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Presentation to the Joint Oireachtas 
Committee on Social Protection. 

 

Dr. John Sweeney, Labour Market Council, 9th February 2017. 

 

On behalf of our Chair and other members, I welcome and am grateful for your interest in 

the role and work of the Labour Market Council.  Your invitation came at short notice so 

this could not be a collectively crafted presentation. However, I’m delighted to be here and 

will speak with the ‘mind of the Council’ as much as possible. Trained as an economist, I owe 

my presence on it (I suspect!) to research and policy analysis I did when working for the 

National Economic and Social Council, some of it dealing directly or indirectly with 

activation.1   

Let me begin with a few words on what the Labour Market Council is and how it functions.  

Then I will draw your attention to three key observations the Council makes in its May 2016 

document, Responses of the Labour Market Council to Pathways to Work 2016-2020 which I 

invited you to dip into. I will end by allowing myself a commentary on the third of these but 

you will then be listening to a member of the Council and not necessarily to what all its 

members stand over.   

The Council is an advisory body to the Minister and Government and first met in September 

2013.  It is made up of some 13 ‘industry leaders and labour market specialists’ who come 

on it at the invitation of the Minister for Social Protection and participate wholly voluntarily. 

I append its terms of reference as updated in March 2016 in an Appendix.  Its overarching 

one is to ‘monitor and advise on the implementation of the Pathways to Work Strategy’.  To 

date, it has averaged 7 meetings in a full year, meetings at which senior staff from the 

Department are present and – frequently – from other Departments at well.  It is not 

unusual for an outside body or expert to be invited to address the Council.  

It is my experience that discussions are open and frank, both between members themselves 

who come from very different backgrounds (at your last meeting you listened to three 

members speaking for their own organisations – Ibec, ICTU and the INOU) and between 

Departmental staff and members. A sometimes delicate balance is struck between being 

supportive of the Department and yet independent of it (in it but not of it).    

                                                           
1
  The Developmental Welfare State, NESC, 2005;  Supports and Services for Unemployed Jobseekers : 

Challenges and Opportunities in a Time of Recession (NESC, 2011); A Strategic Review of Further Education and 
Training for the Unemployed, a DES report  undertaken for the Troika (2013) and an OECD report on 
Employment and Skills Strategies in Ireland (2014). 
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Pathways to Work has evolved from being ‘a policy statement on activation’ (2012) to a ’50 

point plan to tackle long-term unemployment’ (2013) to the current five-year strategy 

(2016-2020), and the role and expectations of the Labour Market Council have also evolved.   

In 2015, it was decided to ‘embed [it] within the Government’s policy making framework [as 

its] primary advisory body on labour market policy’, to keep it as a non-statutory body but 

to formalise its relationships with other policy advisory bodies. 

Given all this, you might regret that the Council has published only 3 reports that tend to be 

shorter the wider the subject matter being dealt with.  As a consequence, the LMC has had 

little impact on the media and outside world, even though raising public awareness is part 

of its brief. Partly this is because it is a large and labour intensive step to move from full, 

frank and sometimes wide-ranging discussions to agreed texts.  (There seem to be two 

approaches – communicate seldom and keep it short, like the LMC, or present all the 

evidence and reasoning possible in voluminous reports like NESC!) .  Mainly, however, it is 

because the scarce time of members has gone - and continues to go - wrestling with key 

issues of plumbing where implementing Pathways to Work is concerned.  This is particularly 

evident in the work members put in on one of two Sub-Groups the LMC has formed.   

An Employer Engagement Sub-Group addresses the practical issue of how to change 

employers’ perceptions of the long-term unemployed and increase the extent to which they 

recruit form the Live Register.  Employers use several channels to recruit the staff they need 

(recommendations of existing employees, their own websites, private recruitment agencies, 

visits to college campuses, stacking jobseekers CVs that arrive unsolicited, etc.) and, when 

all this fails, can still fish in global pools including the EU lake  to catch the staff they need.   

A Live Register that is increasingly composed of males in their 30s and 40s who are 3 years 

or longer out of work is simply not on the radar of many of them.  The Employer 

Engagement Sub-Group works closely with the Department’s new dedicated Employer 

Services Division to help it build wider and deeper relationships with employers.2  It has 

become very aware of the need to co-ordinate the delivery of services to employers across 

the various state agencies (including the two new Job Path providers) as an element of 

‘employer fatigue’ has set in with some employers experiencing the frequency of invitations 

to ‘engage’ irksome rather than beneficial.  

 

An Evaluation Sub-Group addresses the practical issue of helping the Department identify 

which programmes and measures, in the Irish context and on the basis of evidence rather 

than theory or ideology, work best in helping people end their reliance on social welfare and 

gain decent employment on a sustained basis. 3   There is still a dearth of reliable research in 

                                                           
2
 It employs a variety of measures – helping it improve how it approaches employers and ‘markets’ its services 

(new employer accounts, helping ‘sell’  Jobs Plus, Job Bridge, etc.) ,  getting large, high profile companies to 
sign a Charter in which they pledge to actively consider people from the Live Register, helping in briefings with 
individual employers and employer bodies, and with job fairs 
3
 The Sub –Group is highly active in helping the Department design and carry out a rolling programme of 

impact evaluation studies, helping it strengthen its capabilities to carry out research (e.g., using its own Job 
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Ireland on just what many of the programmes or services funded by the State achieve down 

the line for their participants. Traditionally, we have tended to base funding on the levels of 

activity carried out on behalf of targeted clienteles, i.e., subsidising inputs and paying for 

outputs but without asking providers to take some responsibility for final outcomes. We 

have also learned little from differences in performance across providers.  Enter 

Counterfactual Impact Evaluation. To the greatest extent possible, the LMC wants each 

programme and service that is part of Pathways to Work to be evaluated using a CIE 

methodology.  In simple terms, the method allows the net difference a programme/ service 

makes over what would have happened anyway to emerge clearly.4  The LMC’s perspective 

is that ‘evaluation is not simply an academic exercise’ but that ‘policy needs to learn from 

both success and failure’ and use research findings to scale up some programmes and 

‘adjust, redesign or scale back’ others.  Using evaluation in this way is essential to ensuring 

that resources are being invested in what can be expensive activation programmes in an 

efficient and effective manner. 

 

The politics of policy making is not kind to this type of evaluation.  What the media selects 

for attention and returns to regularly can become received wisdom, accepted because 

people have heard/read it so often and not because it has a reliable basis in fact.5  A new 

government or minister can be impatient to make a difference in a national programme or 

service, and be seen to; they don’t want to hear ‘interesting, we’ll design a pilot, evaluate it 

and be back to you in a few years’ time’!  The wider the public media-fuelled sympathy for a 

new departure, the more pressure to exclude no-one – or part of the country – from prompt 

access to a new service/programme, and it is rolled out across the country without testing.  

CIE-based evaluations take time and require delaying access by the many to what is 

anticipated and hoped to be an improved service/programme, not features that suit the 

political cycle or rough and tumble of constituency politics. 

 

Rigorous evaluation is also important if we are to not assume that Pathways to Work is 

‘evidently’ working simply because, since 2010, there have been rapid and significant falls in 

overall unemployment, youth unemployment and LTU,  by comparison  to Ireland’s previous 

recession).  What took ten years (1988-1997) to achieve in the wake of the fiscal crisis of the 

1980s has happened in four years since 2012, i.e., a drop of 6 points in the unemployment 

rate.  We are now able to cite also a welcome fall in the proportion of Irish households that 

are jobless, down from 23% in 2012 and 4 points above the EU average to 18% in 2015 and 

at the EU average.   The Council’s Response, however, cautions that  ‘the impact of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Seekers’ Longitudinal Database – an in-house evaluation of the BTWEA is the first ever by the DSP to have 
employed a CIE), to commission research (e.g., advising on research tenders) and interpret research findings 
4
 The method distinguishes between a ‘treatment group’, individuals who participate on a programme/ receive 

a service, and a ‘control group’, individuals similar in every way to members of the first  group except that they 
did not participate on the programme/ receive the service – they constitute the ‘counterfactual’.   
5
  In its 2011 report, NESC found – for example – perceptions of the extent of welfare fraud, the lack of interest 

in a job of people on the Live Register and the laxity of Departmental controls to be far ahead of the evidence.  
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overall Pathways to Work programme or any of the individual elements within it cannot be 

separated from the impact of other policy initiatives (e.g. Action Plan for Jobs) or from the 

impact of wider economic developments, until  [the] rigorous and systematic programme of 

impact evaluations is completed’.  

To date, two evaluations - of the BTEA and Job Bridge - have been published by the DSP with 

the Council’s ‘sign off’ and a third on the BTWEA is about to appear.   Very specific learning 

has been associated with each. For example, the evaluation of the BTEA was stunningly 

negative but so focussed on impacts alone that a follow up ‘qualitative’ evaluation to find 

out just what was/ is going on is now underway.  The evaluation of Job Bridge was hugely 

positive and gave good insight into why, but abuse of the programme by a number of 

employers and the extent to which this was lodged in the public mind had already brought 

the government to ‘set its face against it’ and Job Bridge has been closed and no action yet 

taken on a smaller redesigned replacement. 

Further specific programme evaluations have evaluations underway or are soon to be 

scheduled (into Intreo Process Reforms, Jobs Plus, Momentum and Community 

Employment).   

Arguably, none will be as important as that into Job Path, and for several reasons.  Its scale 

makes it the biggest single innovation introduced by PtW - it has capacity for an average 

annual caseload of ca 100,000 and to engage with 137,000 of those currently long-term 

unemployed within 3 years.  Between them the two contracted private providers have, in 

effect, doubled the number of case officers in place to engage with people on the Live 

Register.  The roll-out of Job Path began in mid-2015 and only now, beginning in 2017, is up 

and running across the State.   The timing makes it too late to help account for the declines 

in unemployment to date but it constitutes an unprecedented outreach into the ranks of the 

very long-term unemployed with whom no real contact has hitherto been made by the PES.    

The initial signs are that Job Path is off to a very good start, but the rigour of its evaluation 

will be exceptionally important.  Britain’s Work Programme on which Job Path was modelled 

has had only modest success and some clear design flaws.  Britain’s Department of Work 

and Pensions, in fact, has discontinued it and replaced it with a smaller, redesigned 

programme.  Employment services now are, in effect, being delivered to the LTU by quite 

different types of provider (principally Intreo Local Offices themselves, the LES, the Job Path 

contractors, and Job Clubs).  This presents major opportunities for peer review and learning 

across the organisations involved.  Already a return flow to Intreo of people whom Job Path 

contractors were unable to help is beginning, and will grow, underlining the importance that 

Intreo’s own case officers and divisional managers should learn as much as possible from 

what  Job Path contractors did and did not achieve and why. 

There are three recommendations or endorsements in particular that the LMC makes in its 

response to Pathways to Work 2016-2020 to which I would like to draw your attention.  The 
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(happy) conjuncture of a large increase in the capacity of the PES coming on–stream as 

unemployment is falling and full employment is in sight provides a favourable medium term 

context for making them.  In the time available, I will expand only on the third but have 

already flagged that the comments will be of a member of the Council and not of the 

Council. 

 

(i) The Council strongly supports extending the remit of the PES beyond the 

currently unemployed to embrace inactive adults of working age as well, i.e., to 

include as mainstream clients not just those on the Live Register but their adult 

dependants, lone parents with school-going children, people with a disability or 

health condition with an interest in employment that matches their capabilities, 

etc.  But it emphasises that this should happen as resources allow and without 

jeopardising the priority needs of the long-term unemployed and young 

unemployed.  The rationale is both social (people’s well-being, social inclusion) 

and economic (a higher employment rate, a net fiscal contribution). 

 

(ii) The Council urges that great attention now be paid to the quality of the 

engagement the PES has with jobseekers and employers, and to ensuring that 

the capabilities and culture – and not just the capacity - of the PES meet the 

highest standards.  It argues, for example, that it must incorporate a culture of 

active inclusion and equality, particularly if it is to engage effectively with groups 

in receipt of payments for an inactive status: ‘the target group is very 

heterogeneous and we know little about what works best...Important lessons 

can be learned from the work of non-governmental, community and local 

development organisations’.  

 

(iii) The Council wants to see clearer plans for how collaboration between 

employment service providers and FET providers will deepen and improve - for 

example, in ensuring that a consistent and high standard career guidance 

service is provided.  More generally, it argues that ‘Pathways to Work 2016-2020 

should be closely aligned with broader government policy including Enterprise 

2025, the national and regional Action Plans for Jobs and the National Skills 

Strategy 2025.’  

 
I end now by commenting on this last point.  

 

One of the key areas where some consensus is needed – and I would argue more than we 

currently have – if activation policies are to align with the type of economy we are intent on 

creating and the characteristics of the workforce we see enabling this to happen is the 

frequently controversial issue of job quality.  In its document he Council notes the 

importance of ascertaining ‘the quality of the jobs taken by the long-term unemployed and 
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the role played by employment programmes in this process’ and that there are ‘concerns 

about employment stability and career progression once job-seekers find work’.  But, 

generally, I think it fair to say we probably currently incline as group more towards 

improving in-work supports than advocating stronger upskilling prior to employment to help 

ensure people have decent jobs, i.e., towards a ‘work first’ approach to the plight of the LTU 

rather than a ‘train first’ approach.  

 

Many types of labour market evidence and reasoning support a ‘work first’ approach.  A 

significant numbers of the job openings that continue to arise in advanced economies, 

Ireland included, are ‘low skilled. The dignity of a job and its value to the community and 

national economy should not be predicated on its skill level.  Many on the Live Register 

express little interest in undertaking substantial training. The viability of the business 

models of a significant number of enterprises, especially of SMEs, would be undermined if 

higher wages were paid.  For some people, getting into any job at all can prove to be the 

beginning of a process of recovery of self-confidence and widening options that leads to 

higher quality employment down the line.  As the recovery in employment leaves behind an 

increasingly disadvantaged hard core of LTU, the value to them of any job at all needs to be 

increasingly factored in. 

 

On the other hand, there is evidence and reasoning that supports a ‘train first’ approach 

also.  Low-skilled jobs are not what they used to be but becoming ‘surprisingly demanding’.   

Soft skills are growing in importance for gaining any job, yet soft skills are not acquired 

easily or instantly; they are in fact, ‘hard work’ and it is a major challenge to FET providers to 

raise them from being ‘easy modules’ filling out course outlines to being serious modules 

that achieve demonstrable improvements in competency. There is little evidence that 

placing low skilled people in low skilled jobs makes it more likely that they will upskill later 

on.  As the recovery in employment leaves an increasingly disadvantaged hard core of LTU 

behind, it becomes more important than ever that literacy, numeracy and digital deficits are 

accurately diagnosed and effectively redressed.6  

I will end, therefore, with my personal view that aligning Pathways to Work more closely 

with broader national policies on the economy and skills will yet require us to tilt more to 

train-first than work-first.  

As I read them, there is little tolerance – let alone, enthusiasm – in the national and regional 

Action Plans for Jobs, in the National Skills Strategy 2025 and in Enterprise 2025 for any of 

the perils to which the literature points when low-skilled individuals are matched to low-

skilled jobs.  The dangers include trapping individuals in a ‘low pay, no pay’ cycle’, ‘dead-

end’ jobs that do not require the exercise of even what skills individuals have much less 

offer opportunities to improve on them, ‘closed circuits’ that restrict people’s experience of 

                                                           
6
 Some 26% of the unemployed are at or below Level 1 in literacy, and 36% are at or below Level 1 in  

numeracy (CSO, 2012).  These percentages are likely to be even higher for the LTU as a group. 
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the world of work to employment opportunities in their local area, and ‘low skilled 

equilibria’ at the regional and local level.  As you can see, the literature is quite rich. 

On the contrary, the successive reiterations of the Action Plan for Jobs (APJ) have made 

clear that the jobs that replace the 100,000 lost in the recession should be of a type that 

enables employers to pay, and employees to earn, at levels that do not require wage 

subsidies or in-work benefits on an on-going basis. The National Skills Strategy 2025 

commits to helping those on the Live Register achieve ‘quality employment’ and ‘the best 

possible job’ by upskilling them through ‘bespoke courses jointly designed by education 

providers, employers and the enterprise agencies’. However, my favourite quote is from 

Enterprise 2025:  ‘a highly skilled and adaptive people, equipped with the higher order 

capabilities required in the 21st century workplace and (open) to continuous learning’ is to 

be the economy’s ‘primary asset, underpinning high levels of productivity and 

innovativeness’. 

This vision and ambition for Ireland’s workforce embrace its unemployed members also, and 

those outside it (‘inactive) who want to join it.   The conclusion, I suggest, is that ‘train first’ 

needs to become the default position – and preferred strategy, all other things being equal 

– in helping the LTU find and retain decent employment.  Integrating employment services 

with FET is hard work, and there are reasons why that is so at the moment which I haven’t 

had the time to go into here.  But, going forward, we should regard deepening and widening 

collaboration between employment service providers and education and training providers 

as probably the single most important development to pursue on behalf of the long-term 

unemployed.  
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APPENDIX 

Updated Terms of Reference for the Labour Market Council - March 2016 

  Pathways to Work    

 Monitoring the implementation of the Pathways to Work strategy 

 Contributing to developing the wider public awareness of the Pathways to Work strategy 

 Providing the Minister for Social Protection and the Government with input to and feedback on the 
implementation and impact assessment of Pathways to Work programmes. 

 Providing the Minister for Social Protection and the Government with input to and feedback on 
revisions to and further development of the Pathways to Work strategy. 

Youth Guarantee for Ireland    

 Providing the Minister for Social Protection and the Government with input to and feedback on the 
design, implementation and impact assessment of the Youth Guarantee for Ireland. 

JobPath Model 

 Providing the Minister for Social Protection and the Government with input to and feedback on the 
implementation and impact assessment of the JobPath contracting model. 

Promotion of awareness and engagement 

 Providing input to and feedback on strategies to increase employer and jobseeker awareness of, 
and engagement with, the various initiatives identified in the strategy. 

Contribution to wider policy issues 

 Identifying key issues arising from the implementation of the strategy and suggesting possible 
policy and/or operational responses. 

 Providing insights and experience relating to wider policy issues relevant to developments in the 
labour market generally, including employment trends, skills, training and workforce 
developments. 

 The Council will also advise the Minister for Social Protection and the Government on wider policy 
issues relevant to the employment agenda of supporting long-term unemployed people to return 
to work. 

Evaluation and Reporting 

 Publishing a series of individual statements outlining the Council’s findings (both position updates 
and periodic reports). 

 Critically overseeing and disseminating evaluations of labour market interventions. 

 


