
 

 
 

Ep-DemLabs 
CITY ACTION PLAN FOR DUBLIN   



 

Foreword  

This plan is the product of a dialog between young people, policy-makers and 

practitioners (in such areas as education, training, employment and youth services).  The 

dialog took place in a number of labs as part of the Ep-DeM Labs Project.  The Project is 

an Erasmus EU funded project which has been delivered across four cities in Europe: 

London, Cagliari, Bologna and Dublin, between Spring 2016 and November 2017. 

 

The labs process facilitated a conversations between the participants about training, 

education and employment.  The process enabled young people to express their views 

about the options available to them and about the changes that they would like to see 

happen.  For policy makers and practitioners the process facilitated a discussion at an 

inter-agency level and provided the opportunity to exchange experiences and learning.  

The Labs also brought the agencies together with young people through a facilitated 

conversation and listening process.  Judging by the level of interaction and engagement 

by all participants the lab process was a positive experience.   

 

It is important that the lessons from the process of the labs of dialog, developed and 

tested in the Project, is given due consideration by the agencies involved in the Project.  

Overall there is a desire to build on the work carried out during the Project and the 

production of this City Plan can be seen as a corner stone for this future work.  While this 

City Action Plan is the end product of the labs and the Ep-DeM Labs Project, it is hoped 

that the lessons and experience of the Project will live on in future actions intended to 

bring together policy makers, practitioners and young people.   

 

Many agencies and organisations participated in the labs and made a positive 

contribution to the successful implementation of the Project and contributed to thisPlan.  

Our thanks goes to all the staff from these organisations who took the time to participate 

in the labs and the development of the Plan.   

 

In particular a special acknowledgment and thanks must go to all the young people who 

participated in the labs and who were very clear in expressing their views and 

experiences.  The opportunity to provide young people with the chance to express their 

view to policy makers and practitioners was a unique and positive outcome of the Project. 

 

The Plan and the Project would not have been possible without the support and input of 

the Project Irish partners i.e. DESP, BJC, DublinNet and from MetNet as the lead partner. 

 

 

 



 

Introduction  

The Ep-Dem Labs project is an Erasmus EU funded project which has been delivered 

across four cities in Europe: London, Cagliari, Bologna and Dublin, between Spring 2016 

and November 2017.1 

In each of these four cities, a core part of the project’s purpose has been to engage 

young people to express their views about the training, education, and employment 

options available to them and about the changes that they would like to see happen.2  

Amongst the pillars of the EP-DeM Labs project are the following:  

 Cross-sector and multi-stakeholder approach: by targeting youth in their transitions 

from one education or training system to the other, it actively involves all relevant 

players, including policy makers, in vocational education and training, education and 

employment, and, what is more, seeks the engagement of them all in co-design of 

measures; 

 Experiment of EP-DeM (Equity, Participation, Decision-Making) Labs with youth, 

service providers and policy makers at city and at European level. The Labs are 

designed as workshops with a highly participative and creative character, to work on 

3 thematic areas: 

o Equity - Labs investigate on how education, training and employment 

services are equitable in terms of access, retain and follow up towards 

youth in transition moments of their life 

o Participation – they allow active participation and planning by youth – thus 

empowerment and soft skills enhancement; 

o Decision making – they bridge the voices and proposals of young people 

into planning of interventions and delivery mechanisms of education, 

training and employability measures targeted to them. 

The project’s goal is to enable young people to influence the design and creation of future 

youth initiatives in relation to training, education, and employment. 

The labs were creative and interactive workshops based around a specific topic of 

discussion. There were three youth labs and three labs for policy-makers and 

practitioners (in such areas as education, training, employment and youth services). 

There were two mixed labs, where policy makers, practitioners and young people met and 

shared their views and discussed their desired changes to training, education and 

employment options. These labs took between November 2016 and May 2017. 

The themes and topics for the three youth and policy-makers labs were: 

 What is the current situation regarding education, training, and employment 

services available to young people?  

 What are the desired changes in the available services, what is the ideal and what 

are the gaps? 

 What could be an action plan for addressing the gaps 

                                                   
1 http://www.epdemlabs.eu/ 
2 For the aims of the EP-Dem Labs project, see appendices 



 

A principle of the project is that a systematised and structured dialogue between 

providers, policy makers and young people can be of help in identifying areas for 

improvement in existing mechanisms and responses to needs, in order to transform them 

into more effective and inclusive ones. As a result, an important priority for the Ep-Dem 

Labs project is to generate knowledge through dialogue. 

The two mixed labs provided an opportunity for both groups to come together to discuss 

their views arising from the above themes and topics, and to work together to plan how 

changes might occur.  

1.1. Purpose of this City Action Plan 

This City Action Plan is a single but important outcome of the Ep-Dem Labs project. Each 

participant city produces a ‘City Action Plan’ which aims to set out some clear actions to 

be explored, arising from the discussions and agreed proposals at the mixed labs.  

While this City Action Plan is the end product of these labs, it is anticipated that it will be 

the starting point for the next phase of the project: participants in the Dublin Labs agreed 

to remain involved in a steering group structure which will progress the actions identified 

in this action plan, to ensure that change takes place.   

2. The process 

The process of the ‘Labs’ was highly interactive. The same themes were considered in 

the separate youth labs and policy-maker labs which enabled participants to engage with 

their peers prior to expressing their views in the mixed labs.  

Each lab lasted approximately 2-3 hours, and generally took the form of small group 

discussion (in groups of 4-5, with feedback to the full group). Some of the youth labs 

employed methods such as group art work, particularly when considering the ‘ideal’ in 

terms of youth training and work experience options.  

The mixed labs included group work, with young people and policy-makers engaging in 

facilitated small group discussion (e.g. groups of six participants) with feedback to the 

wider group.  

The labs were preceded by information and awareness-raising sessions held in Ballymun 

and Ballyfermot in summer 20163 (the two neighbourhoods from where young people 

were initially targeted4). In addition, youth workers based in youth projects and alternative 

education programmes (e.g. Youthreach) in Ballymun, Finglas and Ballyfermot acted as a 

key support for the project, by recruiting young people and raising their awareness of the 

labs, as well as supporting them in between the lab sessions. Some of the youth workers 

undertook a facilitator role in the mixed lab sessions, along with the Ep Dem Lab 

facilitator roles. As the project’s labs took place over a relatively short period of time (six 

months), opportunities for engaging in developmental work were very limited, and 

necessitated this support. While the project provided for three labs, an additional youth 

lab was undertaken with young people in order to provide additional preparation for one 

mixed lab.  

The age range of the youth participants in the programme clustered around the 16-18 

year old age group: most of the young people were in the process of completing their 

                                                   
3 These workshops were part of the wider project actions that were undertaken across all partner cities.  
4 This was later extended to include Finglas, an area on the north side of Dublin which adjoins Ballymun. 



 

second level education (mainstream and alternative education providers), and had not 

participated in wider training or labour market measures. Thus Dublin partners believed 

that there was a need to gain insight into the issues faced by older young people. As a 

result, themes arising in discussions and proposed action plan elements were discussed 

at an additional, fifth youth ‘lab’, with an older age cohort: this older age group were 

engaged in a specially designated Community Employment (CE) scheme which was 

initiated as part of the Youth Guarantee Scheme in Ballymun, targeting those aged in 

their early twenties.    

The policy makers were recruited by invitation with follow up from project partners to 

engage key individuals. The profile of policy makers included civil servants in central 

government departments, agencies involved in equality and human rights, national and 

local agencies involved in social inclusion, research bodies, public and community sector 

training and education practitioners, and the trade union movement.5  

The retention rate across all the labs was very high. For example, amongst young people, 

76% of all participants (total number = 25) attended more than one of the labs. With 

regard to policy-makers and practitioners, 74% of participants (total number = 34), 

attended more than one of the labs. This enabled a strong continuity in the discussions at 

the labs. It also supported networking opportunities between the participants, many of 

whom would not have previously had significant day to day involvement in each others’ 

activities.  

At the final mixed lab (May 

2017), young people and 

policy makers/ practitioners 

were asked if they were 

interested in maintaining 

involvement in the process – 

there was a consensus that 

subsequent mixed labs 

should take place to consider 

the actions proposed, and in 

addition, those present agreed to meet over a 12 month period, to progress the 

implementation of the actions. This provides a basis for continuing the process beyond 

the Ep-Dem Labs project, although the challenge will be to resource the process, and to 

sustain participation. A key objective of this phase of the project is to promote and support 

mainstreaming of the participative and inclusive processes of the labs, which nurture 

youth participation and promote dialogue between young people and key service 

providers and policy-makers.   

3. Themes and actions 

The Labs identified common themes of concern for both policy makers/ practitioners and 

young people. These themes and key issues arising in them are presented below, along 

with potential actions.6 The appendices includes more details of the discussions that 

arose in the individual lab sessions, and this City Action Plan should be read as a 

companion document to the wider Labs reports.  

                                                   
5 Participating organisations are listed in the appendices.  
6 Further detail of the discussions that arose throughout the Lab process are outlined in the Appendices 



 

The Labs discussed the issues affecting young people and sought to identify desired 

changes to the current system of employment, education and training, in order to meet 

the needs of young people. The city action plan identifies the issues that arose in the 

Labs, as well as some of the desired changes that arose in these discussions. These 

desired changes form the basis for the actions proposed.  

Note: these actions are for discussion purposes only at this stage. There are no 

timescales or sub-actions identified with these, as they will require further discussion with 

wider stakeholders.  

3.1. Participation in decision-making  

Participation in decision-making is core to the Ep-Dem Labs project, and underpins all 

actions and processes undertaken throughout the project.  

As most of the young people were aged between 16-18 years, their experience of 

participatory mechanisms were mainly at second level or schools level. They observed 

that these mechanisms were not sufficient (e.g. some participants felt that student 

councils attract those who are confident rather than a broader base of young people). At 

the policy labs, an emphasis was placed on youth work approaches7 to participation and 

decision-making - youth work has been acknowledged as playing an important role in 

promoting participation and civic engagement (as well as non-formal learning) which is in 

itself a valuable support for employability.8  For participants, the methodology developed 

through the Labs project has been a valuable opportunity for both policy makers and 

young people to engage with each other on key issues. Many young people observed that 

their experience in the Labs was the first time that they felt that their views and 

experiences were acknowledged by policy makers and practitioners.  

Key issues included 

 The need for discussion at national level around youth participation so that 

engaging young people and responding to their needs is standard in practice as 

well as in policy terms (this could require government directives as well as cultural 

change). 

 There was a view that greater discretion was needed for service providers at local 

level in order to enable them to respond and cater to young people’s articulated 

needs (as many service providers may not have the capacity or scope to introduce 

changes)  

1. Suggested action arising from the mixed Lab – methodology of Labs 

The methodology for engagement and participation as developed in Labs should be explored as 

an approach in consultative/participative approaches involving young people and other groups 
whose voice is less heard in policy considerations. The methodology of the Labs project and 

lessons learned should be explored as a basis for contributing to good practice principles for 

participation. The project will explore opportunities for progressing this within existing networks 
and new ones.   

                                                   
7 A youth work approach, defined in the Youth Work Act (2001) as a planned programme of education designed for the 

purpose of aiding and enhancing the personal and social development of young people through their voluntary 

participation has been endorsed as it can build resilience, equip young people with skills, build self-esteem and 

confidence, and support young people to make informed decisions and choices. 
8 This has been acknowledged as a support for integration into the labour market (OECD, 2014; Eurofound, 2016). A 

youth work approach is also noted for engaging those who are hard to reach and building confidence and trust with the 

wider community and with authorities (NYCI, 2013) 



 

3.2. Guidance  

The quality of guidance, mentoring and information for young people on options available 

to them arose as a major issue throughout all Labs, policy, youth and mixed.  

Young people made the point that their primary source of guidance and information 

tended to be from the internet, friends and family.9 They also observed that guidance was 

needed at an earlier stage insecond level (at junior cycle, or even primary level). The 

crucial nature of guidance was reiterated throughout the labs, given how decisions made 

about subject choices can impact on later course and career options. It was however, 

noted that an additional 400 guidance counsellors were being recruited in second level 

schools (in the summer 2017), which should significantly enhance guidance services 

currently provided in schools.  

Moreover, there was an identified need for additional guidance services in the transition 

space between 2nd and 3rd level/ further education (which was linked to a need for 

guidance services beyond second level education).  

Positive experiences of guidance identified by the young people in the Labs included the 

guidance received in Youthreach, and some young people suggested that this model of 

guidance (including a more holistic and mentoring type of support) could be replicated at 

second level.10 The flexible, holistic and person-centred approaches that were advocated 

in the discussions correspond with the concept of equity, which is a core concept of the 

Ep-Dem Labs project. Equity acknowledges the differences in situations and experience 

of individuals, as well as the barriers that they face. It achieves positive outcomes by 

adapting supports to the needs of individuals, which is different to treating people the 

same (which is often how the concept of equality is viewed).  

With regard to guidance services that are offered post-second level education (work 

based guidance services), the policy labs discussed the tensions that can arise between 

a person-centred guidance model and a labour market activation model of guidance: 

observations were made that a ‘work-first’ activation model can undermine person-

centred approaches to guidance.11  

Key issues included: 

 A need to provide a more universal employment and guidance service which 

enables access beyond the education and ‘activation’ system). This would include 

services for those who are not in the education system, and who are not part of 

‘activation’ measures (including those who are not in education, employment or 

training). 

 Students recommended that a holistic approach to guidance be adopted, including 

support around whole life issues (rather than solely career related) and that 

mentoring approaches also be used.  

 Soft skills such as intensive interview preparation, time management, professional 

conduct and addressing issues with management are among some of the items 

                                                   
9 McCoy et al (2010) identified a lack of reliable information as one of a number of important determinants in 

progression to higher education.   
10 Research undertaken by the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop (2014) confirms that factors like family, 

gender, migration and socio-economic status are playing a crucial role in the capacity of youth to access, stay and 

succeed at school, and also to find and keep an employment. The deepest causes of early leaving are to be found in 

wider social and political contexts . The only strategies that could succeed in tackling this should be holistic, able to 

address the multiple interrelated factors leading to youth disengagement. 
11 See also Devlin (2015) 



 

that young people who have finished secondary education feel are important to 

receive guidance and training on.  

2. Suggested action from Mixed Labs – open access guidance service for young 

people 

The importance of a holistic approach to guidance, incorporating coaching and mentoring at key 

transition points from second to third level is a key finding of the Labs. The project will progress 
opportunities for advancing this agenda within existing and new networks. 

3.3. Transition year  

Lab participants reported both 

positive and negative experiences of 

transition year (TY). Some felt that 

they did not benefit  from the year 

other than availing of work 

experience opportunities that it 

presented (see below for more detail 

on views of work experience). Some 

also reported that they found it hard 

to re-adjust to 5th year (second level 

senior cycle) after transition year. 

The point was made that the quality 

of transition year was variable: with 

significant differences in the 

structure and quality of programmes 

across schools.  

Some of the issues and proposals for enhanced transition year included: 

 TY could provide an opportunity for young people to access quality guidance and 

mentor support (a need identified in the discussions on guidance). In addition TY 

could include more practical elements, such as the acquisition of soft skills, e.g. 

leadership, team-building, and life skills, e.g. tax, managing finances. While 

elements of these are provided in some TY programmes, their quality was variable, 

in the experiences of some young people. The young people felt that there needed 

to be more consultation with young people around the structure and content of TY. 

 There was a need identified for more networking amongst schools and employers 

for access to work experience, as many young people found it difficult to access 

quality work experience 12 

 The timing of transition year was also noted. Some young people were of the view 

that a transition-year type programme might be more beneficial if it took place after 

6th year, at the end of the senior cycle. 

 

3. Suggested action arising from the mixed labs - sharing good practice in TY 

                                                   
12 However, in Ballymun, as part of its piloting of the Youth Guarantee Scheme, a survey of local employers was 

undertaken ad 64% indicated that they were willing to recruit from the live register of job-seekers, 20% said that they 

were willing to host a site tour and 18% were willing to give talks, provide advice re CV preparation and give mock 

interviews (Devlin, 2015).  



 

A need has been identified to provide a platform (e.g., forum or website) for TY practitioners to 

share practice and gain access to best practice, and case studies. The project will progress 
opportunities for advancing this suggested action. 

 

4. Suggested action arising from the mixed labs - using the methodology of Labs in 

TY review 

The project will submit the findings of the mixed labs to the forthcoming review of elements of 

Transition Year that is to be undertaken by the Department of Education. 

3.4. Alternatives 

There is few alternative to mainstream education system for individuals that the 

mainstream system does not suit. The current alternatives such as Youthreach and 

Community Training Centres (CTCs) have an image problem in the view of some young 

people. 

A need was identified to challenge the over-emphasis on leaving certificate points and 

progression to an academic qualification. The need to establish and support a dual 

system where some people pursue an academic route while others pursue a skills route 

was identified.  

Awareness raising activities to promote alternative education amongst young people and 

communities have been undertaken in some areas. For example, KITE (Keep in Training 

and Education13) is a subgroup of the Dublin 10 Education Task Force.14 It held an open 

day in 2016 to raise community awareness about alternative education services in Dublin 

10 in a local youth centre. KITE also coordinated an “A Team Challenge” event to which it 

invited students from the local secondary schools and learners from the alternative 

education centres. These students came together and form teams to compete in games 

and quizzes, in order for them to get to know each other and break down barriers. The 

feedback they received from attendees and organisers for both these events was very 

positive.  

5. Suggested action arising from the mixed labs– evaluation of Youthreach 

The project will submit the findings of the mixed labs to the forthcoming evaluation of 

Youthreach with a view to their exploring the views of young people as regards its branding and 

about perceptions of it amongst employers, students and participants.  

3.5. Accessing work experience  

Most of the Lab participants were still completing their second level education, but a 

significant portion had experienced difficulties accessing work experience that was 

included as part of their programmes (either in Youthreach or TY). The key issues 

identified were: 

                                                   
13 Membership includes Ballyfermot / Chapelizod Partnership, Ballyfermout YouthReach, the Kylemore Community 

Training Centre, and the Cherry Orchard Community Training Centre 
14 The Dublin 10 Education Task Force is a multi-agency and community network lead by the Ballyfermot/ Chapelizod 

Partnership.  



 

 Accessing work experience that was relevant and of high quality was largely 

dependent on having personal contacts (which many young people did not have)  

 Some young people experienced negative perceptions from employers about 

alternative education programmes (e.g. Youthreach), which was believed to 

negatively impact on accessing work experience for participants (there was a need 

identified by some young people to address this amongst employers by 

programmes such as Youthreach)  

 Work experience was viewed as potentially very influential and valuable in testing 

options and career interests (some participants had planned their future careers on 

the basis of their positive work experiences)  

 Examples of good initiatives were identified. For example Co-operation Ireland 

organised a trip to London enabling some Lab participants to visit financial sector 

organisations. The question was asked as to whether this could be replicated in 

Dublin. 

 Other actions could include initiatives which would seek employer commitment to 

offer work experience (e.g., website with offers that young people could access). 

This could happen on a local basis (mobilised through community and local 

development organisations, e.g. LES, Partnerships, and through employer 

Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives). However, the point was made that work 

experience initiatives would need to be structured carefully to ensure quality 

(acknowledging a risk of exploitation of young people in work experience).  

 As well as employers, trade unions should be included under the work experience 

recommendation as they can play an important role in the development of quality 

work experience placements for young people. 

 There was a suggestion to develop a work experience QQI award.  This would 

generate a quality framework for work experience 

 Older participants cited the need for intensive interview preparation and an 

understanding from employers that relevant and structured induction is crucial. 

 There was a perception that there was not enough public sector work experience 

opportunities (given that in some areas, including Ballymun, the State is the largest 

employer)  

6. Suggested action arising from Mixed Labs – pre-apprenticeship opportunities 

The new apprenticeship programme could be explored for its potential (as well as its gaps) in 

providing career pathways for young people. In addition, consideration could be given as to 
whether there may be a need for pre-apprenticeship mechanisms for young people leaving 

second level education. The project will progress opportunities for this.  

3.6. Supports to progress to higher education  

Some young people observed that they were required to make decisions about further 

and third level courses, and that often they did not have adequate knowledge of the 

courses. For some young people, opportunities for changing subjects or courses were 

either very limited or had significant implications: e.g. losing grant payments.15 As a result, 

                                                   
15 The first half of the annual tuition fee paid by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) on behalf of a student takes place 

on 1 November. A student must have withdrawn before this date if they wish to repeat a year, or change a course 

without having to pay this tuition fee themselves for the new course. For grant recipients, in ordinary circumstances, they 

will not get a second payment of any payment already received from SUSI. 



 

some young people had dropped out of third level courses. Where young people do not 

have family members or friends who have progressed to third level to offer advice, they 

can be at a disadvantage in terms of decision-making.16  

Young people emphasised the importance of making informed choices about course 

options and decisions. Suggestions included greater availability of information, and more 

options for ‘testing’ courses, as well as options for changing courses without penalty. In 

addition, some policy makers noted the need for additional supports for young people 

when in third level or further education, in order to support their retention there, and some 

practitioners referred to the importance of ‘taster’ courses as a prelude to making 

decisions about further education options.  

Suggested changes made in this regard included: 

 Visits to schools by education/ training bodies to showcase their courses and 

programmes (e.g. Education and Training Board)  

 Greater opportunities for young people to visits education and training centres in 

order to gain more information and advice about further and higher education 

courses and the costs and implications of participating in further / higher education 

 The need for young people to be able to need to test different work/ career options, 

and in particular to have some options for ‘change of mind’ in first year of third level   

 

7. Suggested action arising from mixed lab discussions – widening Access 
programmes  

Third level access programmes (e.g., Trinity Access Programme) have significant success rates 
and strong participant outcomes. Consideration could be given to extending the model 

(including taster modules, one to one supports, networking amongst participants, etc) to young 

people with criteria for access changing from age, to number of years outside of the school/ 
education system (hence allowing a younger cohort to take part). The project will pursue 

opportunities to progress this action with existing and new networks.  

 

8. Suggested action arising from mixed lab discussions - one to one and mentor 

support for third level students 

In order to support retention at third level, there is a need to explore the need and mechanisms for 

delivering one to one mentoring and peer supports for those who need it. The project will progress 
opportunities for pursuing this action with existing and new networks. 

3.7. Collaboration between organisations  

A need was identified  for greater co-operation and inter-agency collaboration on a formal 

basis, particularly at policy-maker and practitioner labs.17 Case examples of effective 

                                                   
16 McCoy et al (2010) focused on access to higher education by the ‘lower manual’ socio-economic group. The research 

identified important issues around self-belief and aspirations (third level is ‘not for me’) as a significant barrier to 

participation; a lack of information and advice (where school rather than parents or family becomes the most important 

source of information and advice); and financial considerations (including a lack of awareness of supports but also a lack 

of awareness of the costs relating to higher education). 
17 Including formal referral arrangements. For example, in the Ballymun Youth Guarantee Scheme pilot, case 

management was regarded as a particularly valuable example of a partnership approach which was used in the Youth 

Guarantee Scheme that was piloted in Ballymun, and which is outlined in Devlin M (2015)  



 

inter-agency collaboration18 were discussed during the Labs, but it was also observed that 

inter-agency collaboration often arises due to positive working relationships and 

networking, rather than formal requirements of agencies or roles.  

Young people suggested that State agencies should work closely with community 

organisations as a means of engaging with young people in order to generate feedback 

on their needs and experiences. A lack of trust between young people and public 

employment services arises in research studies on this subject.19  

The following issues and proposed changes were identified: 

 The need for inter-agency collaboration to be formalised within job descriptions and 

performance management functions of staff in policy-making and practitioner roles 

 Inter-agency collaboration should be used by State agencies to reach young 

people through local and community organisations (for feedback and planning 

purposes) 

 

 

9. Suggested action arising from mixed labs– quality system for inter-agency 

working 

The value of collaboration and participation across policy and operational levels and with young 

people has been acknowledged throughout the Labs. The project will promote and disseminate 
this experience within existing and new networks.  

 

  

                                                   
18 These case studies included the 1) Skills for Life programme, a collaboration between the Defence Forces, Dept of 

Social Protection, Education and Training Board, and Dept of Defence; 2) the Adult and Basic Learning and Education 

(ABLE) programme, a collaboration between of Dept of Social Protection, Tolka Area Partnership (now DNWAP), the City 

of Dublin Vocational Education Committee (CDVEC), and the Finglas Youth Resource Centre (FYRC), and 3) the Ballymun 

Youth Guarantee, a multi-agency project involving a national and local implementation group led by the Ballymun Job 

Centre and the Dept of Social Protection.   
19 The Eurofound study notes that while 70% of young people not in education, emplioyment or training (NEET) wish to 

work, 57% are registered with public employment services (PES). Many experience a lack of trust in institutions such as 

PES. It is also noted that ‘a considerable body of evidence highlights the difficulties PES have in reaching young people, 

and the lack of trust that young people have in public institutions (Eurofound 2012, 2016).  



 

 

Appendix 1 Ep Dem Labs Aims  

EP-DeM aims to: 

 Build evidence, experiment and scale up the intrinsic linkages between a holistic 

approach, not focussing on single measures to improve educational outcomes of 

the disadvantaged youth, but on their participation, empowerment and engagement 

and on the responsiveness and flexibility of the systems themselves; 

 Develop and test a new approach to the professional figure of the ‘youth worker’, 

as a real agent of change that can influence and play an active role as model also 

in formal education, training and employment frameworks  

 Adopt, adapt and develop innovative dialogue and self-empowerment experiences 

and approaches targeting excluded youth, typically relegate to the informal and 

youth work contexts, to engage them in an open dialogue and co-design of 

education, social and employment measures targeting them; 

 Prepare and engage education and employment service providers and the relevant 

policy makers in VET and employment to dialogue in a continuous manner and to 

structurally integrate the outcomes of the dialogue with youth in program and 

project design, delivery and implementation mechanisms; 

 Develop a set of innovative, sustainable and cost-effective tools encouraging local, 

National and European policy makers to integrate direct voices and ideas of youth 

in planning and delivery of educational and employment services directed to the 

most disadvantaged, and to undertake a path toward a genuine and transparent 

evidence-based policy making 

 

  



 

Appendix 2– Key discussion points across all labs  

The tables below outlines some of the key issues arising in policy, youth and mixed labs 

Table A.1  Gaps in current provision and suggested improvements 

Gaps Suggested improvements 

 Recognition of intensive and individual nature of 

supports 

 Structural barriers including funding for staff, 

availability of childcare and transport 

 Positives aren’t mainstreamed 

 Higher level policy and strategy not informed by 

successes 

 Multiple disadvantages need support 

 (Need for) flexibility, accountability, ‘bending the 

rules’, effectiveness –financial constraints 

 Lack of trust in system [young people and local 

providers] 

  Young people seen as a homogenous group 

 Interagency working – local service delivery, 

(tensions between) C+V20 orgs v state 

(relationships – funder, grant-holder, grantee), 
also interagency – capacity / resource intensive 

 Role of employers21 

 Identification of first principles? 

 Many good practices have been piloted but do 

not move into the mainstream 

 YP not going: ‘missing’ – most distant from the 

labour market – growing risk for a larger group 

(more diverse) 

 A need to make use of youth work ‘bespoke’ 

approaches22 (youth services as a resource) 

 Invite the input of young people  

 Consider young people engaging in design principles 

(translating lived experiences into policy; engaging 

the vulnerable; safe/ ethics in capturing voice) 

 Young people actually taking part or 

‘representatives’ of young people – the two are very 

different  

 Policy documents emphasise participation but 
implementation / follow through not always evident 

(What consequences if policies not implemented?) 

 Acknowledge the education reality – academic over-

emphasis and need to include skills-based options 

 Guidance – needs to be more in schools, and earlier 

in schools 

 Mentoring in Youthreach – highly rated 

 No single agency on its own – inter-agency groups 

 Need to build trust 

 You need a will to change 

 

  

                                                   
20 Community and Voluntary 
21 In Ballymun, as part of its piloting of the Youth Guarantee Scheme, a survey of local employers was undertaken ad 64% 

indicated that they were willing to recruit from the live register of job-seekers, 20% said that they were willing to host a 

site tour and 18% were willing to give talks, provide advice re CV preparation and give mock interviews.  
22 A youth work approach, defined in the Youth Work Act (2001) as a planned programme of education designed for the 

purpose of aiding and enhancing the personal and social development of young people through their voluntary 

participation has been endorsed as it can build resilience, equip young people with skills, build self-esteem and 

confidence, and support young people to make informed decisions and choices. 



 

Barriers to participation  

Barriers to participation identified are considered in terms of the situation or personal 

barriers experienced by young people in general, as well as structural and programme 

barriers.23 

Table A.2  Barriers to participation (situational, programme-related24 and structural/ political) 

Situational / personal barriers Programme related barriers Structural/ political barriers 

 Fear, self-esteem, confidence, 

self-belief and low expectations25 

 Lack of education/ limited 

literacy 

 Language (jargon, intimidating 

language) 

 Lack of information from 

independent/ reliable sources or 
information received too late 

 Perception 

 Family life/childcare/ carer 

 Lack of support / encouragement 
at home 

 Stress (in College) 

 Social norms 

 Poverty and lack of money 

 Family commitment/ 
responsibilities and family 

circumstances 

 Community environment 

 Peer pressure 

 Childcare / gender dimension 

 Adverse life events 

 Lack of knowledge about 

opportunities 

 Distrust of institutions26 

 Financial  

 Government policy objectives 

 A detailed understanding of 

target groups/ scope  

 Silo approach / joined-up 

thinking 

 Eligibility criteria 

 Narrowness of focus and 

multiplicity of programmes 

 Interagency – lack of joined up 

approaches 

 Lack of learning within the 

system 

 Holistic view not taken of cost/ 

value of programmes 

  ‘Work first’ activation policy 

[rather than ‘work later’] 

 Lack of opportunities to change 

mind about courses  

 Different learning styles not 

taken into account (e.g. non-

academic styles) 

 Treating everyone the same 

 School doesn’t prepare you for 

college  

 Lack of collaboration/ 

engagement by agencies 

 Accessibility 

 Availability/ eligibility 

 Geographical location  

 Lack of guidance/ 

information/ support and 
resources 

 Nothing relevant 

Comments were made by policy makers with regard to how programmes are developed 

and designed (and the need for testing, evaluation and evidence-based programmes 

and quality standards); limited flexibility and capacity of the system to meet individual 

needs,27 and the need for greater co-operation and inter-agency collaboration on a 

                                                   
23 In the youth focus groups, respondents emphasised wider social factors that impact on young people as regards 

labour market access: a lack of good support (60%) and presence of substance abuse or family history of substance 

abuse (50%) – both of these decreasing the chances of young people achieving their goals. 
24 For example, relating to eligibility, costs of participation, etc.  
25 In the focus groups undertaken during summer 2016 in Dublin by the Ep-Dem Labs Irish partners, confidence and 

motivation were characteristics agreed by both young people and adults as important in accessing the labour market. 
26 The Eurofound study notes that while 70% of NEETs wish to work, 57% are registered with public employment services 

(PES). Many experience a lack of trust in institutions such as PES. It is also noted that ‘a considerable body of evidence 

highlights the difficulties PES have in reaching young people, and the lack of trust that young people have in public 

institutions (Eurofound 2012, 2016).  
27 The OECD (2010) states that mainstream institutions, such as the public employment services, are not always well 

equipped to be able to engage with those who have experienced serial social risk factors such as low education, living in 

a deprived neighbourhood, drug use, ethnic minority background, mental illness, etc. 



 

formal basis.28 The lack of resources in the education system (e.g. lack of guidance 

services at second level) and support for the transition from school to work was also 

noted.  

The comments with regard to youth work approaches arising at various points in the 

Lab point to the role of non-formal learning, civic engagement and participation as a 

valuable intervention and support for employability.29   

The flexible, holistic and person-centred approaches that were advocated in the 

discussions correspond with the concept of equity as discussed in the Lab. A theme of 

the Lab concerned the importance of making a distinction between delivering supports 

based on the needs of young people, and treating people the same. This is a core 

concept and principle of the Ep-Dem Labs project. 

This can be challenging because there can be tensions between this person-centred and 

needs-based approach and a labour market activation model.30  

Table A.3  Equity of Access  

What is the ideal  Opportunities for change  

 Need for trusted sources of information (College 
courses were not what young people were 

expecting) 

 More information available via social media 

 Supporting transitioning ‘flexibly’ 

 Importance of quality of aftercare (ongong 

support) 

 Less of an emphasis on academic-based success: 

qualifications can pose issues of access to 

programmes (e.g. maths required for 
apprenticeships) 

 Importance of soft skills – need for all involved 

with young people to address this need 

 Need for clarity around functions of organisations 

 Need to link education to employment 

 Overhaul of the system required (Level 4s – 

subjects in school) 

 Greater parental awareness 

 More guidance resources in schools (also, need 
for an inter-agency approach to guidance) 

 Open access of activation services for 16-18 year 

olds 

 Minimum wage for under 18 year olds 

 More courses required 

 Interventions – support parents/ families/ 
communities support the young people 

(outreach approaches) 

 DSP should be going into schools to discuss 

options 

 Transition year should be compulsory/ TY 
needs to be more structured 

 Need to establish key contact for young person 

– a trusted link to dealing with officials 

 Need for ongoing support in third level  

 Explore our online and social media actions as 

a means of ensuring access (youtube, etc) 

 Change the language used by DSP in letters 

when engaging with young people - softer 

language – give ownership and empowerment 
to young people (eliminate tensions and 

‘control’ issues, e.g. provide options for 
appointments (more person-centred 

approaches rather than ‘compliance’ needs to 

be institutionalised). 

 Allow for self-referral and wider/ more flexible 

eligibility 

 Need for an innovation fund to test approaches 

and to allow scaling up of pilots 

 Pre-recruitment programmes, including taster 

programmes have very successful outcomes 

                                                   
28 Including formal referral arrangements. In the Ballymun Youth Guarantee Scheme pilot, case management was 

regarded as a particularly valuable example of a partnership approach which was used in the Youth Guarantee Scheme 

that was piloted in Ballymun, and which is outlined in Devlin M (2015)  
29 This has been acknowledged as a support for integration into the labour market (OECD, 2014; Eurofound, 2016). A 

youth work approach is also noted for engaging those who are hard to reach and building confidence and trust with the 

wider community and with authorities (NYCI, 2013) 
30 See also Devlin (2015) 



 

 Emerging adulthood – young people getting stuck 

at certain points (risks of drugs and alcohol for 
some) 

 Employers need to be engaged to see where the 

sustainable jobs are (and more risk taking and 

collaboration between employers and young 
people) 

 Encourage more local businesses to take on 

students for work experience (not just shops) 

 Offer opportunities for Youthreach and secondary 

students to shadow college students 

 Offer courses around job readiness and soft skills  

(INOU31 programmes with 95% retention 

rates) 

 Reduce age of Community Employment (CE) 

schemes 

 Open days with employers, organisations, 

trainers, Intreo, etc. 

 Important to enable positive risk taking, builds 

resilience 

 Supports needed for families (information, 

advice) 

 Explore programmes that use the medium of 

sport, music, while delivering literacy and other 
skills.  

 Explore potential for courses to allow access 

based on interview and experience rather than 

just qualifications 

 

Table A.4  Equity of Support / retention  

What is the ideal Opportunity for change 

 Follow up support while in training and 

education (including third level) 

 Early intervention for those dropping-out 

 Linking work experience with training and 

education 

 Modules for leaving certificate (that are work 
related) 

 There are a lot of programmes – people are off 

the live register, but what are the outcomes – 

need to be more outcome based – quality 
employment opportunities 

 More support at third level for students with 

disabilities 

 More collaboration and partnership between state 

agencies and community/ local providers – should 
be a formal part of the job description, work 

programme and system of appraisal / performance 
management of roles  

 Need for collaborative work around young people 

– wraparound supports, based on the needs of the 

young people at the centre (person-centred) 

 Childcare – a huge need 

 Develop a model for person-centred approaches 

(quality standards)  

 Change eligibility for programmes (Back to 

Education Initiative) to allow financial support for 
those re-taking programmes at the same level of 

accreditation (no three year break) 

 

Table A.5  Equity of Participation  

What is the ideal  Opportunities 

 Reduce the age of CE schemes if person also 

completing course 

 More formal link between agencies 

 More transparent about what is required (e.g., 

if interested in childcare, need to have Level 5 
or 6) 

 Work in conjunction with young people to look 

at pay, value or other incentives to get involved 

 To ask young people about their needs 

 Formal engagement with youth services, 

community and voluntary organisations (formal 
inter-agency plans) 

 Need to know how and who makes decisions (e.g. 

CPSE, TY to explore where decisions are made) 

 A discussion at national level around the need to 

engage with young people 

                                                   
31 Irish National Organisation for the Unemployed 



 

 Young people need to be involved in decision-

making processes (and to get feedback on their 
participation) 

 Support for young people to participate and 

engage with agencies (e.g. through youth 

workers’ support) 

 Ep-Dem Labs is good, not intimidating (for young 

people) 

 

  



 

Appendix 3 participating agencies 

Ballyfermot Chapelizod Partnership Company  

Ballymun Local Drugs and Alcohol Task Force 

Ballymun Job Centre 

Ballymun Youthreach 

Department of Education and Skills 

Department of Social Protection 

Dublin Mid East Enterprise Ireland  

Dublin North West Area Partnership Company  

Finglas Youth Resource Centre 

Institute of Technology, Tallaght 

Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown  

Irish Congress of Trade Unions’ Youth Connect Project 

Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission 

Irish National Organisation for the Unemployed  

Killester College of Further Education 

National Economic and Research Council  

National University of Ireland, Maynooth 

Pobal 
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