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FOREWORD

Foundation 4 Life (F4L) is a highly innovative education, life skills, and job activation programme for young people
who are currently not engaged in employment, education, or training (NEETs). The education programme is
enhanced by intensive mentoring and significant social supports, including contributions to childcare and travel
and the provision of nutritious meals. F4L was conceived by South West Mayo Development Company (SWMDC)
under the Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP) in partnership with the Western Region
Drug and Alcohol Task Force (WRDATF). Since its inception, F4L has crystallised the efforts of local agencies
and stakeholder groups working with disengaged young people. Having now reached its third year, F4L boasts
an impressive track record, with overall retention rates of 95%, and 70% of participants progressing onto either
employment, education, or training.
This well developed, highly sought after, and positively evaluated programme offers a robust model of best practice
for engaging vulnerable young people in employment, education, and training. The wealth of experience of the
course providers in harnessing resources for disadvantaged young people acts as a beacon of light for service
provision in this area. F4L’s now considerable experience in working with very disadvantaged young people has
enabled them to design and deliver this highly effective bespoke training and rehabilitative initiative for young
people who might otherwise fall through the gaps in our traditional social, employment, and substance misuse
services. The interagency nature of the programme has enabled the provision of a broad range of supports to
young people and facilitated the development of personal, social, and vocational skills. The distinctive blend of
skills training and personal development, delivered in a relatively informal yet supportive environment, represents
one of the programme’s many success indicators.
This highly successful, comprehensively evaluated and evidence-based programme is now well placed to be
replicated on both a regional and national basis. We would especially like to acknowledge the foresight, innovation,
and excellence of Catherine McCloskey and Patrick Conway, who have developed and coordinated the F4L
programme.

Gerry O’Neill
Gerry O’ Neill		

Michéal Durcan

				Michéal Durcan

South West Mayo Development Company CLG
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Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force

CO-ORDINATORS
& DEVELOPERS

The Foundation for Life programme is the brainchild of Catherine McCloskey, SICAP Project Worker, South
West Mayo Development Company CLG (SWMDC) and Patrick Conway, Community Liaison Worker, Western
Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force (WRDATF). F4L emerged from a brief informal conversation in the hallway
of the SWMDC main office. The conversation was short and outside of the normal complementary nature of the
SICAP and WRDAFT collaborative working arrangements. Catherine and Pat wished to develop an initiative that
would genuinely support young people and help them to realise their full potential. They shared a willingness to
‘give this a go’. They examined the literature and sourced good practice on engaging vulnerable and excluded
young people. In the process, they identified collaborators who they believed would espouse similar values. This
culminated in the development of a 14-week structured programme. It is important to acknowledge the excellent
working relationship between Catherine and Pat, which is strong, supportive, respectful, and imbued with fun
and humour. They consistently endeavour to ‘be themselves’, promoting authentic interactions for participants
on the programme. They are both immensely proud of the F4L achievements to date and look forward to further
developing the model for application both nationally and internationally.
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Catherine McCloskey, BA(Hons)ChYthStud (Open)
Catherine is a youth and community development worker with South
West Mayo Development Company (SWMDC) under the Social
Inclusion and Community Activation Programme. Catherine has a solid
commitment to social inclusion, equality, social justice, and ‘quality’
youth work. Her passion is youth work, and she specialises in this area,
with over seventeen years’ experience working with disadvantaged
children, young people, and their families. She has worked with the
Irish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children for three years
and has been working in community development on LEADER and
social inclusion programmes for the past 14 years.
Catherine is a board member of Mindspace Mayo, Mayo County
Childcare Committee, and Mayo Sports Partnership and is a member
of Mayo Children and Young People’s Services Committees (CYPSC). Catherine has a proven track record as
an effective youth worker who delivers meaningful outcomes for the most marginalised groups in Irish society.
Catherine consistently works to ensure the provision of quality, innovative and flexible responses to the needs of
vulnerable young people.

Patrick Conway, MA, BA, Dip Drug and Alcohol Studies,
Dip Business and Executive Coaching
Pat is a community liaison worker with the Western Region Drug
and Alcohol Taskforce (WRDATF) employed by South West Mayo
Development Company CLG (SWMDC) and is in post since December
2010. He has utilised his breadth of skills from his drug and alcohol
work to inform the F4L programme with a strong rehabilitative focus. His
significant experience of working with young people creates a synergy,
incorporating a youth focused and community development approach.
Pat’s passion is coaching and creating a genuine space for people to
unlock their true potential. He is an active member of the Westport
GAA club in both a playing and coaching capacity while also acting
as coaching officer for the club. Pat is also a voluntary management
committee member of the Westport Family and Community Resource
Centre.
Pat graduated from NUIG with a BA honours degree in Sociology, Politics and Economics, before completing
a Masters in Community Development in 2010. He also holds a diploma in Drug and Alcohol studies from the
University of Limerick and has a background in life coaching, having completed a diploma in business and
executive coaching in 2016 from the Coach Institute of Ireland.
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Glossary of Terms

F4L 				

A Transformative life skills, education and job activation

				programme for young people.
DCYA 		

		

Department of Children and Youth Affairs.

Distanced Travelled Tool 		

Assessment tool utilised to measure and evidence the progress that

HSE Health Service Executive

Ireland’s national health service.

				

Intreo

			

				

service users make when engaging with SICAP services.

Single point of contact for all employment and income supports 		
within the Department of Social Protection.

LES				Local Employment Service.
MSLETB 				

Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim Education and Training Board.

Mindspace Mayo			

Free and confidential support service to promote young people’s 		

				mental health and wellbeing.
NEETs

			

Young people not in employment, education or training.

NYCI

			

National Youth Council of Ireland

SICAP

			

Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Foundation 4 Life (F4L) is an innovative tailored education, life skills, and job activation programme for disengaged
young people who are not in employment, education, or training (NEETs). F4L supports young people with a stepby-step, staged educational approach incorporating a range of innovative accredited and unaccredited learning
modules designed to meet diverse learning needs. The programme content is complemented by ‘wrap-around’
supports, including intensive individual mentoring, supportive goal setting, and follow-up sessions upon completion
of the course. Access to learning is enabled through robust supports, including contributions to childcare and
travel and the provision of nutritious meals. F4L was conceived by South West Mayo Development Company
CLG (SWMDC) under the Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme (SICAP) in partnership with the
Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force (WRDATF). Since its inception, F4L has enlivened the collaborative
efforts of multiple agencies and stakeholders working with disengaged young people. Now in its third year,
F4L boasts an impressive array of outcomes, including overall retention rates of 95%, and 70% of participants
progressing onto either employment, education, or training.

Background and Context
Youth unemployment and lack of engagement of young people in education and training remains a pressing
concern for policymakers and is a core area of focus under SICAP (Doody, 2020). Multiple data sources confirm
that Ireland sits above the average rate for young people who are NEET. Census data from 2016 reveals that
just under one in six young people aged between 18 and 24 were not in employment, education, or training. This
equates to a NEET rate of 15.9%, slightly higher than the European average of 15.2% (CSO, 2016). The proportion
of young people within this category within the EU during 2018 ranged from 8.0% in Sweden to 28.9% in Italy,
with Ireland again sitting just above the midpoint (Eurostat, 2019). In September 2017, research in County Mayo
revealed that 864 individuals were in receipt of unemployment benefit in the Castlebar and Claremorris areas. Of
these 864 individuals, 302 (or 35%) were under the age 25 years (Doody, 2020). It is widely acknowledged that
disengaged young people are difficult to reach and often reluctant to participate in mainstream services. A number
of barriers to participation have been identified, including (i) negative experiences of education, (ii) low selfesteem and lack of confidence leading to poor motivation, (iii) lack of positive role models, (iv) intergenerational
unemployment, (v) poor mental health, (vi) poverty and social exclusion, (vii) lack of literacy and numeracy skills,
and (viii) substance use (ibid).
SWMDC, as a local integrated development company, is accustomed to harnessing, leveraging, and harmonising
resources to best benefit vulnerable individuals and communities. In fact, this is their core work and raison d’être.
Within F4L, SWMDC has utilised the experience of its SICAP-funded youth worker, Catherine McCloskey, and its
WRDATF funded community liaison worker, Pat Conway, to devise a nuanced, person-centred, tailored programme
for vulnerable and disengaged young people.

11
11

This publication outlines the F4L programme, underscores its underpinning person-centred philosophy, and highlights its
strengths and achievements. Figure 1 below provides an outline of this F4L publication.

Figure 1: Outline of F4L Publication
Chapter 2: Young People Not in Employment, Education or Training – Provides a context and outlines key
characteristics and interventions for young people not in employment, education, or training.

Chapter 3: Towards a Person-Centred Approach – Outlines key concepts and presents the person-centred
philosophical orientation which underpins F4L’s approach to working with young people.

Chapter 4: Foundation 4 Life Programme – Offers a comprehensive overview of the F4L Programme

Chapter 5: Strengths and Achievements – Captures the strengths and achievements of the F4L programme.

Chapter 6: Conclusion – Draws conclusions and highlights the key attributes of the F4L Programme
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CHAPTER 2 - Young People Not in
Employment, Education or Training
Introduction
This chapter provides a background context, outlines key characteristics, and illuminates appropriate interventions
for young people who are not in employment, education, or training as a means of locating the F4L programme
within a broader national and international context in terms of the needs of its target group and requisite
interventions. Young people not in employment, education, or training have been referred to as NEETs since the
1990s. While the term itself may be viewed as pejorative in terms of reinforcing negative stereotypes, it is widely
utilised internationally in the absence of an alternative term that is recognised by youth workers and policy makers
alike (Ewan et. al., 2012). This publication therefore adopts the term NEETs for young people who are considered
outside of employment, education, or training.

Risk Factors for becoming NEET
Three key contextual factors are associated with young people failing to succeed in education and employment.
These include under-achievement, family disadvantage, and family poverty (Ewan et. al., 2012). However, young
people are far from a homogeneous group, with numerous and complex issues contributing to them falling within
the NEET experience. Analogous factors include lack of self-esteem/confidence, mental health issues, motivational
factors, disadvantaged social environment, poor educational experience, and numerous external barriers (ibid).
Eurofound (2012) seeks to further unravel the heterogeneity of young people who meet NEET criteria, identifying
seven subgroups that help us to better understand the composition of this cohort of vulnerable young people. These
include (i)
short term unemployed, (ii) long term unemployed, (iii) those experiencing illness or disability, (iv) those
&ŝŐƵƌĞϮ͗^ƵďŐƌŽƵƉƐŽĨEdzŽƵŶŐWĞŽƉůĞ
with family care responsibilities, (v) young people who have become discouraged by educational/employment
 (vi) others with varying levels of vulnerability and interests, and (vii) re-entrants in the process of exiting
systems,
&ŝŐƵƌĞϮ͗^ƵďŐƌŽƵƉƐŽĨEdzŽƵŶŐWĞŽƉůĞ
NEET status. These are outlined in Figure 2 below.



Figure 2: Subgroups of
NEET Young People


;^ŽƵƌĐĞ͖ƵƌŽĨŽƵŶĚ͕ϮϬϭϮͿ



;^ŽƵƌĐĞ͖ƵƌŽĨŽƵŶĚ͕ϮϬϭϮͿ



Ɛ ŽŽĚǇ ;ϮϬϮϬͿ ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ŽƵƚ͕ ĚŝƐĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌĞ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ĂƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ
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ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ƚŽ ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞǇ ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ƉƐǇĐŚŽͲƐŽĐŝĂů ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͘

As Doody (2020) points out, disengaged young people are recognised as one of the most challenging groups
to engage because they encounter multiple psycho-social problems. Disability has been identified as a further
contributing factor to the NEET experience. The National Disability Association highlights a number of salient
points in this regard.
• Young people with a disability or health issue are 40% more likely to be NEET than those in good health.
• Individual level disability is a strong predictor of NEET status, especially among males.
• There is a lack of effective national programmes of pre-activation in Ireland, highlighting a critical gap in terms
of encouraging and supporting people with disabilities to find work.
• Young people with disabilities require specific targeted early interventions incorporating a step-by-step 		
approach to assist them in bridging educational and other barriers to progressing towards employment.
• Ireland has the highest rate of young unemployment and disability benefit recipients among the OECD.
(NDA, 2019)
Substance misuse presents yet another significant risk factor for disengaged and marginalised young people
(see Doody, 2020; Government of Ireland, 2017; Leahy et al., 2011). Research clearly demonstrates that the
greatest increases in drug use in Ireland are amongst young people (Government of Ireland, 2017). The European
Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) recognises that those particularly vulnerable to
substance misuse include young offenders, early school leavers, and students with social or academic problems,
as well as young people who live in disadvantaged families or neighbourhoods where multiple risk factors pertain
(EMCDDA, 2008). Thus, youth-focused services are seen to play an important role in developing the confidence,
social skills, wellbeing, and resilience of young people to avoid, and indeed recover from, substance-related
problems (Government of Ireland, 2017). In this regard, Ayllón and Ferreira-Batista (2018) suggest that, when
social and economic challenges occur, drug policies should focus on the reduction of poverty and unemployment
rather than implementing tougher measures against users.

Consequences of being NEET
There are complex personal and economic impacts of being NEET. The consequences are significant and intensify
the longer an individual remains NEET. A report commissioned by Pobal in recent years (Gardner et. al., 2017)
describes the impact as follows:
Poorer well-being: NEET status is correlated with poorer general health, emotional strain, low self-esteem, and poor
self-confidence. As physical and emotional wellbeing are critical for engaging in employment and education, this
can have a significant impact upon families, serve to deepen exclusion and deprivation, and limit one’s capacity
to progress.
Increased risk behaviour: NEETs facing exclusion are at risk of increased substance use as well as early or lone
parenthood. Youth offending has been highly correlated with disengagement from school and employment, which
creates a cycle of social exclusion.
Earning potential: Unemployment, particularly for young people, has significant long-term effects on lifetime earning
potential.
Reduced employability: By being outside of education, training, or employment, youth are less likely to develop the
‘soft skills’, such as resilience, time management, communication, and motivational skills, that make them more
likely to gain and maintain employment.
(Gardner et. al., 2017)
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Beyond individual costs, the Pobal report describes the very significant effects that youth disengagement can have on
society, including public finances, economic productivity, and civic engagement:
Public expenditure: NEETs have a significant economic impact on society in terms of additional welfare payments,
increased health care costs, and lost revenue from taxes. In the UK, the estimated cost of NEETs aged 16–18 to
public finances is estimated at between £12bn and £32bn.
Disengaged citizens: There are far reaching societal costs of young people’s lost trust in public institutions, including
lack of political engagement and decreased social participation.
(see Doody 2020, Gardner et. al., 2017)

Responding to the Needs of NEETs
It is widely acknowledged that young people represent a fundamental asset to economies and societies across
Europe and beyond. Thus, empowering young people by creating positive conditions where they can grow and
develop their talents and supporting them in actively participating in the labour market is essential for economic and
social development (Eurofound, 2012). Mawn et. al. (2017) suggest that the quality of current evidence for developing
efficacious interventions for NEET populations is limited, leaving policy makers ill-informed when designing and
implementing new programmes for this vulnerable population. They do, however, concede that there is evidence
suggesting that intensive multi-component interventions effectively decrease unemployment amongst NEETs (ibid).
The OECD (2016, p.49) advocates a multi-agency approach in this regard:
Comprehensive support for young people with multiple barriers…requires various different actors to work together.
For a 360-degree view of a young person’s individual, social and educational attributes and circumstances,
all the parties involved should share their knowledge and expertise.
The Department of Social Protection (DSP) is identified as the lead agency for implementing a youth guarantee
scheme in Ireland under the flag of Intreo. This involves promoting active participation in society through the provision
of income supports, employment services, and other associated enabling services (Department of Social Protection,
2015). The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) expresses concern at reported ‘positive results’ arising from
the implementation of the EU Youth Guarantee scheme, positing that there is no basis or evidence to support the
assertion (NYCI 2016). They continue by outlining the following, what they describe as, flaws and deficiencies in
provision within the system:
• Failure to deliver adequate education, training, and work experience places
• Failure to deliver sufficient career counselling and personal progression plans, particularly to those furthest from
the labour market
• Failure to build and learn from the success of local pilot schemes
• Failure to engage with young people and undertake an information and awareness campaign on the Youth 		
Guarantee scheme
• Failure to engage with partners, such as NYCI, in the delivery, review, and evaluation of Youth Guarantee initiatives
A series of consultations with young people carried out by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) and
the NYCI (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2013a) reveals a number of interesting and instructive insights
as to how we might enhance inclusivity of young people within society in general and in youth activities in particular.
They relate to consultation, inclusion in decision making, provision of age appropriate activities, interaction with the
broader community, provision of support, provision of appropriate facilities, and adequate funding.
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Their findings in are summarised in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Improving Activities & Programmes for Young People
• Convene youth advisory groups
• Increase opportunities for young people to participate in activities
• Enhance consultation with young people in the delivery of programmes
• Be more welcoming, especially towards new members
• Commence clubs/activities at an earlier age and provide more activities for young adults
• Provide more opportunities and interaction with community groups
• Offer more interaction and meetings between youth groups
• Provide more training for young people, especially on practical life skills and life choices
• Provide a safe space where young people can discuss and receive support on issues such as disability, 		
sexual health and sexual orientation
• Organise trips which help young people to form bonds and feel included
• Provide a broader range of activities with better equipment and facilities
• Better advertised groups, activities and opportunities for young people
• Secure increased funding
• More opportunities to take the lead in activities
In an analogous publication, the DCYA and the NYCI further clarify what is required to maximise inclusion of disengaged
young people as follows: (i) consulting in a meaningful way, (ii) improving interagency working, (iii) sharing information
utilising youth friendly media, (iv) providing easy access to youth friendly services, (v) providing requisite supports
during and following completion of programmes and (vi) standing up for young people (Department of Children and
Youth Affairs, 2013, b). The International Labour Organisation (2017) identifies two service delivery models prevalent
in responding to the needs of disengaged young people: one stop shops and partnership network and referral
systems. The latter involves harnessing and networking the resources of existing government and non-government
agencies with the aim of developing action plans that address education, work, training, and re-integration measures.
To this end they identify a four step outreach based approach which includes (i) identifying disengaged young people,
(ii) contacting, engaging and bringing young people into services, (iii) designing and delivering individualised reintegration programmes and (iv) continuing to monitor and adjust programmes.
Eurofound (2012) identify five common prevention/intervention strategies within the European context, including (i)
preventing early school-leaving, (ii) reintegrating early school-leavers, (iii) supporting school-to-work transitions, (iv)
fostering employability of young people and (v) removing barriers and offering employer incentives. They conclude
by highlighting the seminal importance of responding in an effective and timely manner to the needs of disengaged
young people, suggesting that “now is the critical time to act, not only for the future of 14 million young people not
in employment, education or training, but for everyone’s future” (p. 144). Ewan et. al., (2012) further clarify the
matter, identifying five key elements to structured programmes that “…unlock the potential of young people who find
themselves outside of education, employment or training…” (p. 13). These are summarised in Table 2.

16
16

Table 2: Key Elements of Programmes Responding to NEETs
Recruitment:

Learning Environment:

Support:
Structure:
Follow-up:

A youth work approach to recruitment, which may include street work,
networking within communities, and/or developing partnerships with other
agencies.

A need-based, flexible approach to learning is crucial, including group work
and discussion based activities and ensuring the young person is an active
participant in the learning process.

A peer and individual mentoring system, with individual goal-setting, pastoral
care, and practical support systems.

A small step-by-step, staged approach with modules that have credit value to
suit the varied learning needs of the young person.
A signposting and post-programme support system, which ensures young
people continue to engage with education, training, or employment.

(Ewan et. al., 2012, p. 13)
Gardner et. al., (2017) identify nineteen good practice recommendations, described under the following four categories:
(i) engaging young people, (ii) working with young people, (iii) partnership working, and (iv) organisational development.
Key themes which emerge from their research are summarised in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Themes Emerging from Research on Responding to the Needs of NEETs
• Value of outreach
• Co-production of programmes with young people
• Provision of practical supports for participation
• Provision of incentives for participation
• Need for coaching and ‘hand holding’
• Importance of allocation of time of skilled staff
• Need to address mental health
• Importance of peer support
• Need for training to reflect ‘real world’ work conditions
• Utilisation of creative and engaging learning methodologies
• The critical importance of a partnership approach
• Value of creating a youth friendly environment
• Need for follow-up and monitoring

Substance Misuse
Young people experiencing substance related problems present specific challenges for service providers due the
complexity of their psycho-social needs (see Ayllón and Ferreira-Batista, 2018; Leahy, 2011). Better Outcomes, Brighter
Futures (Government of Ireland, 2014), the national policy framework for children and young people, provides an
infrastructure for the promotion and protection of the health and wellbeing of young people in Ireland. In particular,
it commits to a whole-of-Government and whole-of-society approach in supporting young people to achieve good
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physical, mental, social, and emotional health and wellbeing. This strategy is designed to support young people in
making positive choices so that they are safe and protected from harm and can realise their full potential (Government
of Ireland, 2014). A similar philosophy is espoused in Ireland’s National Drug and Alcohol Strategy (Government of
Ireland, 2017), which recommends that service provision for young people aim to achieve seven key outcomes which
are seen to delay and/or respond to the onset of substance misuse. These include strategies that support young people
in developing skills in the areas of (i) communication, (ii) confidence/agency, (iii) planning and problem-solving, (iv)
relationships, (v) creativity, (vi) resilience and determination, and (vii) managing feelings. The EMCDDA points out that
“Interventions which are not simply restricted to addressing drug use alone have proven to be more effective, because
they also address relevant needs that are connected to drug use” (EMCDDA, 2008, p. 13).
Haase and Pratschke’s research demonstrates that “living in a drugs task force area has a measurable, statistically
significant positive effect on drug use among early school leavers” (Haase and Pratschke, 2010, p. 8). These findings
support an analysis that comprehensive multi-faceted responses offer benefits in terms of responding to vulnerable
young people who are at risk from drug use. Consequently, the argument for quality, multi-agency interventions with
a drugs focus for vulnerable groups of young people is overwhelming, with many organisations and agencies already
engaged in such work across Europe (Leahy et al., 2011). This philosophical position is underpinned by the HSE’s
National Drugs Rehabilitation Framework which provides a scaffolding for “providers [to] ensure that individuals affected
by drug misuse are offered a range of integrated options tailored to meet their needs and create for them an individual
rehabilitation pathway” (Doyle and Ivanovic, 2010, p. 7).
It is well recognised that people experiencing alcohol and substance misuse face multiple barriers in progressing to
full participation in society, with numerous issues requiring attention before they can progress to education, activation,
and employment (Government of Ireland, 2017). Therefore, undertaking programmes that promote their wellbeing,
self-esteem, and confidence offers a starting point for progression towards employment or further education. In Ireland,
SICAP supports individuals who find themselves disengaged and marginalised. It facilitates fuller participation and
engagement of people experiencing educational disadvantage or unemployment, offering them opportunities for lifelong learning utilising a community development approach (ibid).
Irelands National Drug and Alcohol Strategy (Government of Ireland, 2017) articulates a direct role for SICAP in the
provision of programmes offering educational supports, labour market training, occupational skills, career advice,
guidance support, employment supports, and self-employment opportunities. These are designed to assist people in
moving closer to or into the labour market, with the consequent positive effects for themselves, their families, and the
wider community. SICAP is funded and empowered to target young people aged between 15 and 24 years old who fall
into the NEET category (ibid). In order to address such outcomes, local drug and alcohol taskforces are empowered to
develop targeted, appropriate, and effective services for young people at risk of substance misuse with a specific focus
on the complex needs of socially and economically disadvantaged groups (see Leahy, 2011).
In the West of Ireland, WRDATF have “committed to promoting complementarity and consistency with […] strategies […]
that have a bearing on drug and alcohol issues in the Western region (WRDATF, 2017, p. 24). In line with this strategy,
WRDATF are partnered with SWMDC under SICAP in the collaborative F4L initiative. F4L activities, underpinned by a
person-centred ethos, offer immediate needs-based and direct supports to this cohort of young people. This is entirely
aligned with the contemporary national and international evidence for efficacious interventions with the NEET young
people outlined above. Chapter 3 reviews the key concepts and orientation of the person-centred approach in order to
underpin the philosophical approach taken and practical interventions offered within the F4L programme.
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CHAPTER 3 - Towards a
Person-Centred Approach
Introduction
Most professionals agree that having a good working relationship with young people is desirable. Within a personcentred approach, workers utilise the helping relationship as a key tool to help people feel more comfortable and to
ease communication, break down barriers, and reduce reluctance to engage with programmes (O’Shea et. al., 2017).
Koloroutis and colleagues (2004, pp. 4–5) 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.

Key Concepts
The RCN describe the person-centred approach in terms of “focusing […] on the needs of the person rather than
the needs of the service” (RCN, 2020, p. 1). In their view, most people who require health or social services are no
longer satisfied to sit back and let staff decide what they think is best. People have their own views on what is best for
them and their own priorities for life. Consequently, workers need to be flexible in meeting their needs, “to make our
system suit them, rather than the other way round” (ibid). The person-centred approach is described variously across
international literature with differing emphasis and priorities given to the different qualities of person-centredness.
Three key conceptual pillars emerge from research (Harding et. al., 2015), which are outlined in Table 4 below.

Table 4: Pillars of Person-Centred Care

• Person-centred approach as an overarching grouping of concepts: that person-centred care is a coherent
and holistic package of activities, principles, and enablers that are designed to focus care on the person’s
needs and circumstances.
• Person-centred approach emphasising personhood: care practices rooted in a philosophy that people 		
are purposeful, thinking, feeling, emotional, reflective, relational, and responsive to meaning; 			
where individuals are known as persons in the context of their own social worlds, listened to, informed, 		
and respected.
• Person-centred approach as partnership: the importance of recognising inter-dependency between 		
personaland professional, emphasising the value of trust, collaboration, and mutuality.
(Harding et. al., 2015)
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t is important to remember that these multiple perspectives are not mutually exclusive and that what we refer to as a
person-centred approach can be interpreted widely across cultures, professional groupings, and client advocacy groups
and at different point in time. Leplege et al., (2007, p. 1556) succinctly capture this point as follows:
Thus, person-centredness encompasses multiple meanings that cannot be summed up under one notion. In other words,
it is a multidimensional concept. What is more, person-centredness not only covers several ideas, each of these ideas
can be (and has been) interpreted in a variety of ways.
On the face of it, the noble aspirations of a person-centred approach sound like the decent thing to do: be nice,
be gentle, do not upset the young person, value them and work in partnership with them. However, many workers,
particularly those in busy settings, may feel that they do not have time for this ‘softly-softly’ approach. We may well
hear workers comment that they are far too busy for this ‘kid-glove’ approach, instead favouring a more prescriptive,
directive intervention that is activity rather than process focused and highly outcome driven. So, you may ask yourself:
“Why bother with this softer approach”? Well, the answer is in the evidence: not alone are these aspirations noble,
they are essential for successful outcomes (O’Shea et. al., 2017). Elliott and Freire (2008) confirm, strengthen, and
extend previous research, authenticating and validating the effectiveness of person-centred approaches and related
interventions. There is significant evidence that actively including young people in decision making around their mental
health and social needs fosters better involvement and enhanced engagement with services (see Simmons et. al.,
2011), with a person-centred approach appealing to a broad client population (O’Shea et. al., 2017). Within this context,
it is noteworthy that less directive approaches appear to demonstrate better outcomes than more authoritarian styles
when working with vulnerable populations (see Miller and Rollnick, 2013). Bill Miller and colleagues (2011, p. 61) posit
that “the person-centred […] style [...] has been shown to improve client outcomes”.

Philosophical Orientation
Presenting the German concept of Menschenbild (how the worker thinks about the person), Miller and Rollnick (2013)
propose a direct correlation between the worker’s belief in the person’s ability to make lifestyle changes and the actual
outcomes achieved. Essentially, the worker’s belief in the person becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. People who
encounter workers who believe in them tend to become better at making and sustaining lifestyle and behavioural change
(ibid). Marian Edelman (1999) reflects upon such processes when discussing mentors, suggesting that they express
no sense of limitation of one’s potential. Unfortunately, the opposite can also be the case. Workers who believe young
people to be ‘hopeless cases’ may well deliver counterproductive interventions that impede pro-social lifestyle and
behaviour change. Within this context, simple misplaced non-verbal communication from workers may impact negatively
on people’s engagement with services and make them less likely to remain in contact (Miller and Rollnick, 2013).
Conversely, a model which focuses on a person’s strengths, abilities, and resources rather than deficits communicates
hope, personal responsibility, and empowerment (Miller et. al., 2011).
The importance of support and relationship building in helping relationships has its foundations in the work of Carl
Rogers, who championed the therapeutic relationship. Rogers (1961, p. 33) proposed that if he could “provide a certain
type of relationship, the other person [would] discover within [them]self the capacity to use that relationship for growth
and change, and personal development [would] occur”. Mearns and Thorne (2002, p. 14) similarly articulate a personcentred approach, which recognises a person’s capacity to fulfil their goals and make positive, behavioural changes.
They suggest that:
All […] have within themselves vast resources for development. They have the capacity to grow towards fulfilment
of their unique identities [...], and attitudes or behaviours can be modified or transformed.
This philosophical position points to the actualising tendency that we all possess, what Rogers (1961) described as
our tendency to “actualise ourselves, to become our potentialities”. This innate capacity to move towards fulfilling our
potential lies within all of us and may be seen as “a yearning and the wherewithal to become more than we are” (Mearns
and Thorne, 2002, p. 10). Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe’s work highlights some inherent implications for the helping
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professions, which has a very direct application to working with disengaged young people. He writes:
If you treat an individual as [they are], [they] will stay as [they are], but if you treat [them] as if [they] were what [they] ought to
be and could be, [they] will become what [they] ought to be and could be.
(cited in Miller and Rollnick, 2013, p. 14)
Miller (2000) describes the concept of agape, a notion borrowed from the early Christian tradition, which espouses
a selfless and accepting form of communication. This is consistent with the core conditions of person-centredness
outlined in the Rogerian tradition (see Rogers, 1961). Miller’s working definition of agape includes (i) patience, (ii)
selflessness, (iii) acceptance, (iv) hope, and (v) positive regard. Numerous publications have refined these personcentred concepts over the past quarter of a century. Such approaches prioritise the helping relationship and place the
person at the core of each helping intervention (see Miller and Rollnick, 2013). Miller and Rollnick espouse a process
of person-centred engagement, which they describe as a “prerequisite for everything that follows”. This involves the
worker and the person establishing a connection, a bond, and a good working relationship, which creates a foundation
for a wide range of helping interventions (ibid). This evocative philosophy has been formalised and institutionalised by
Bill Miller and others in interventions that seek to help people make a broad range of lifestyle and behaviour changes
(see Miller and Rollnick, 2013; Mearns and Thorne, 2007; Miller and Rollnick, 2002; Mearns and Thorne 2002;
Miller and Rollnick, 1991). In such helping encounters, giving and receiving become two sides of the same coin.
We nurture and are nourished by the act of reaching out from the core of our humanity to our fellow human beings.
Within this analysis, the professional role becomes an extension of and intimately connected to the worker’s own life
experiences. As Carl Rogers puts it, “the therapeutic relationship is only a special instance of interpersonal relationships
in general, and […] the same lawfulness governs all such relationships (Rogers, 1961, p. 39)”.

Young People and the Person-Centred Approach
So you may ask yourself what a person-centred approach looks like in practice with young people. Within a personcentred approach, young people can expect to be involved in planning their care so that interventions match their
needs. The person-centred approach does exactly what the name says: it puts the young person at the centre of their
own care (CORC, 2020a). Harding (2015, p. 5) articulates this as follows:
[A] person-centred health […] system [is] one that supports us to make informed decisions, helps us to successfully manage
our own health and care, and delivers [interventions] with respect for our individual abilities, preferences, lifestyles and goals.
While the quality of services may vary and the suite of services differ, children and young people have several key
rights which ought to protect them and ensure that they have an optimal experience. These include (i) the right to give
informed consent, (ii) availability of supports, (ii) the right to make a complaint, (iv) the right to access their records,
(v) the right to have their voice heard, and (vi) the right to confidentiality (ibid). It is therefore incumbent upon those
commissioning services for young people that they fully appreciate and understand that collaborative working with
young people and their families involves the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Understanding their needs
Agreeing collaborative goals
Considering options for intervention and support
Implementing plans that take account of young people’s needs and preferences
Communicating on an ongoing basis
Monitoring progress and responding to feedback
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CORC (2020b)

There are of course opposing voices on the concept of person-centredness, with Kensit (2010) cautioning against overreliance upon a person-centred approach, suggesting that a more eclectic model is worthy of consideration. Chantler
(2004) urges vigilance so that issues related to abuse, violence, racism, sexism, and power imbalance are not ignored,
with the “real world” often having a much darker side than this optimistic, positive approach may suggest. Han (2018)
adds that in reality, it is challenging to live in line with our internal guidance, but workers are often pressured to adhere
to established organisational and societal mores and guidelines. Despite these challenges, the collaborative efforts of
workers and practitioners alike can fashion significant progress in changing the way we work with vulnerable groups.
The differing assumptions across professional groupings in terms of what person-centredness means in practice require
consideration. It is difficult to identify such differences in advance of cross professional discussions. The increased
focus on multi-disciplinary and interagency working undoubtedly fosters productive conversations across the whole
community of caring professionals. In this way, we may provide the optimum interventions when they are required, in line
with people’s needs, and in collaboration with colleagues, young people, and their families (see Harding et, al., 2015).
These key person-centred concepts that place the young person at the centre of all helping encounters lie at the heart
of and underpin all aspects of the F4L programme. Chapter 4 offers a comprehensive overview of the programme and
articulates the practical implementation of this person-centred, multi-dimensional, and transformative programme.
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CHAPTER 4 F4L Programme
Vision and Mission
F4L envisions that young people will be respected and supported to achieve their life goals. Its core mission is to create
a space where young people feel safe, valued, and respected. Through a focus on personal growth and development,
F4L supports young people in improving their life skills and becoming more job ready.

Target Group
The Programme’s target group includes young people from 18–25 years who are not in employment, education, or
training. As outlined in Chapter 2, these participants represent a diverse group in terms of their presenting issues,
personal circumstances, past experiences, and service needs. The programme typically addresses issues such
as substance misuse, 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 social isolation. A key feature of the young
people who participate in the programme is that most struggle to engage with or navigate the systems of mainstream
services (for example, not accessing social welfare entitlements). To date, participants have come from a wide range
of backgrounds, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Travellers
Refugees from Syria and from the Karen community (Burmese ethic group)
Migrants from Africa, United Kingdom, and EU Nationals
Indigenous Irish
People in recovery from drug and alcohol addiction
People at increased risk of drug and alcohol addiction
People with mental health issues
People with intellectual disabilities
Ex-offenders
LGBTQI+ community
Young people with low educational attainment
Lone parents
Young people with limited family support

Engagement Strategies
A community development approach is utilised in the recruitment of participants, with staff making connections within
communities and working with key local stakeholders to identify potential learners. F4L relies significantly on word-ofmouth and referrals in order to engage with young people. Referring agencies include the WRDATF, Intreo, LES, Mayo
Sports Partnership, Mayo County Council, MSLETB, Mindspace Mayo, family resource centres, probation services,
and the HSE. The programme needs little formal advertising, as demand for places generally exceeds supply on an
annual basis. However, the course coordinators do engage with local media (including radio) in order the make F4L
accessible to a large cohort of young people.
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Key Objectives
F4L’s overarching objectives traverse psychological, psycho-educational, social, and occupational domains and include:
• Providing a space where young people feel safe, valued, and respected and where their growth and development
is promoted
• Creating a preventive and rehabilitative space for young people who are at increased risk of alcohol or substance
misuse or who are in recovery
• Supporting young people to progress and grow at their own pace, with diverse pathways and outcomes
• Facilitating strong attendance and ongoing engagement of young people in the programme
• Achieving skills development and job readiness
• Ensuring continued commitment to the programme from stakeholders in order to support the programme’s 		
development and sustainability
• Developing a model for consistent application in other areas

Core Values
F4L is grounded in the core conditions of the person-centred approach, which include genuineness, empathy, and
unconditional positive regard. This approach, which is aligned with the core programme values of compassion, respect,
and non-judgment, creates a safe, inclusive, fun, and ultimately transformative environment. These core values are
outlined in Figure 3 below.

Figure 3: Core Values of F4L

LOVE
COMPASSION
EMPATHY
UNDERSTANDING
TRUST
CARE
KINDNESS
GENUINENESS
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The programme coordinators and facilitators’ relationships with young people are based upon the core values of the
programme. All team members embrace an authentic, positive ‘can-do’ attitude. This respectful attitude is also fostered
through role modelling amongst the young people themselves. F4L believes and affirms that there is ability and good in
everyone. This helps in breaking down barriers to participation and supports young people in overcoming the day-to-day
challenges they face. The approach includes listening, emotional ‘hand holding’, coaching, and advocating, which enables
the young people to grow and blossom and supports them in reaching their full potential. F4L helps to make the ‘invisible
more visible’ by enabling young people to come out of hibernation and supporting them in re-integration. This is where the
beauty of life and living is fostered and nourished and flourishes.
Young people are encouraged to participate in this safe informal learning environment, which supports them in gaining
and building upon new life skills and becoming more confident, ready, willing, and able to participate in further training,
education, and employment. In addition to this, young people are enabled to grow, overcome their fears, reconnect with
living through social connection, feel valued, and develop self-esteem and self-belief. As the programme developers
(Catherine and Pat) say:
Life is like riding a bicycle: we all fall off at some point; however, most of us get up unscathed and cycle on.
This programme supports those who struggle for lots of different reasons to get back up on the bicycle again.

Programme Outline
At its core, the 10-month F4L programme provides a comprehensive and holistic suite of socio-educational supports
and resources designed for vulnerable, disengaged, and disenfranchised young people. The programme is delivered
through the collaborative effort of agencies and stakeholders 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. F4L delivers a comprehensive and holistic suite of programmes and supports to
vulnerable young people in three phases over a period of ten months. These phases are as follows:
Phase 1: January–March: Identification of 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 on two days per week over 14 weeks in the relaxed, informal
setting of Lough Lannagh Holiday Village, Castlebar, Co. Mayo. Each year, approximately 20 young people participate,
with 55 participating over the three-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. The F4L modules are outlined in Table 5 below.

Table 5: Outline of F4L Modules
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Programme Induction and Team Building
Driver Safety Awareness
Communication Skills
Stress Management and Self-care
Sexual Health Education
Driving Theory Test Preparation
Youth Active Leadership Training
Sleep Hygiene
Group Excursions
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Culinary Skills
HACCP Training
First Aid Training
Customer Service Training
Manual Handling
Prime for Life - Drug Education
Progression Pathways
CV Preparation and Job Searching Skills
Mock Interviews
Readiness for Work Placement
Work Placement

A summary programme outline is presented in Table 6 below, tracking the journey of young people from engagement in
January to completion in October.

Table 6: Summary Programme Outline
January

January involves confirmation of timetables, facilitators, and venues, the provision of
information sessions, and initial engagement with referral agencies.

February

During February, potential learners are engaged, and collaborative discussions occur
on access, motivation, skills, and eligibility for the programme.

March

In March, this is followed by a structured interview with potential learners.
Learners are offered places, and the course commences with an initial focus on team
building. At this point, learners also begin preparation for their driver theory test and
driving test.

April

April is a busy month, where the course begins in earnest, with sessions covering selfcare, communications, sleep hygiene, sexual health, and leadership.
This is followed by training in industry certified manual handling. Workshops are
complemented with one-to-one mentoring sessions, team-building activities, and job
placement preparation workshops.
Course coordinators schedule additional sessions with learners to identify appropriate
supports and to provide referral pathways for young people presenting with additional
needs.

May

May is also a busy month, with the start of the activation elements of the programme.
Learners complete industry certified programmes, such as Hazard Analysis and
Critical Control Points (HACCP), and undergo first aid training.
The activation element is complemented by a strong focus on developing life skills,
with modules in cooking, self-care, and drugs awareness.
Course coordinators continue to offer mentoring and signposting to other relevant
support services.

June

In June, the focus of the programme shifts to preparation for work placement. CV
preparation workshops, mock interviews, and collaborative discussions assist learners
in determining their own individual progression pathways. Young people are also
supported in accessing their essential driver training.

July

In July, one-month follow-up review meetings are facilitated with learners, progress is
assessed against learner goals, and progression pathways are revised in accordance
with learners’ needs and wishes.

August - October

In the autumn, follow-up meetings are held with learners. They present for the final of
the scheduled review meetings as part of F4L.
Learners can continue to avail of SICAP support and are followed up on a needs-led
basis and in accordance with SICAP requirements.

As is clear from the above schedule, F4L is an intense programme for learners and staff alike.

Mentoring and Support
A central feature of the programme rests upon its emphasis on ongoing, accessible one-to-one supports for participants,
with the course complemented by intensive individual mentoring and supportive goal setting. Following completion of
the structured programme, participants return for one and three-month follow-up meetings. This structured follow-up is
complemented by ongoing needs-led support for participants.
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Key Stakeholders
F4L is supported by a partnership of local agencies and organisations that form the programme’s steering committee.
This was established in 2017 and comprises the following members:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

South West Mayo Development Company (SWMDC)
Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force (WRDATF)
Mayo Local Employment Service (MLES)
Mayo County Council (MCC)
Mayo Sports Partnership (MSP)
Mayo Sligo Leitrim Education Training Board (MSLETB)
Irish Association for the Social Integration of Offenders/Probation Services

In Kind Supports
In addition to funding, F4L receives significant ‘in kind’ support from agencies that provide other resources, supports,
and interventions to its participants. These include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prime for Life Drug Education WRDATF
Drug and Alcohol Family support, onsite visit once per week (Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force)
CV and Interview Preparation (Tús, SWMDC)
Local Employment Service Mediator, mentoring sessions and onsite clinic once per week
Sexual Health Workshop (Tacú Family Resource Centre)
Youth Active Leadership Course (Mayo Sports Partnership)
Wellbeing and Self Care workshop and Sleep Hygiene Workshop (Mindspace Mayo)
To date, the programme has been lauded for its success in engaging a vulnerable, disengaged, and difficult to 		
reach group of young people. Chapter 5 outlines F4L’s strengths and achievements.
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CHAPTER 5 - Strengths
and Achievements
Introduction

SWMDC (under SICAP) and WRDATF have ample experience in engagement with vulnerable young people. Catherine
McCloskey, youth development worker (SICAP) and Patrick Conway, community liaison worker of the WRDATF (joint
project developers and coordinators) have utilised their significant experience of working with vulnerable individuals
and groups to develop and codify a coherent and holistic programme which engages NEET young people.

Programme Evaluation
A comprehensive evaluation of the F4L programme was conducted during 2019, utilising semi‐structured interviews
with participants and other key stakeholders. This incorporated focus groups, stakeholder engagement workshops,
and participant questionnaires. The study, designed to assess wellbeing, attitudes, and skills development, yields
valuable insights into the wide range of positive achievements of the F4L programme in engaging vulnerable young
people. In her evaluation, Sinéad Doody measured both outputs and outcomes of the programme (see Doody, 2020).

Outputs
Doody’s study demonstrates that over its three-year pilot phase, F4L consistently recruited and retained difficultto-reach young people who had not previously been engaged in employment, education, or training. With overall
retention rates of 95%, F4L has demonstrated its capacity to engage meaningfully with hard-to-reach young people.
Tables 7 and 8 summarise key F4L outputs. Within this context, a combined analysis of the three years demonstrates
that 70% of participants progressed onto either employment, education, or training (See Doody, 2020).

Table 7: Progression of NEETs after completion of F4L

93%
93%

Table 8: Progression Results as % of NEETS who completed F4L
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Outcomes
F4L is designed to enhance the young people’s confidence, to enable them to make better choices about their
future, and to increase their opportunities to find work, education, or training. The results of the review’s qualitative
and quantitative data reveal a range of positive outcomes associated with the programme. Doody (2020) outlines
outcome benefits for participants under the following headings:
• Wellbeing outcomes
• Skills outcomes
• Progression and sustained impact

Wellbeing Outcomes
In its recent good practice report on working with NEETS, Pobal (Gardner et. al., 2017) highlights that wellbeing is
critical for engaging in employment and education and that poorer wellbeing can have significant impacts on families,
deepen exclusion and deprivation, and limit capacity to progress. Furthermore, a 2010 study of unemployed youth
in Ireland ound that the toughest factor in job search was keeping a ‘positive front’ to the outside world whilst at the
same time experiencing significant turmoil in one’s life (O’Connor, 2010).
Doody’s review (2020) demonstrates a range of positive wellbeing outcomes for participants, with analysis of data
from wellbeing measures showing that there was an average of 21% increase in subjective experience of wellbeing.
The data shows significant increases in wellbeing in the following areas: feeling relaxed (34%), interested in new
things (32%), ‘feeling good about myself’ (31%), optimistic about the future (30%), feeling close to other people
(29%), feeling cheerful (28%), and feeling confident (25%). Levels of improvement were also reported in the following
areas: feeling loved (14%), thinking clearly (12%), energy to spare (11%), ‘able to make up my own mind’ (8%), and
interested in other people (5%).
This data is underpinned by the findings of focus groups, questionnaires, and one-to-one interviews, where participants
reported significant increases in their wellbeing (ibid). An analysis of the data by Doody gathered through a variety of
review methods demonstrates improvements in the following areas:
•
•
•
•
•
•

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

Skills Outcomes
According to the Doody report (2020), the programme offers participants opportunities to enhance their life skills
across a broad range of areas, including:
JOB SKILLS:
• HAACP Training
• Customer Services
• Manual Handling
• CV and Interview Preparation
• One-week Work Placement

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

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS:
• Communication
• Team building
• Leadership
• Problem-solving

Sustained Impact and Progression
According to Doody (2020), over the 3 years of F4L’s pilot phase, there has been significant progression for participants
in terms of accessing education, training, and employment. The impact of the programme has been acknowledged by
participants, with most reporting that their progression was due wholly, or to a significant degree, to it. In her follow-up
with participants who completed F4L in 2017, 2018, and 2019, Doody evidences the programme’s sustained impact
in relation to their progression, with 70% of participants progressing onto either employment, education, or training
(See Doody, 2020).
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Programme Strengths
The evaluation also identifies a number of key strengths of the programme, which are summarised in Table 9 below.

Table 9: Programme Strengths

Values led and Person-Centred Approach
The Person-centred and values led approach of the programme coordinators and other key personnel which is shared by the lead organisations.
The programme coordinators’ authentic, positive, “can-do”, respectful attitude is mirrored amongst the group participants.
Leadership and Collaboration
The programme, which was designed collaboratively by SWMDC and WRDATF, coalesces the organisations’ strengths, skills, and resources,
creating a positive synergy which pervades the programme.
The lead organisations have considerable experience in leveraging, harnessing, and coordinating resources to strengthen outcomes for
vulnerable individuals and communities, which considerably enhances the programme.
Skills and Experience of Key Personnel
The coordinators and key personnel demonstrate significant sensitivity, skills, and experience in engaging with and supporting participants.
Programme Design, Content, and Timing
F4L’s bespoke design contributes considerably to its high engagement and retention rates.
There is an intentional emphasis placed upon outcomes relating to personal progression and skills development over accredited learning outputs.
Careful attention is paid to creating the ‘right’ learning environment with diverse interactive learning methods.
Employment Support
Employment support has enabled participants to explore progression options in a non-judgmental, informal setting.
Relationship Building and Trust
Considerable emphasis is placed upon providing ongoing, accessible, one-to-one mentoring supports to participants to sustain their engagement
in the programme.
Careful Participant Selection and Supported Access
The programme coordinators utilize their professional connections within the voluntary, community, and statutory sectors to engage widely with
potential participants.
The selection process, focusing on identifying young people who were a ‘right fit’ for the programme, contributes to the strong sense of
connection within the group
Referral to Other Services
The Programme Coordinators’ relationships with a broad range of organisations ensures that referrals are addressed professionally and
sensitively thus minimising anxiety.
Participants are signposted and referred to other relevant supports services as required.
Healthy Group Dynamics
Diversity is a key feature within the F4L groups, with participants coming from a diverse range of backgrounds, promoting empathy and
understanding within the group.
Concurrently, participants who have much in common develop a natural affinity with each other and treat each other as equals.
The ethos is underpinned by a staff team that promotes a supportive environment, valuing diversity, inclusion, and respect.
Food, Nourishment, and Mealtimes
The provision of breakfast and hot lunch each day is a key component of the programme and demonstrates substantial benefits, including healthy
nourishment, improved concentration, behaviour, and energy levels.
Mealtimes provide significant psycho-social benefits, including relationship-building, relaxation, and group cohesion.
Work Placement
The one-week work placement provides practical experience within a work environment, a novel experience for many participants, exposing them
to the routine, structure, and accountability of employment and, for some, post course employment. For many participants, this is their very first
experience of a work environment.
Venue
The venue, Lough Lannagh Holiday Village, is a considerable asset to the programme, providing a local, accessible, multi-purpose venue in a
youth-friendly, relaxed setting.
Learning and Improvement
The willingness of the programme coordinators, lead organisations and steering committee to critically analyse the pilot phase to capture learning
and strengthen the programme as it went along.

(Doody, 2020)
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Participants Stories
In order to offer insights into the lived experience of participating in the F4L programme, two stories are presented below.
Composite characters, comprising the experiences of multiple participants, are utilised to preserve anonymity.

Mary’s Story

Mary registered for F4L when she was 20 years old. She was unemployed, living in a disadvantaged area, and had
never worked, although she had completed secondary school. She could not drive and had recently moved to Mayo
to live with relatives. Prior to moving to Mayo, Mary had become homeless and was using street drugs and alcohol. At
the time of registration, Mary was in recovery and had been eight months sober and free from drugs. Mary engaged
intensively with F4L and SWMDC’s supports. Almost 20 separate interventions are recorded on her on F4L file, including
one-to-one meetings, phone calls, information sessions, and group meetings. Mary actively worked to develop her
life skills through the programme, including attendance and participation in both life skills and personal development
workshops. Mary also participated in several activation and industry certified training courses.
Other outputs from Mary’s journey through F4L include (i) referral to the local employment service, (ii) referral to a drug
and alcohol family support worker and (iii) referral to a college of further education. Mary achieved multiple positive
outcomes during her time on the programme. Mary now holds a provisional driving licence and is halfway through her
essential driving training. She attends a family support worker regularly in addition to her addiction recovery meetings.
Mary has updated her curriculum vitae and feels suitably prepared for job interview situations. She was inspired by the
F4L course, would like to work in a helping role, and is currently completing a level 5 course in a health and social care
area. The ‘Distance Travelled Tool’ highlights improvements for Mary in several areas, including reduced anxiety, better
problem-solving skills, improved self-esteem, increased confidence, and enhanced optimism.
On completing the F4L programme, Mary offered the following testimonial:
I’m feeling good and able to handle things better, I applied for a college course, something I never thought I was capable of …
I hope that one day I can help change someone else’s life like the F4L course has changed mine.
I leave the F4L course with friends for life.

Frank’s Story

Frank was 22 years old when he registered for the programme. At that time, he had been unemployed for one year, came
from a disadvantaged background, was registered as having a disability, and living with family. Transport represented
a barrier, as he could not drive and lived in a rural area of County Mayo. He had been diagnosed with a health problem
and experienced major relapses into illness. He was supported by his GP and a medical consultant.
Since commencing in F4L, Frank has achieved a provisional driving licence and completed the essential driving training.
His treatment plan for his health issue is stable, and he receives ongoing support from his GP and medical consultant
to monitor his condition. He has an updated curriculum vitae and feels well prepared for interview situations. The
‘Distance Travelled Tool’ highlights improvements in several areas, including reduced anxiety, enhanced problem-solving
skills, improved self-esteem, increased confidence, and optimism for the future. He completed his first year in a post
leaving certificate course and has achieved his ECDL certificate. He is employed part-time and is well thought of by his
employers. He is investigating the potential of completing a skills-based course. Upon completing the F4L programme,
Frank offered the following testimonial, which is a ‘far cry’ from his pre-course experiences:
I’ve developed a treatment plan for my health issues using coping skills I picked up on the course. I am studying part-time, and I
have just started working a part-time job that has opportunity for progression. The interview preparation workshop we did during
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F4L 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.
Table 10 below summarises some of the educational opportunities availed of by Mary and Frank.

Table 10: Educational Opportunities Availed of by Mary and Frank

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prime for Life – Drug and alcohol prevention
Cooking and baking skills
Money management and budgeting
Sexual health awareness
Support services workshops
Youth active leadership training
Manual handling training
Driver theory test
Driving Lessons – EDT
Occupational First Aid
HACCP Food Hygiene Training
Interview Skills

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Mindfulness Practice
Healthy sleep habits
Exercise workshops
Career Guidance
Healthy sleep habits
Sexual Health Awareness
Exercise workshops
Volunteer opportunity workshops
Mindfulness Practice
CV Development and interview skills
Progression planning workshops

Challenges
Reflection upon the journey of F4L by the course coordinators and the evaluator (Doody, 2020) presents a number
of key challenges and concurrent opportunities. These include (i) responding to complex needs, (ii) ensuring
sustainability, (iii) ensuring programme integrity, and (iv) mainstreaming the F4L programme.

Responding to Complex Needs
To fully develop and realise young people’s potential, a person-centred, supportive, and tailored approach is essential.
This approach is labour-intensive and highly demanding of staff time and resources. The time spent supporting
young people on the F4L programme leave it challenging for staff to maintain other key targets. Therefore, there
remains a significant interdependence between both annual targets and SWMDC’s and WRDATF’s ability to carry
out further intensive work with hard-to-reach groups. It is notable that the course coordinators are part-time, with
both holding full workloads and responsibilities for outputs outside of F4L. Whilst F4L was originally conceived as
a 14-week programme, it has evolved into a comprehensive and necessary 10-month programme of work under
SICAP and WRDAFT. As some young learners disclose complex issues, including self-harm, suicidal ideation /
suicidal behaviour, and food poverty, ongoing intensive support is frequently required.
As SWMDC staff are the first point of contact for these disclosures, F4L workers support young people in accessing
appropriate services by making and following up on referrals. This includes supporting young people in attaining
medical cards and accessing appropriate health care. The complexity of these issues has led to the work with the
young people continuing far beyond the initial anticipated parameters of the programme. Whilst this approach is
very much in line with best practice in youth work, it is time-consuming and intensive for staff as well as being difficult
to measure under current output and outcome measures. It is clear that in the absence of such supports, that F4L’s
engagement, retention, and progression rates would be difficult to maintain.
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Ensuring Sustainability
During its pilot phase, F4L was funded through a combination of once off grants, reassignment of key staff, and significant
in-kind contributions. Doody (2020), in her evaluation, is clear that this model is not sustainable in the long-term. Such
funding models tend to put significant strain on the resources of lead agencies in terms of staffing, workload, and
finances. It also tends to limit staff ability to focus on strategic development of the programme, as they spend significant
amounts of time sourcing and maintaining funding. F4L participants frequently require significant additional supports
to overcome barriers to access and participation and ensure retention in the programme. The costs of meeting these
needs, including childcare, transport, food, and clothing have so far been met in an informal and ad-hoc manner.
Ongoing sustainability of the programme can best be achieved through the allocation of a dedicated budget covering
staffing, programme delivery, evaluation, and development costs.

Ensuring Programme Integrity
Doody’s (2020) review demonstrates that F4L has achieved significant success in meeting its objectives, with noteworthy
success in both wellbeing and skills outcomes and achievement of numerous sustainable progression pathways.
However, in her view, a more complete assessment of the long-term impact of F4L will require a longitudinal analysis.
Analogous to this evaluation, the development of a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation framework is suggested
to ensure that programme outputs, outcomes, and learning can be evaluated within the context of a robust theory of
change model. As participants continue to present with significant complex and co-existing problems, staff require
access to robust supervision and continued professional development opportunities to ensure long-term programme
integrity, staff welfare, and ongoing learning. This will require core funding as part of the overall budget.

Mainstreaming and Transferability
The success of the F4L programme merits its utilisation in other geographical areas nationwide within a range of services
that respond to the needs of NEETs. However, it is important to remember that the transferability of the success of the
F4L programme requires consideration if the significant benefits in terms of outputs and outcomes are to be replicated in
other areas. In this regard, Doody’s (2020) comprehensive evaluation of F4L recommends that a model be developed
to facilitate consistent application in other areas. This will require the development of a comprehensive resource toolkit
and training programme for other workers who may deliver the F4L programme in order to ensure that the essence of
F4L is captured and shared in a manner that ensures quality and promotes fidelity to this evidence-based model. In
addition to this, process mapping and systematic engagement of potential stakeholders and referral agencies would
be required at all programme host sites to ensure integration and synergistic working with local support agencies. This
would be enhanced by Doody’s (ibid) recommendation for the development of a support policy, along with protocols for
emergency referrals for young people.
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CHAPTER 6 Conclusion

The F4L programme represents a well-developed and proven model of best practice for engaging vulnerable young
people in employment, education, and training. SWMDC’s wealth of experience in harnessing and leveraging
resources to support disengaged young people shines through in the programme. F4L’s experience in working with
very disadvantaged young people has led them to design and deliver a highly effective bespoke training programme for
young people who might otherwise fall through the gaps in our traditional statutory, voluntary, and community services.
The interagency nature of the programme has enabled the provision of a broad range of supports to young people and
facilitated the development of personal, social, and vocational skills.
F4L has proven to be highly effective in engaging one of the most marginalised of SICAP target groups: young people
not engaged in employment, education, or training. It has successfully engaged some of the most difficult to reach NEET
young people, with a very impressive retention rate of 95% and positive and sustained outcomes in terms of skills and
job readiness, with 70% of young people progressing to either employment, education, or training (see Doody, 2020).
This clearly demonstrates excellent value for money and highlights a measure of the worth of the programme.
Utilising a values-led and person-centred approach, F4L has facilitated young people in feeling safe, valued, and
respected and created an environment where their growth and development is promoted. This success, largely due
to the programme’s bespoke design incorporating intensive mentoring and support, has managed to harness the skills
and commitment of all key stakeholders. In particular, the programme coordinators have demonstrated excellence in
supporting participants throughout F4L, enabling them to progress towards diverse progression paths and individual
outcomes. The unique mix of skills training and personal development delivered in a relatively informal supportive
setting represents yet another key success indicator.
The Programme has also created a preventive and rehabilitative space for young people who are at increased risk of
drug or alcohol use, along with those in early recovery. Whilst not specifically designed as a rehabilitative programme,
F4L has nonetheless succeeded in reaching out to young people at risk of substance misuse and engaging them in a
recovery journey. In exploiting links with existing services, F4L has created and built upon existing rehabilitative pathways
for vulnerable young people. Doody (2020) points to the value of this interagency approach, which has underpinned
the programme from its inception. The continued development and enhancement of such collaborative processes will
undoubtedly contribute to the programme’s sustainability, importance, and expansion into the future.
Several key factors necessary for the ongoing success of the programme do, however, require further attention.
Consideration of inherent challenges and the analogous seizing of opportunities is essential if the programme is to thrive,
prosper, and be replicable into the future. The complexity of issues experienced by participants has led the team to work
very intensively with participants. Whilst this approach is time-consuming, it is essential in maximising engagement and
retention and developing sustainable progression pathways. Ongoing sustainability of this comprehensive programme
requires the allocation of a dedicated budget covering staffing, programme delivery, evaluation, and developmental
costs. Replication and mainstreaming of the programme’s success across the sector will require the development of
a comprehensive resource toolkit and training programme for other workers who may deliver F4L in order to ensure
that the essence of the programme is captured and shared in a manner that ensures quality and promotes fidelity to
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this evidence-based model. Additionally, mapping and systematic engagement of potential stakeholders and referral
agencies is necessary in order to ensure integration and synergistic working with local support agencies. This process
will undoubtedly be enhanced by Doody’s (ibid) recommendation for the development of a support policy, along with
protocols for emergency referrals for young people. A comprehensive assessment of the long-term impact of F4L will
require longitudinal study and analysis. At the same time, a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation framework is
necessary to ensure that programme outputs, outcomes, and learning can be systemically captured and analysed. As
participants will no doubt continue to present with complex issues and co-existing problems, staff will require access
to robust supervision and continuing professional development opportunities to ensure long-term programme integrity,
staff welfare, and transformative learning.
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