 5, below, gives a snapshot of participant progression rates into employment, education or training as of 
October 2019.

Figure 6 provides a representation of participants’ progression paths per programme year, as well as combined 
statistics over the programme’s three years.

Figure 5: Participant Progression Rates into Employment, Education or Training, as at October 2019

Figure 6: Participant Progression Status, as at October 2019, for each Programme Year and All Years

64% 
in employment

7%
Parenting

37% 
in employment

32%
in training or education

35% 
in employment

40%
in training or education

2017 PARTICIPANTS 2018 PARTICIPANTS 2019 PARTICIPANTS
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In their own words

The review captured a wealth of feedback from participants on what the programme meant to them and the impact it 
has had on their lives. This section give highlights of the young people’s feedback.
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CASE STUDY: FEMALE

Economic Status    Unemployed up to one year 
HP Deprivation Range   Disadvantaged 
Work Experience   No prior work experience
Education Status    Upper secondary school  
Nationality    Irish
Ethnic Cultural Background White Irish

Household Situation  

This young person was homeless, living on the streets in a large city in the year prior to registering with SICAP.  
She had recently moved in with her grandmother who is a pensioner. Transport was a barrier as the young person 
could not drive and lived in a rural area.  She was in recovery from drug and alcohol addiction and was six months 
sober and free from drugs. 
 
Outcomes and Impact 

• This young person now holds a provisional driving licence, is half-way through her Essential Driving Training  
 and is insured on a family car.
• She attends a Family Support Worker with the Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force for additional  
 support outside of her Alcohol Anonymous and Narcotic Anonymous meetings. 
• She has an updated Curriculum Vitae and feels much more prepared for interview situations. 
• This young person was inspired by the Foundation 4 Life Course and would like to work in a similar area.  
 Therefore, she enrolled with a college of Further Education and completed an Applied Social Studies   
 Course with Psychology, Level 5. 
• The ‘Distanced Travelled Tool’ highlighted a significant improvement for this young person in several   
 areas including: reduced anxiety, better at problem solving skills, improved self-esteem, feeling more   
 confident and being optimistic about the future.

YOUNG PERSON’S TESTIMONIAL
I’m feeling good and able to handle things better.  I hope that one day I can help 
change someone else’s life like the Foundation 4 Life course has changed mine. 

I applied for a Social Studies Course, something I never 
thought I was capable of.  I leave the Foundation Life

 course with friends for life.”
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TESTIMONIAL: MALE

I want to start off by telling you where I was before this course. I was studying 
for my leaving Cert. I had the next seven years of my life planned out. Like many 
others I was frequently asked what next? This pressure to succeed led to burn 
out. I spiralled into depression which knocked me out of action for three months. 
As a result, I did not achieve the points I required for my desired course. Matter 
of survival at that stage, just pass everything. Lost and aimless. This encounter 
with mental illness opened a whole new door for me. I spoke with doctors and 
therapists and there was a possibility I could have bi-polar disorder. I was out 
of my depth. I attended Mindspace in Castlebar, which offers mental health and 
wellbeing support to young people. Through there I was referred to Foundation 
4 Life.

Having a group of young people each with a different background and story 
felt like the Big Brother house. We even have a diary room to talk to Pat and 
Catherine.  I have made some really great friends thanks to the course. 

It is surprising to see a course such as this succeed. I’ve been to talks around 
similar topics before, but none have had the lasting effect as Foundation 4 Life. 
And I was trying to figure out why that is exactly. This life skills and job activation 
focuses on developing the individual. As a strong individual you become an 
active and valuable member of the community. Able and willing to take on 
responsibility, which we desperately need. The timeframe of the course offers 
a trial and error period to implement routine and strategies we learn during the 
workshops, while having frequent mentor sessions to check in with us. The 
certificates on the course make me very employable. 

I often think of the kindness shown to me on course. I am so grateful for the 
experience. I could not have gotten here by my own design. I am blessed. I’ve 
developed a  treatment plan for my mental health using coping skills I picked 
up on the course. I am studying part time with the National Learning Network 
Business and IT. I have just started working a part time job that has opportunity 
for progression. The interview preparation workshop we did during Foundation 
4 Life helped immensely during this real job interview. I have completed all my 
driving lessons. My driving test is booked. It’s crazy how much has changed in 
just a year



2222

PROGRAMME STRENGTHS

INTRODUCTION AND SYNOPSIS
There is no single factor determining F4L’s success, with the programme’s strengths combining to create 
the outcomes achieved. These strengths are synopsised in table 5, below, and are analysed in detail in this 
chapter.

Table 5: Synopsis of Key Drivers Behind Successful Outputs and Outcomes

• The programme’s values-led and person-centred approach
•  The skills, experience, commitment and hands-on approach of the Programme Coordinators and other   
 key personnel
• Leadership, flexibility and commitment demonstrated by lead agency management
• Bespoke programme design, combining certified, accredited and non-accredited modules with life skills and   
 confidence-building modules
• Careful participant selection to ensure young people are a “right fit” for the programme,     
 resulting in healthy group dynamics, diversity, inclusion and respect
• On-site employment support clinics which provide practical advice as well as encouragement and support
• The availability of ongoing, accessible, one-to-one on-site mentoring supports to participants to sustain their   
 engagement in the programme
•  A flexible approach to learning delivered in an informal, yet structured, setting
• An interagency referral process which ensures participants are signposted and referred to relevant support   
 services, as required 
• Provision of daily breakfast and hot lunch which promotes healthy nourishment, improved concentration,   
 behaviour and energy levels
• Interagency partnership, resourcing and commitment
• Work placements providing practical experience in a supportive environment
• A local, accessible, multi-purpose venue in a youth-friendly, relaxed setting

STRENGTH 1: VALUES LED AND PERSON CENTRED APPROACH

The programme was founded on a set of core values and utilises a person-centred approach (see p.11). This 
facilitated the Programme Coordinators, lead organisations and Steering Committee to adopt a shared approach to the 
programme’s design and delivery.

The Programme Coordinators strive to model an authentic, positive, “can-do”, respectful attitude and to foster this 
approach amongst the group. They describe their approach in the following way: 

“We believe and affirm that there is ability and good in everyone. We help break down barriers to participation and 
we support young people overcome challenges they face by listening, hand holding, coaching and advocating. 

This enables them to grow and blossom, helping them reach their full potential. Foundation 4 Life helps make the 
invisible visible, it enables young people to come out of hibernation by supporting reintegration and integration.”



2323

STRENGTH 2: LEADERSHIP AND COLLABORATION

Leadership
F4L was designed collaboratively by SWMDC and WRDATF who combined their strengths, skills and resources to create 
a positive synergy which pervades the programme.  Both organisations worked within the context of their respective 
remits and strategies to achieve the programme’s objectives. This was facilitated by the commitment and flexibility of 
senior management who actively supported the programme’s development and resourcing.

Interagency Approach
A total of 15 community, voluntary and statutory organisations and agencies across Mayo contributed to F4L. With 
considerable experience in leveraging, harnessing and coordinating resources, SWMDC and WRDATF were able to 
draw on the support of these stakeholders to create a bottom-up, responsive programme which significantly improved 
outcomes for vulnerable young people.

STRENGTH 3:  SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE OF THE PROGRAMME 
COORDINATORS AND OTHER KEY PERSONNEL

F4L’s successful outcomes are significantly due to the competence and professionalism of the Programme Coordinators 
and other key personnel. Pobal’s good practice report states that “a significant proportion of (NEETS) have a range of 
additional needs, including housing, health, mental health, substance use and family difficulties”. The report highlights 
that these issues, if unaddressed, “may prevent (NEETs) from accessing, or from continuing to engage in education and 
employment supports. Staff need to be resourced, trained and empowered to provide wraparound supports to NEETs, 
including having time to build relationships” (Gardner et. al., 2017, p.60).

The Programme Coordinators and other key personnel, such as the LES Mediator, demonstrated considerable 
sensitivity, skills and experience in their engagement with participants. In interviews and focus groups, participants spoke 
very highly of the Coordinators and Mediator and emphasised that their supportive, authentic approach contributed 
significantly to their (the participants’) positive experience of the programme. F4L’s high retention and progression rates 
are a demonstrable outcome of this.

STRENGTH 4: PROGRAMME DESIGN, CONTENT AND TIMING

F4L’s bespoke design also contributed significantly to its high engagement and retention rates. As many NEETs have 
had negative experiences of school, F4L was carefully designed to facilitate learning in a flexible, informal manner. A 
deliberate emphasis was placed on facilitating outcomes relating to personal progression and skills development over 
accredited learning outputs. In addition, careful attention was paid to creating the “right” learning environment, with 
interactive learning methods, such as group work and discussion-based activities. Participants strongly endorsed the 
programme design and reported that its dynamic approach was beneficial to their learning and development and helped 
sustain their engagement over the programme’s 14 weeks.

• Team building activities formed an important element of the programme. These were fun, interactive and   
 challenging tasks that were adapted annually to meet the specific needs of the young people. The aim was   
 to support the development of key life skills such as communication, task involvement, trust, teamwork, cohesion  
 and group respect. Team building activities included kayaking, orienteering, walking, bowling, BBQ, and day trips to  
 an open farm and historic house.

• The programme’s timing within the academic year (March to June) facilitated participants to progress onto   
 education and training opportunities in the Autumn. 

• Participants reported that the length of the programme was long enough to hold their interest and commitment,   
 but not too long to lose their attention. Some participants suggested that additional weeks should be added.
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STRENGTH 5: EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT CLINICS

A mediator from Mayo Local Employment Service (LES) delivered weekly on-site one-to-one clinics to participants. 
These clinics enabled participants to explore progression options in a non-judgemental, informal setting. Participants 
reported that the mediator was very helpful and informative and highlighted the importance of her encouraging and 
supportive approach.
 
For many, this was their first time engaging with the LES. The clinics provided an invaluable opportunity for participants to 
understand their entitlements, access information and make informed choices about their future, including the availability 
of the Youth Employment Support (YES) Programme. Options were tailored by the mediator to meet participant’s specific 
needs. Each participant was supported in their decision-making to identify, evaluate and select appropriate opportunities. 
Intensive personalized guidance was provided, involving career counselling, career path planning and referrals to third 
party agencies, where relevant. In addition, the mediator identified potential employment schemes for participants and 
supported them to prepare for job-seeking upon completion of schemes. In some cases, participants were assisted to 
explore longer-term options relating to training or return to education.

STRENGTH 6: RELATIONSHIP BUILDING AND TRUST

Considerable emphasis was placed on providing continual, accessible, one-to-one mentoring supports to participants 
in order to sustain their engagement in the programme. This was driven by the programme’s core values and required 
significant time and skill by the Programme Coordinators and LES Mediator. 

In focus groups and interviews, participants emphasized that this support was pivotal to their initial and ongoing 
engagement in the programme. Many reported that, as their trust in the programme grew, so too did their willingness to 
share their challenges and experiences with each other, with the Programme Coordinators and with the LES Mediator.

STRENGTH 7: CAREFUL PARTICIPANT SELECTION AND SUPPORTED ACCESS

F4L was not publicly advertised, instead it relied on professional, self- and informal referrals to identify and recruit 
participants. The Programme Coordinators used their knowledge of, and professional connections within, the community, 
voluntary and statutory sectors to reach out widely.

• The selection process focused on identifying young people who were a “right fit” for the programme, both in terms  
 of their individual needs and their potential to engage from a social and learning perspective. This careful selection  
 of participants contributed to the strong sense of connection within the group.

• A number of young people required additional supports to overcome barriers to access and to ensure their retention  
 in  the programme. These needs were addressed by contributing to costs relating to childcare, travel, clothing,  
 technology (laptops) and food / refreshments.  In some more complex cases, needs were addressed by external  
 agencies including Mayo Syrian Refugee Support, Youth Action Castlebar Garda Youth Diversion Project, Westport  
 Family and Community Resource Centre and Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force. 

STRENGTH 8: REFERRALS TO OTHER SERVICES

Throughout the programme, participants were signposted and referred to other supports and services, where required. 
These included services relating to substance misuse, mental health, employment, education and training. An on-site 
drug and alcohol family support worker was available to provide support to participants who were impacted by a family 
member’s drug or alcohol use.  Where issues arose relating to participants’ own drug or alcohol use, they were referred 
to HSE Drug Services West.

Collaboration between F4L and referral agencies strengthened over the three-year pilot phase. The Programme 
Coordinators’ relationships with these agencies helped to ensure that referrals were addressed professionally and 
sensitively, thereby minimising anxiety and enhancing young people’s rehabilitation pathways. 
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STRENGTH 9: HEALTHY GROUP DYNAMICS

Diversity within the group was a key feature, with participants coming from a range of backgrounds. This promoted 
empathy and understanding within the group and exposed participants to the reality of different life experiences. At the 
same time, participants often had much in common and developed a natural affinity, treating each other as equals. This 
ethos was underpinned by a staff team who engendered a supportive environment and promoted diversity, inclusion 
and respect.

STRENGTH 10: FOOD, NOURISHMENT AND MEALTIMES

The provision of breakfast and hot lunch each day was a key component of the programme and had significant benefits.
It provided a source of healthy nourishment for participants where, in some cases, this was not otherwise available. It 
also assisted participants to participate and engage in modules and activities by establishing a healthy eating routine 
which improved concentration, behaviour and energy.

Mealtimes provided many benefits in terms of relationship-building, relaxation and group cohesion. The social act of 
eating together at breakfast and lunch allowed participants to get to know each other, build friendships and identify 
common ground.

STRENGTH 11: WORK PLACEMENT

The one-week work placement provided practical experience of a work environment. The placement exposed 
participants to the routine, structure and accountability of employment and, for some, led to a job offer at the end of the 
programme. The Programme Coordinators reported that the placements opened doors for participants, provided them 
with connections and enhanced their confidence. Some employers became invested in the young people, providing 
support, mentoring and guidance. For many participants, this was their first experience of a work environment and their 
first time obtaining an employer reference.

Placements were based on participants’ interest. An external training agency supported the process by securing 
placements and supporting initial engagement between participant and employer. The Programme Coordinators also 
played an important role by liaising between participants and employers to address any challenges and to facilitate a 
positive experience for both.

STRENGTH 12: LEARNING AND IMPROVEMENT

A further strength of the programme was the willingness of the Programme Coordinators, lead organisations and 
Steering Committee to critically analyse the pilot phase in order to capture learning and strengthen the programme as 
it went along.

STRENGTH 13: VENUE

The venue, Lough Lannagh Holiday Village, was a considerable asset to the programme by providing a local, accessible, 
multi-purpose venue in a youth-friendly, relaxed setting. Staff had a supportive, respectful and professional approach to 
the young people. With access to green areas, river walks, an on-site cafeteria and a mix of spaces and facilities, Lough 
Lannagh proved to be an essential resource to the programme. 



2626

PROGRAMME LEARNING
& RECOMMENDATIONS

A key aim of the pilot phase was to identify and document learning to inform the programme’s future 
development. Key lessons learned and recommendations are presented here.

LEARNING 1: IMPORTANCE OF SKILLED, EXPERIENCED STAFF

F4L is a labour-intensive programme and is highly demanding on staff time and resources. Meeting the many complex 
needs of F4L participants required considerable time, commitment and skills by the Programme Coordinators, LES 
Mediator, referral agencies and others. In particular, as the pilot phase progressed, it became apparent that the time 
commitment required of the Programme Coordinators was considerably higher than originally anticipated. This was 
due, in large part, to the programme’s intensive support and mentoring processes which evolved to become a full-time 
role during the 14-week onsite component of the programme. However, in the absence of these intensive supports, the 
findings suggest that F4L could not have achieved its very high engagement, retention and progression rates.

LEARNING 2: SUSTAINABLE FUNDING

F4L’s pilot phase was delivered through a combination of grants, reassignment of key staff and significant in-kind 
contributions. However, this model is not sustainable in the long-term. It puts considerable strain on the resources of 
the lead agencies, SWMDC and WRDATF, in terms of staffing, workload and finances. It can also curtail their ability to 
focus on the programme’s strategic development as they spend significant energy sourcing and maintaining funding. In 
order to ensure programme sustainability and to maintain the very high progression rates achieved to date, adequate 
ringfenced resources and funding is crucial.   

LEARNING 3: MONITORING AND EVALUATION FRAMEWORK

The review findings show that F4L has achieved significant success in meeting its objectives. Qualitative findings 
were very positive for both wellbeing and skills outcomes, and the quantitative analysis show very positive progression 
outcomes. However, a more complete assessment of the long-term impact of F4L on NEETs young people will require 
a robust longitudinal analysis. In this regard, it is recommended that a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation 
framework is put in place to ensure that programme outputs, outcomes and learning can be systemically captured and 
analysed. In addition, to understand the effectiveness of individual modules, feedback from participants in the form of 
evaluation sheets and surveys should be introduced. 

LEARNING 4: ADDITIONAL SUPPORT NEEDS

F4L participants often required additional supports to overcome barriers to access and to facilitate their ongoing 
engagement in the programme. The cost of meeting these needs  - childcare, transport, food, clothing - were met in a 
somewhat informal and ad-hoc manner. In the future, such costs should be incorporated into the programme from the 
outset through the allocation of a dedicated support budget for access and retention.

LEARNING 5: REFERRAL AND SUPPORT PATHWAYS

While the programme has demonstrated strong referral processes, with a needs-based approach and good links to a 
broad range of referral agencies, it would benefit from a more systematic approach to referrals. This should incorporate 
a clear referral and  support policy, as well as protocols to address critical or emergency situations that may arise.
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Learning 6: Staff Support and Supervision

The needs of the participants meant that staff were often presented with very challenging and complex issues. Given 
the complex needs and circumstances of the target group, staff require access to robust supervision and continuing 
professional development opportunities in order to ensure long-term programme integrity, staff welfare and ongoing 
learning. This will require core funding as part of the overall budget. 

LEARNING 7: FACILITATOR / TUTOR INDUCTION

Participants reported that a small number of the modules did not benefit them, due to either their content or the approach 
of the facilitator/trainer.  It is recommended that trainers / facilitators are adequately briefed in advance to support them 
to engage effectively with the complex needs of participants. Where possible, trainers/facilitators should be skilled in 
delivering learning in an informal, non-classroom setting to vulnerable young people. As part of the monitoring and 
evaluation framework, participant feedback forms should be incorporated into the module delivery process.

LEARNING 8: PARTICIPATION GROUND RULES

F4L facilitates a flexible approach to participation, with participants encouraged to take breaks during workshops / 
modules, as required. While this is intended to create an informal, supportive environment, some participants reported 
that it led, at times, to somewhat disruptive behaviour, with young people “coming and going” from sessions at will. A 
more structured approach to this should be explored to balance the needs of all participants.

LEARNING 9: TRANSFERABILITY

A stated objective of F4L is to “develop a model for consistent application in other areas”. The success of the pilot 
phase warrants its transfer to other geographic areas. In order to ensure programme integrity and promote its consistent 
application elsewhere, a comprehensive toolkit and training programme is required. This will help ensure that the 
nuanced approach of F4L is captured and shared in a manner which facilitates quality and promotes fidelity to its 
evidence based model.
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CONCLUSION

The goal of F4L’s three-year pilot phase was to target and engage NEETs young people through a bespoke, purposeful 
programme that would have a sustained positive impact on their lives. The findings of this review demonstrate that 
F4L’s achieved this goal and succeeded in engaging vulnerable young people in a dynamic and transformative manner. 
Through is values led and person-centred approach, F4L provided a space where young people felt safe, valued and 
respected, where their growth and development was promoted and their job-readiness improved. In 2019, F4L was 
showcased at the HSE’s Health Service Excellence Award (Category: Innovation in Service Delivery). Additionally, it 
was the inaugural winner of the Social Innovation Fund’s (SIF) Innovators Circle and was selected for SIF’s Engage 
and Educate Fund Accelerator Programme.

The programme engaged and retained hard-to-reach young people (achieving a very high retention rate of 95%) where 
they had previously failed to engage or progress through mainstream interventions. It achieved skills development and 
job readiness with 70% of participants progressing onto either employment, education or training. These progression 
rates are particularly impressive given that the programme targets young people that statutory services traditionally 
experience persistent challenges engaging with. 

A critical success factor was the programme’s emphasis on ongoing, accessible one-to-one pre-development and 
mentoring supports. Course content was complemented with wrap-around supports to participants, including intensive 
individual mentoring, supportive goal-setting and progression planning. In particular, the Programme Coordinators and 
LES Mediator demonstrated considerable sensitivity, skills and knowledge in supporting participants throughout F4L, 
enabling them to progress at their own pace.

The programme’s bespoke design which carefully blended certified, accredited and unaccredited learning with a focus 
on personal development and confidence-building was key to its success. Modules were delivered in an informal, yet 
structured, setting which created a dynamic environment and suited diverse learning needs.

F4L created a preventive and rehabilitative space for young people who were at increased risk of drug or alcohol use, 
along with those who were in recovery. While not specifically designed as a rehabilitative programme, it nonetheless 
succeeded in reaching out to these young people. In line with the national drug strategy, Reducing Harm, Promoting 
Recovery (Department of Health, 2017), the programme understood that wellbeing issues need to be addressed 
before individuals can progress from addiction to activation and job search. By emphasising wellbeing, self-esteem 
and confidence building work as a starting point, F4L supported participants in their recovery journey, enhanced their 
rehabilitation pathways and facilitated their progression towards employment, education and training.

A collaborative, interagency approach underpinned F4L. Organisations and agencies in Mayo demonstrated commitment 
to the programme and supported its development and sustainability over the pilot phase. The continued development 
and nurturing of this collaborative approach into the future will be key to ensuring the programme’s relevance and 
growth. 

SWMDC and WRDATF have created a model of best practice, underpinned by a solid evidence-base, for supporting 
young people to successfully progress to employment, education and training. Nonetheless, a  significant challenge 
into the future will be to ensure the programme’s sustainability. In this regard, F4L will require a dedicated budget to 
cover staffing, programme delivery, evaluation and developmental costs in order to ensure that it continues to develop 
and thrive.
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I’ve been feeling optimistic 

I’ve been feeling useful 

I’ve 

I’ve been feeling interested 

I’ve had energy to spare 

I’ve been dealing with 

I’ve been thinking clearly 

I’ve been feeling good about 

I’ve been feeling cl

I’ve been feeling confident 

I’ve been able to make up 

I’ve been feeling loved 

I’ve been interested in new 

I’ve been feeling cheerful 
 

© NHS Health Scotland, University of Warwick and University of Edinburgh, 2006
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APPENDIX 1 - Research Questionnaires
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APPENDIX 2 - Indicative Programme Timetable
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Final selection is based on interview and the programme leader’s assessment of motivation, 
and the young person’s fit 

person’s needs. To be completed on arrival for interview.

getting a sense of the person’s suitability in wider group.
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APPENDIX 3 - Selection Criteria
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APPENDIX 4 - Work Placements
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