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1 Introduction 

The following report represents a synopsis and analysis of the data collected for the Yoyo project by the 

Irish team. For a fuller understanding of this material, the reader is directed to the preceding reports (see 

bibliography).  

Note on Methodology 

In the analysis of the data gathered we have endeavored to use a systems theory approach, as we believe 

this method allows for a comprehensive and through understanding of the young people involved, the case 

study agencies, and the wider social context in which actions take place. The reader is therefore referred to 

annex 2, which contains an introduction to this particular approach.  

Project Yoyo is concerned with the decisions and actions taken by disengaged young people in 

selected European regions as they move from adolescence and youth towards maturity and independent 

adult living. One of the predominant factors fashioning The Irish perspective on disengaged young people 

is located in the social phenomena of early school leaving. There are many varied indicator of social 

disadvantage, marginalization and oppression. From the Irish context however, early school leaving tends 

to be both the precursor of, and critical element in, a young person’s drift away from the traditional linear 

pathways of transition through education and onwards to secure employment and independent living. In the 

context of this research it can therefore be taken as the principal underlying factor and primary ingredient 

of poverty and risk of poverty in later life.  

The issue of early school leaving (or the risk of early school leaving in some cases) was therefore 

used as our baseline of disengagement, but for a significant proportion of the young people interviewed it 

was not the only socio-economic/educational disadvantage visible in their lives. Many of the young people 

come from families and communities that in an Irish context are socially, economically and culturally poor. 

Trans-generational unemployment, educational under-achievement, welfare dependency, material poverty, 

mis-use of psychoactive substances; these are some of the social issues that surfaced during the course of 

the research. Education has been perceived as the social equalizer that will allow people to escape from 

such social poverty traps, yet young people from certain disadvantaged neigbourhoods are still vastly over 

represented in the early school leaver statistics.  

The purpose of this study is not directed at why young people choose to disengage from the formal 

education system per se, yet the reasons for such action tend to underpin the subsequent life chances, 

decisions, opportunities and consequences for the young people interviewed. It is sufficient to say that early 

school leaving represents a key concrete life choice, determining individual biographies for good or for ill, 

and that this can then be perceived as a visible manifestation of youth disengagement in an Irish context.      

 

1.1 Case Study Agencies 
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The case study agencies were selected in order to provide a wide-ranging sample of potential or actual 

disengaged young people.  

Agency 1; Cork Simon Community Youth Homelessness and Drug Prevention Project. 

Agency 2; Glen Young Adults Project (Foroige) 

Agency 3; Youghal Youthreach  

 

2 Context of Youth Transitions 
2.1 Characteristics of Transition System 

The Irish transition system for young people centers upon a standard transitional trajectory. This traditional 

model presupposes that the vast majority of young people will remain in the formal school system until 

they reach leaving certificate standard (at c18 years of age). At this juncture young people will either; 

1 enter third level education if they have crossed a specified educational obtainment threshold in the 

leaving certificate examination,  

2 enter vocational education (such as apprenticeships), 

3 enter directly into the labour market. 

In cases 1 and 2 above, entry into the labour market occurs upon completion of studies/training. A key 

notion underpinning this system is meritocracy, “achievement and success should be based on a 

combination of ability and effort and not on one’s social position, family connections, race, religion or 

gender” (Drudy and Lynch, 193, p.31). Whereas this standard transition model does, in the main, allow a 

majority of young Irish people to successfully achieve independent adulthood it does not cater for all young 

people in Ireland. A significant number of young people leave school every year without sitting the leaving 

certificate examination, and a proportion of these young people will have left school with no qualification 

whatsoever. The overall state response to this state of affairs is to individualize this problem and since 1990 

to initiate various schemes that aim to assist young people in remaining within the formal education system. 

Such schemes include; 

• Home school liaison scheme. 

• Giving children an even break by tackling disadvantage. 

• Breaking the cycle-educational disadvantage cycle. 

• Schools completion programme. 

• Disadvantaged project grants. 

(www.education.ie/home/home.jsp?maincat=17216&category=17216&feature-social). 

In addition to these state sponsored interventions,  many schools (typically with the assistance of local 

youth work measures) in disadvantaged areas operate their own schemes aimed at assisting pupils.  

These interventions can be broadly categorized as attempts to re-direct young people onto a 

standard transitional pathway. The hegemonic dominance of this model in Ireland tends to de-value, 

obscure or overwhelm any more flexible or person centered alternatives. Qualifications obtained from the 

formal educational system are considered the main trading currency in the labour market.   
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2.1.1 Labour Market Structure 

Ireland’s labour market has experienced a downturn in the recent past and the economic 

projections do not augur well for persons with low qualification. Economic growth in Ireland fell 

spectacularly in 2002, down to 0.1 % from a figure of 7.5% in 1999 (Central Statistics Office). 

Unemployment figures reflect the slowdown of growth in the Irish economy, with 2,706 redundancies in 

June 2003, and in excess of 1500 redundancies in the first two weeks of July 2003 (Irish Times, 16/7/03).  

Whilst it remains to be seen if the current trend heralds the onset of renewed austerity, the impact 

of this slowdown is being felt keenly in the low skill segment of the labour market, the area that traditional  

offers employment to those who leave school early. Ireland has moved decisively to the right in terms of 

social policy in the recent past, this shift has seen the evaporation of hitherto secure unskilled positions in 

semi-state companies (such as the telecommunications, steel and sugar companies). The state has also 

rolled back protected employment schemes that provided young people with subsidized or protected 

employmenti. Current interventions geared towards youth employment such as the youthreach programme 

can be categorized as individualistic and deficit orientated, a combination of compensatory measures and 

‘cooling out’ spaces (see Walter et al, 2002, p.24).    

Both educational and employment success are highly structured by social and cultural 

backgrounds of school leavers; particularly by gender and social class of origin. The typical pattern of 

transition of young people from lower working class backgrounds is one of leaving school early with either 

junior certificate or no qualifications; of entry to lower status an unstable sectors of the labour market -

mainly unskilled and semi-skilled manual and service work, with high levels of persistent or intermittent 

unemployment; having serious difficulties in migrating (or emigrating successfully) and consequently of 

being marooned in the parental home - particularly for young men.  

Young women from such backgrounds with similar low levels of education have equally poor 

labour market histories, and disproportionately enter into early marriage or single parenthood and 

subsequently withdraw from the labour force. So, for a substantial minority of lower working class youth 

there is a very shortened, difficult and stress- filled transition process. However, due to the recent economic 

upturn accredited to the so-called “Celtic Tiger” economy, for a considerable proportion of working class 

youth, however, significant upward mobility has occurred and a much more protracted, successful and less 

stress-filled transition has ensued. 

 For those from the upper middle class the typical pattern of transition could not be more different: 

of late completion of education -usually to successful graduation from University; and successful entry into 

the labour market; usually into the upper non-manual and even professional levels; of late ‘escape’ from 

home, particularly if they went to College in their home town/ city, but then easy transition to separate 

households and home ownership; though much later entry into marriage -usually in their late 20s or early 

30s. 

In keeping with Ireland’s ideological drift to the right, labour policies for young people are 

nowadays concerned more with the provision of suitably trained and socialized young people for the labour 
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market than with providing employment opportunities per se. The process of  securing employment is 

deemed to be the responsibility of the individual, and the responsibility for providing employment is laid 

upon the private sector, facilitated in competitive business practices by a sympathetic, capitalist friendly 

government. Ireland’s claim of a functionalist meritocracy arguably cloaks a conservative oligarchy 

wherein power is concentrated within the hands of a minority of groups. Social mobility may well be an 

illusion engendered by a few years of relative prosperity whereas in fact penury is only a redundancy away 

for the majority of Irish peopleii.   

The class origin of early school leavers (ESL) is heavily skewed to the detriment of those from 

lower class backgrounds, in 1998 32% of ESLs had unemployed parents, 27% had parents in manual, semi-

skilled and skilled employment, 8% had agricultural backgrounds and 15% had parents with intermediate 

manual employment. A mere 1% of this cohort had parents with professional status, and 3% had parents in 

management or parents who were themselves employers (it is reasonable to project that this latter 4% have 

family connections that will assist in making a successful career of some sort). A total of 4% of Irish school 

leavers in 1998 left school with no qualification, the majority of these young people were male (63%).   

This percentage represents 2,792 young people (1998 Annual School Survey).  

 

2.2 Problem Groups 

In Irish societal discourse, it is relatively easy to argue that all young people are portrayed as a 

problem group. The minister for Justice has recently (Sept. 2003) introduced legislation that requires young 

people aged between 18 and 21 to carry identification in public houses, an event that has been construed by 

some as an attack on their civil liberties. Young people and youth tend to be portrayed in a negative light in 

the media generally, and young people from disadvantaged areas more so than most. A key notion here is 

the idea of ‘at risk’, a generic term that arguably has more to do with class background than any real risk.. 

At risk young people fall into two categories, (1) those who are in real danger of being harmed and 

those whom the social services, or police, construct as being in danger of either harming themselves or 

others and, (2) those from disadvantaged backgrounds that have fallen or decided to opt out of the system. 

The ‘at risk’ youngster will have “dropped out of formal education, training and employment systems” 

(McCarty and Watts, 1996, p.7) and the individual young people may be “school truants, school drop-outs, 

teenage mothers, and unemployed young people” (ibid). 

The youth service and funding bodies tend to construct ‘at risk’ from a number of angles, firstly, 

young people who are ‘at risk’ are arguably a valued source of identity and a reason for the existence of the 

youth service. In policy documents and reports a strong emphasis is attached to the need for a professional 

youth service to respond to the needs of ‘at risk’ or ‘disadvantaged’ youth. Secondly, the predominant 

model of youth work with ‘at risk’ young people in Ireland is personal development, and there is strong 

evidence to suggest that the model lays the blame for poverty, and all that goes with it, on the doorstep of 

the victims. This suggests that the youth service’s construction of ‘at risk’ young people is pathological, for 

if one presumes that by ‘upskilling’ and raising the confidence of a young person that they will be able to 
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participate in education, training, and the workforce, than one is automatically focusing on the young 

person and/or their background as the problem. Thirdly, ‘at risk’ young people are viewed as difficult and 

potentially dangerous. Garda (police) diversion youth projects are not located in affluent areas; they exist in 

council estates such as the Glen and Mahon in Cork City, Southill in Limerick, and Ballymun in Dublin.  

 Historically, young people who are not engaged in education, training or employment tend to be 

constructed as a problem. This tendency continues today, although a new problem category has emerged 

with affluence, young people with a disposable income that allows them to over-indulge in alcoholic 

substances. Alcohol related youth crime, particularly violent seemingly random attacks by young males on 

other young men has become a growing concern in the recent past.  

 
2.3 Policy Discourses and Strategies to include Unemployed Youth 

As mentioned above, youth unemployment in Ireland is located at individual level. A variation on 

workfare has been introduced by the state whereby  young unemployed people are required to attend 

interviews conducted by FAS (State Employment and Training Agency). At such interviews young people 

are required to furnish proof of job applications. Failure to attend interview or furnish such proof can result 

in a cut in welfare payments. Young people are also expected to partake in any training scheme or 

employment offered, regardless of their personal preferences. This can be perceived as a coercive response 

to youth unemployment that originated in the midst of the recent ‘Celtic Tiger’ boom; as unemployment 

fell the prevailing political outlook frowned upon idleness, especially on the part of young people. This 

economic phenomena is arguably also responsible for the relegation of discourse on youth employment to 

the nether regions of public discourse. During the 1980’s and early 90’s the topic of youth unemployment 

and related issues such as emigration were burning policy issues in Ireland,. The prosperity of the ‘tiger’ 

years has allowed other issues (immigration being a prime example) to take precedence. 

The parallel response to youth unemployment is the expansion of the youthreach programme and 

the promotion of ‘back to education’ schemes. These schemes operate on a number of levels, from specific 

vocational courses to third level education. As such, the overall strategy appears to be consistent with the 

educational systems strategy; the state aims to facilitate commercial activity by providing a skilled and 

compliant workforce, even to the extent of forcing young people to take up unsavory and low yielding 

employment.   

 
2.4. Role of Youth Policy 

Youth policy in Ireland tends to cut across Government departments as the Youth Affairs area is a 

sub unit of the Department of education concerned principally with leisure and recreational pursuits. Youth 

policy does not exist as an autonomous sphere within the Irish state, rather a collection of departments that 

deal with young people and children, principally the departments of Education, Health, and Justice.    

The enactment of the Youth Work Act, 1997iii, enshrined a definition of youth work in Irish 

legislation for the first time. This Act defines youth work as “a programme of activity that is designed for 

the purpose of providing developmental and educational training so as to assist the personal and social 

development of young persons which; 
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(a) requires the voluntary participation of young persons, and 

(b) is complementary to academic or vocational training” (Youth Work Act, 1997, sec. 2/ Youth Work 

Act, 2001, sec. 2) . 

The Act also refers to the “youth work requirements of persons who are aged between 10 and 21 

years and are socially or economically disadvantaged” (ibid, sec 3, para.30) as having “particular 

regard” (ibid).  

Youth work practice in disadvantaged areas has more or less adopted a Community Youth Work 

model of intervention. Typically, a youth work project staffed by professional workers and managed by a 

National or Regional voluntary youth organization will operate within a defined spatial entity. The project 

will serve as a nodal point for the area’s response to youth issues and aim to maximize the community’s 

resources in response to these needs. This model, while possessing many positive features, does however 

further individualize the barriers and obstacles that afflict disadvantaged young people and, in common 

with interventions originating in the formal sector, attempt to re-align young people’s transitions along the 

standard trajectory. A critical eye might well also note that minimum resource is provided for maximum 

gain, as the deprived community itself is perceived as holding enough resources to meet the needs of 

young people with the aid of a handful of professional staff. 
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3 Sample Description; Young People 
 
A total of 38 Young people were interviewed in the course of the study, 14 young men and 24 young 

women.  

26 young people were interviewed in the first round of the research (work package 2), 11 male and 15 

female. 

A further 22 young people were interviewed were conducted for work package 5, 10 young men and 12 

young women. 12 of these 22 were new respondents.  

3.1 Age/Gender/Project 

Ages provided are at time of first interview 

 
Project Glen 16  Simon 4 Youghal 18 Total 
Age Male Female Male Female Male Female  

14 1      1 
15 3    1 1 5 
16  1   2 7 10 
17  3    2 5 
18  1  1   2 
19  1 1  1 1 4 
20 1 1     2 
21 1 1  1  2 5 
22      1 1 
23 1  1    2 
32 1      1 

Total 8 8 2 2 4 14 38 
 
3.2 Education/Gender/Project 

Project Glen  Simon  Youghal  Total 
Education 
Level 

Male Female Male Female Male Female  

At most Primary 1 2 0 1 1 1 6 
Second Level 3 6 2 1 3 13 28 
Completed Second Level 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Still Attending (2nd Level) 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 
Total 8 8 2 2 4 14 38 
 
 
3.2.1 Educational Re-engagement 
Project Glen  Simon  Youghal  Total 
 Male Female Male Female Male Female  
Part time, 3rd level 2 1 0 0 0 0 3 
Full time, 3rd level 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 
 
 
3.2.2 Unemployment 
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Aside from the from young men from the Glen Project who are still in school, all the respondents have 

experienced unemployment at some time in their lives, some for short periods, other for much longer 

periods. 

 
3.3 Clusters 

The criteria for transition clusters are based upon the notion of disengaged young people’s own 

degree of agency within their personal trajectory. We have decided upon a system that relegates personal 

and familial circumstances to a secondary position; in effect, these circumstances can act as constraints or 

limits on options available. These individual issues certainly limit choices for some individuals; however 

they do not completely restrict an individual’s degree of agency. The clusters therefore reflect the 

biographical decisions taken by the young people rather than the life circumstances that may have 

contributed to these decisions. Of particular interest in this matter is of course the influence of the case 

study agency projects in facilitating young peoples agency. It should be borne in mind that the dominant 

version of transition tends to construct early school leaving as a fatal life choice, a decision from which 

there is no return. This notion is a patent falsehood yet it retains a strong degree of currency in Irish society, 

and we may postulate fairly accurately that overcoming the fatalistic sense of failure associated with early 

school leaving is in itself evidence of personal agency in relation to youth transitions.      

The criteria for inclusion in any cluster is not rigid, most of the young people’s interview 

responses suggest that movement across the cluster criteria occurs; we are therefore clustering the young 

people on their position at the time of interview.  

The young people represented in the clusters were interviewed in the second round (work package 

5). 

3.3.1 Cluster 1 

Young People who appear to be maintaining a progressive linear trajectory (adaptation) 

These young people appear to be using the relevant case study agency to assist, maintain or re-

orientate themselves on a more or less traditional Irish transitional trajectory. The evidence suggests that 

they have engaged with the particular project in order to maximize the benefits (social, personal and 

educational) accruing from participation in a project. These young people might best be perceived as 

attempting to structure their lives in a manner that allows them to best slot into the dominant transitional 

pathway. These young people tend to have a short to medium to term plan of action regarding transition, 

and the majority of the WP5 sample are located within this cluster.  

Biographical Portrait; ‘Sive’, Youghal Youthreach 

Sive was 19 years old at time of 2nd (WP5) interview. Sive lives in the parental home with her 

parents, her father was employed in Youghal Carpets (now defunct) and now works on the building line. 

She left school when she was 17, having sat the junior certificate, after which; “I stayed in 5th year for a 

while and decided I wanted to leave. My mother said if I wanted to leave school I had to come out here” 

(Si, 19, Female, Youthreach, WP4, 1.02m ). Sive has amassed a degree of work experience in various low-

level occupations, principally as a shop assistant and child minder.  
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She perceives her learning from Youthreach in a practical manner, “I learned way more than what 

I did in school (Si, 19, Female Youthreach, WP5, L10), I have my NCVA, I’ve a lot of things achieved that I 

wouldn’t have done if I wasn’t out here. I’ve grown up more, I have my child development, I’ve my maths. 

I’ve computers, I have woodwork, metalwork. I didn’t think I’d get it done as fast as I did; it makes me feel 

proud” (Si, 19, Female, Youthreach, WP4, 9.27m/9.40m). Sive was pregnant at the time of WP5 interview, 

her future plans are therefore greatly influenced by this development. She has apparently used Youthreach 

to compensate for leaving school, and in so doing equipped herself with marketable skills that include the 

option of further study (her NCVA achievements facilitate this). Her trajectory has been re-aligned in a 

manner that may well allow her to slot into further education or the labour market in a manner consistent 

with a young person that remained in school.  

We may venture that Sive’s location of her learning in concrete achievements is indicative of an 

attempt to re-align her transition towards the standard trajectory. Participation in Youthreach has allowed 

Sive to taste success, this success has motivational consequences insofar as that Sive may internalize the 

notion that effort plus ability equals advancement. Motivation is therefore increased. In tandem with the 

motivational aspect is the matter of trajectory ownership; Sive can relate her success to her own efforts, 

suggesting a degree of self-ownership in biographical decision-making (“it makes me feel proud”). Sive 

spoke of achievements that possess a market value, the hard currency of the employment marketplace. 

Elements of longer term thinking and planning are evident here, Sive has engaged with the project and 

gained the currency she believes is required to benefit herself in the longer term.  

3.3.2 Cluster 2 

Young People who appear to be dictating their own transitional trajectory (choice) 

This cluster represent a minority of the sample who displayed the characteristics of ‘trendsetting’. 

They have a propensity to be well-motivated young woman and men who have left school early but 

aggressively engage in opportunities for advancement. They are likely to engage with educational and 

training systems that offer ‘hard currency’; credits, qualifications and skills that hold a market value. This 

cluster networks across different systems in a proactive manner; to a large degree their circumstances are 

broadly similar to the young people in the other clusters yet they appear to actively engage in determining 

their own biographies. Planning for this cluster can be short, medium, or long term.  

Biographical Portrait ‘Finbarr’ Youghal Youthreach 

Aged 20 at time of WP5 interview, Finbarr is currently employed in a local garage as a general 

operative. He has recently become a father (his partner also attends Youghal Youthreach) and they reside 

with their baby girl in rented accommodation. Finbarr’s mother died when he was 13, and he left school 

aged 15 six months before the junior certificate; he thereafter returned to school to complete this 

examination. Finbarr engaged with Youthreach and successfully completed a number of NCVAiv course 

modules. He has gained considerable work experience, on placement from the Youghal measure and as a 

fully-fledged employee. Finbarr has been made redundant on two occasions; on both occasions he has re-

engaged with the project. “There was no other job around at that moment, I was waiting to get back into 
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Perks (Finbarr worked in Perks funfair) and then I came back to Youthreach for a few weeks, then I got 

offered a job in Amber (Garage). I couldn’t stay at home, had to be busy, had to be working”(Fb. 20, Male 

Youthreach, WP5, L3). 

 His constructions of benefits and learning from the Youghal measure suggest a high degree of 

motivation and a desire to achieve. Finbarr notably commented areas such as teamwork and 

communication, but critically on self-belief; “I can do what I put my mind to, I’m capable of doing things 

that I wouldn’t be sure of in school”(Fb, Male, 20, Youthreach, WP5, L8). Finbarr has also successfully 

exited the family home and is living independently with his partner and child. His use of the measure and 

the terms in which he describes Youthreach  indicate a proactive approach and a grasping of opportunities 

presented within the limitations of life circumstances. A danger exists for Finbarr and others however, a 

contracting labour market may well relegate his experiences and current NCVA qualifications to a 

secondary tier of preference. Finbarr has shown motivation, persistence and determination in using 

available resources to transit into adulthood, whether or not he can maintain this trajectory will depend to 

an extent upon external factors.  

 
3.3.3 Cluster 3 

Young People who appear to be on a ‘dead end’ trajectory (exclusion) 

The final cluster represents young people who appear to be passive accepters of their life 

circumstances. These young people tend to be resigned and fatalistic; they interact within a restricted 

number of social systems and do not possess valued skills or qualifications. Planning tends to be extremely 

short term in nature, there is very little evidence of goal visualization within this cluster. The majority of 

the young people from the Simon project feature in this cluster, which is not surprising given their 

generally de-motivating biographies. It should also be borne in mind that circumstances can change 

dramatically for this cluster; the attainment of relatively secure employment would change the context of 

their lives to a successful transition overnight. A positive aspect regarding this group is of course their 

engagement at some level with a case study group; we may therefore postulate that a fourth cluster exists; 

young people who do not, or have not, engaged with a youth intervention. This hypothetical cluster also 

includes young people who engage with a measure but do not participate in a meaningful way.  

Biographical Portrait ‘Caitlin’ Glen Young Adults Programme 

Caitlin was aged 17 at time of interview (WP5). She left school aged 14 without any qualification 

and lives with her father and sisters in local authority housing within the Glen estate. Caitlin gets on well 

with her father but does not have a strong relationship with her mother. She has experience of emergency 

care. Caitlin expressed regret at leaving school early, she pointed out to us however that; “leaving school, 

that wasn’t really my decision ‘cos Mags (a friend of Caitlin’s) was leaving. She said c’mon Caitlin, join 

me, so I said nice one” (Cl, 17, Female, Glen, WP5, L53). Having left school Caitlin participated in a 

training scheme for early school leavers located in the city center, a scheme she described as “a 

nightmare”. Again, Caitlin located the decision to participate in this scheme as being external; her friend 

Mags persuaded her to go along. Although her degree of personal agency in decision-making is somewhat 
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open to question, she does participate in projects that are transition related. In addition to the Foroige 

Project, Caitlin participates in the Glen Youthreach. Her description of learning from the project is 

somewhat revealing; “I learnt nothing” (Cl, 17, Female Glen, WP5, L40). Likewise her reason for 

attending; “I think it’s just something to do”(Caitlin used this expression frequently in the course of the 

interview). These statements arguably illustrate a strong element of de-motivation and lack of personal 

agency.  Caitlin has no particular plans for the future, her motivations appear to be short term in the 

extreme and her participation in the project, although long term, seems superficial.  

 
Research Sample in Clusters 
 

Simon Glen Youghal Total Cluster 
Male Female Male Female Male Female  

1 1 1 4 4 2 11 23 
2 1 1 2 1 1 0 6 
3 0 0 2 3 1 3 9 

Total 2 2 8 8 4 14 38 
 
See also Transition Steps Table, Annex 3 

 

3.4 Summary 

The data collected suggests that the sample as a whole consists mainly of young people who ‘take 

two steps forward and one step back’. These youngsters appear to be stuck in various projects and 

interventions, they move into and out of employment without seeming to actually advance their prospects 

in any meaningful way; i.e., most continue to trade in a devalued currency as they do not gain any valued 

qualification or credit from the activities that they engage in. Not surprisingly, the responses of the case 

study agencies and the young people themselves appear to be rooted in the notion of transitional re-

alignment back into a standard trajectory.  

The interviews themselves ran smoothly, in the first round of interviews some disruption occurred due  to 

the use of sample groups. Sample groups were dispensed with for the second round of interviews. Young 

people who had moved on from the various measures between interview rounds were not interviewed in 

round 2. 
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4 Biographical Orientations and Expectations of Young People before Project Entry 

The point of project entry for respondents differed across the 3 case study agencies.  The three projects 

have very different enrolment procedures, which reflect the different types of service they provide. 

• Any homeless person aged between 18 and 25 who comes into contact with the Cork Simon 

Community is automatically referred to the Youth and Drugs Homeless Prevention Project, where 

a number of services are offered to the young person.  

• The enrolment procedure for Youthreach is similar to that of school, with the addition of an 

interview. Following interview the young person will be offered a place if deemed suitable.  

• The Glen Young Adults Project has no enrolment procedure per se, however it does target “a 

small number of young adults identified by the worker and others as being very at risk” (Glen 

Young Adults Project Feedback). The project operates from a Community Youthwork model of 

practice and thus would theoretically cater for all the young people in its geographical catchment 

area who fall, into the agency’s categorization of at risk within the prescribed aged group. 

Turning Points 

The notion of turning points represents defined moments in a young person’s life when critical decisions 

were undertaken in relation to the young person’s transitional pathway. As such, turning points may be 

dictated by external events or initiated by the young person, for example; voluntarily re-engaging with a 

project (as in Finbarr’s case in cluster group 2) represents an internal decision to participate and therefore 

affect a change in the transitional trajectory. Being made redundant from Kodak (an involuntary and 

externally imposed turning point) presented Finbarr with two options; firstly, to accept welfare payments 

and hope for new employment (passive acceptance of one’s fate, indicative of cluster 3), secondly to re-

engage with the measure and gain more currency in the form of skills development (a proactive attempt to 

dictate one’s own trajectory).   

Turning points were  identified by the young people in two ways; 

1. Concrete life events that have a measurable effect on biography or change life circumstances. 

Events such as parenthood, moving house/school, bereavement, personal relationships and 

leaving school feature in this category. 

2. Less easily identified intra-personal attitudinal change in construction of both self and the 

world. The respondents who noted such changes in themselves could not give a temporal 

location for these changes, instead they would point to increased self-confidence and self-

esteem to example changes. Such turning points can be understood as changes in career 

motivation due to internalization of perceptional change in both self and the world.  

The respondents from work package 5 generally perceived their biographical turning points in 

terms of external events impacting on their lives in a negative or positive manner. The degree of choice 
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regarding one’s own life decisions features in this matter as decisions are heavily influenced by family, 

peer, and cultural factors. Neither must we neglect the role of the state and other societal systems in young 

people’s decision making, directly or indirectly. A significant minority of the young people interviewed 

have experience of foster and state care, respondent’s families have been the subject of social service 

interventions, others (Simon) obviously have experience of emergency hostel care. Virtually all young 

people interviewed reported negative experiences of school. These interlinked phenomenon appear to be 

interpreted by the young people as various forms of control over personal agency in subtle ways. Most of 

the young people, when asked directly, believe that they themselves make their own biographical decisions. 

Yet when we explore various turning points in their trajectories, most of the decisions made in the course of 

the turning points are constructed by the young people as a response to external events, with the major 

exception of leaving school (and even this activity may well be a peer or cultural norm). If we use systemic 

thought to explain this state of affairs, we find that the various systems within which these young people 

exist exert pressures in the form of behavioral codes; these behavioral codes can  at times conflict, and a 

part of transition is learning the codes of the various systems and how to reconcile personal goals with the 

code of the relevant system. Turning points represent a change in the system or entry into a different 

system. We must not neglect the role of familiarity within systems and situations either; a person may be 

loath to move away from a situation wherein they ‘know the rules’  and can exist in a relatively 

comfortable fashion. If such is the case, internal motivation for change might well be low, therefore the 

turning points that will inevitably occur on a person’s transitional trajectory will be externally imposed.   

4.2 Aspirations, Needs, Wishes and Plans of Young People 

The young respondents orientations regarding transition to adulthood prior to project entry were generally 

vague and ill defined. The combinations of family circumstances, socio-economic background, educational 

experiences and peer expectations seems to have produced something of a fatalistic attitude in some of the 

respondents. Peter  (who has dropped out) was involved with the Glen Project; “sometimes there’s work 

there and other times there’s not, labouring like. You just hang around when it’s quiet, something might 

turn up” (Pe, 22, Male, Glen, WP5, L18). 

Relationships with other actors in the transitional system, apart from school, crystallized around 

three spheres of activity; 

• Labour Market 

• Youth Service 

• Personal Social Services 

The young peoples experiences with these agents were heterogeneous, some young people spoke positively 

of such actors, others negatively. Although the sample group have a number of common features their 

experiences are diverse and dependent upon personal, familial, and environmental factors.  

Labour Market Interventions.  

The primary service provider in this category is FAS (National Training and Employment Agency). Fas 

operate a consumerist model of intervention; those seeking employment call to the office and see what jobs 
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or training schemes are available. Additionally, all unemployed persons must register with this agency 

before they can claim unemployment payments. Not all of the sample have inter-acted with this agency, 

those that have interacted tended to have jaundiced feelings about this entity; “there’s nothing in there 

unless you have a qualification or your leaving cert or something. You fill in forms and talk to one in there 

like, and then you here nothing, unless they have a poxy job going where there’s no money and your treated 

like a slave” (Ta, 18, Simon, Female, Wp2, L76). One respondent reckoned that all Fas were good for was 

to provide a warm dry spot in which to spend the day; “Fas is the only place you can go, read the papers 

like, and have a snooze” (Gy, 19,  Male Simon, WP2, L77). The agency’s office in Cork City provides 

newspapers with job adverts, it also feature a number of comfortable office seats. 

Other Youth Service Provisions.  A number of the young people have experienced other interventions, with 

varying degrees of success; “there was only one problem, I got kicked out three days before finishing 

because there was a lot of us playing a game. If you catch the person you can kick the shit out of them. The 

boss man.. he said apologize and make up and all that, or walk. I walked” (De, 16, Male, Youthreach, 

Wp5, L2).. Katie had experience of a Prince’s Trust project in England; “it was more of an actual project 

where they were just teaching you, they weren’t involved in your life. I was in a youth club too, in the youth 

club I could go in and tell them things, like here” (Ke, 21, Female, Youthreach, WP5, L25). 

Social Services. A number of the respondents have had dealings with various actors in the personal social 

services area. Again, experiences were mixed; “Drinanv street are useless, they give you nothing, no 

deposit for a flat or anything, only a list of hostels, fucking useless” (Gr, 23, Male, S, WP5, L14). Irene 

(aged 22) told a particularly harrowing story, her baby died inside her while she was pregnant, and for 

medical reasons she had to carry the baby for 4 weeks after the baby’s death. Yet the local social services 

insisted that; “that wasn’t your priority, Aoife (her other child) was your priority”(Ir, 22, Female 

Youthreach, WP5, L50). A number of the sample had positive experiences of personal social services; “I 

trust the social worker I have now ‘cos I know her a year or two, she’s all right” (De, 16, Male, 

Youthreach, WP5, L55). Ger (Simon group) reported that “the probation services helped me a bit’ they 

tried anyway”(Gr, 23, Male, Simon, WP2, L5). 

4.3 Experience of transition period in general  

De-motivation points in the disengaged young peoples lives appear to stem primarily from family 

histories and negative experiences of the formal education sector. A cycle of failure reinforces low 

expectations rooted in both familial non-valuation of education and, in some instances, disruptive family 

backgrounds. Peer influences are also apparent, one’s desire to conform to the expected norms of peers and 

siblings who have left school influencing decisions. The overwhelming impression regarding de-motivation 

in transition however is that of powerlessness. With a significant proportion of the sample, prior to project 

entry there seems to be a non-ownership of personal biography, possibly a consequence of the factors 

outlined above impacting on the young persons ability to visualize options and choices that require activity. 

In contrast, motivational points in transition become visible not at the point of project entry but 

following a success of some sort, usually a concrete achievement. Over the course of the research we have 
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noted the difference in attitude to life in general, and transition features specifically; displayed between 

recent project recruits and young people who have spent some time working with the project. In general 

(and there are exceptions), those who have spent time in the various measures take a degree of control over 

heir biographies rather than adopt a ‘wait and see what happens’ approach. 

References to motivation and de-motivation tended to be linked with concrete activity, not abstract 

notions. Motivation was constructed as activity in pursuit of a visualized outcome, de-motivation as a 

corresponding lack of activity, ‘it would lead to nothing anyway, so why bother doing it’. Two Youghal 

respondents report de-motivation from their experiences in the project, both are Travellers and both feel 

that they are being discriminated against; “Carol is always watching us, you know what I mean? She make 

us out to be …you’d swear we were killers…the way she watches us around the place…. Stalking us, 

always looking at us..what are you up to now? But everyone else, they’re beating one another with 

rocks..there’s nothing at all said to them” (My, 16, Female, Youthreach, WP5, L51). 

Maintenance of motivation appears to be predicated upon tangible benefit accruing from activity 

engaged in. Whilst grumbling about the group’s activities, Johnny remarked that the group “gives me 

something to do and will look good on my C.V., ‘cos I’ll get the President’s award out of it” (Jy, 16, Male, 

Glen, WP5, L24). In the case of the Simon group, motivation to participate has changed significantly. 

During WP 2 the necessity to get a bed provided a significant degree of motivation, as both WP 5 

respondents are no longer roofless, this motivation no longer exists. However, the experience of achieving 

a place to live has in itself boosted motivation to engage with other services and activities, and to remain in 

contact with the Simon project.  

Regarding the formal educational system, the young people overwhelmingly reported negative 

experiences of school. In the sphere of informal learning, the young people have evidently internalized 

negative self-images from societal institutions, especially in the realm of class/socio-economic background. 

For example, when asked  “why wasn’t career guidance useful?” one girl replied “cos we’re stupid” (Dh, 

19, Youthreach, Female, WP2, L44). Likewise, young people from the Glen stated, “if you live in the Glen 

it would be harder to get a job”, (Mn, 16, Male, Glen, WP2, L36) and that “you know that the Glen and 

Ballyvolane (an area bordering the Glen) are always unemployed”(Ty, 17, Male, Glen, WP2, L37). 

Two particular points emerged around the young people’s learning; firstly a belief that to enjoy a 

successful transition to rewarding employment depends more on informal, personal networks of influential 

contacts than on any particular individual abilities possessed by the themselves. Secondly, a belief that 

formal qualifications are held in higher regard and are a more effective currency than any such individual 

abilities. The success of peers from similar backgrounds appears to be attributed to the other person’s 

superior networking, the disengaged young people regard these networks as allowing others to secure 

training, employment and ultimately advancement. This point was made from two perspectives; 

1. Young people who expected to advance due to familial or other connections, i.e., “my 

Grandfather owns a contracting company so I can get a job no problem”(Ty, 17, Male,  Glen, 

WP2, L43). 
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2. The attainment of success as being directly related to formal qualifications, i.e., “we won’t get 

nothing unless we’ve got a junior cert” (Ev, 17, Female, Youthreach, WP2, L22). 

Family influences and attitudes may be contributing to the linkage of success with networks. 

Networks undoubtedly feature strongly in the lower reaches of the employment market, where information 

on availability of work passes from mouth to mouth, and the recommendation of a trusted friend can count 

higher than any written, formal qualification. This phenomena can be viewed as an example of systemic 

interaction; the informal economic system places value on this form of reference, rather than on formal 

qualification.  

 
5. Case Studies Analysis 

 
5.1  Introduction 
The primary criteria for selection of case study agencies was dictated by the wide range of social problems 

affecting disengaged young people in the Irish Republic. It was felt by the research team that a number of 

different intervention types would have to be selected in order to properly research this area.  

A key requirements was to select an agency dealing with early school leaving; Youthreach is a 

national response that aims to respond to early school leaving, the Youthreach in Youghal, Co. Cork, was 

selected as being a fairly typical example of this type of intervention, with the added bonus of being located 

in a rural town. Youthreach is a state funded and state run intervention, and it operates from a broadly 

holistic educational model. 

The primary youth work approach to disengaged young people in Ireland over the last twenty 

years has been the Community Youth Work Project. The Foroige Glen Young Adults Project was selected 

as it is operated by a voluntary organization, yet staffed by a professional youth worker and funded by the 

state. Again, this is a typical arrangement. The Glen is an urban housing estate that has long been 

recognized as an area of acute disadvantage, this allowed the research team to study an intervention that 

deals with the issues faced by young disengaged on a daily basis, in a highly marginalized community.  

Whilst similar in nature (that is to say, sharing ultimate common goals) the diverse attributes of 

the case study agencies allowed for a varied and representative group of disengaged young people, some of 

who are literally/physically on the margins of society (the ‘Simon Community’ case study as being an 

example here). Others are disengaged from the formal transition system, yet they lead relatively secure 

lives overall.  

Youthreach is the agency most concerned with direct transition to the labour market, the Simon 

project has aims and objectives that if fulfilled by the individual young person, may see them use a 

youthreach center as they move through transition. The Glen Young Adults Project is likewise not directly 

connected to the labour market, yet a significant amount of the project’s work is concerned with equipping 

young people with skills transferable to the labour market, or with directly assisting young people who are 

seeking employment, through activities such as C.V. preparation, and interview skills.  
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5.1.2. Methodology 

The methodological approach chosen for this area of the research consists of documentary analysis and 

interview. Four groups of people were interviewed; 

1 Participants; Project participants were interviewed individually and in small groups on two 

occasions. The first round of interviews (preliminary) were conducted between Nov. 2001 and 

Feb. 2002. A second round of interviews were conducted approximately one year later. As 

envisaged at the research design stage, it was not possible to re-interview all of the original 

sample, yet enough of the original sample were re-interviewed to allow meaningful data to be 

gathered. In addition to these interviews, a number of young people from the Youghal Youthreach 

project participated in video interviews, these interviews allowed data to be cross-checked and 

supported.  

2 Project Workers; The key workers in all three projects were interviewed as part of work package 

three.  

3 Project responsibiles; Persons at management level were interviewed as part of work package 

three. This group of respondents included the Youthreach programme’s national director, the 

funding coordinator for both the Simon and Foroige projects, and the line managers of all three 

projects. 

4 External experts; Interviews were conducted with a number of external experts in the areas of 

employment (at local level), housing issues (with specific reference to Simon) and youth work 

policy and practice. 

 

5.2.  Case Study Analysis Cork Simon Community Youth and Drugs Project 

5.2.1 Project Description 

Simon is an international voluntary agency that provides succour to homeless women and men, usually 

through homeless shelters. Each hostel or area is itself a completely independent unit. 

  Due to a significant increase in homelessness amongst young people (the Simon category for 

‘young person, is 18-26 inclusive) the Cork Simon Community, with state funding through the Young 

People’s Services and Facilities Fund, initiated a service dedicated to supporting young homeless persons 

in 1998. The core aim of the service is to assist young people in breaking the cycle of homelessness. 

Substance use was identified as a major factor amongst the homeless, regardless of age, hence the title; 

Youth and Drugs Project. 

 The service-using group tend to suffer from multiple deprivations, i.e.; ‘broken homes’, 

problematic and risk-laden substance use, homelessness, criminality, early school leaving and mental health 

issues. The majority of the service users originate in the lower socio-economic stratum.  
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 Given the characteristics and circumstances of this particular agency, it can be assumed that the 

Simon case study group represents one of, if not the most, disengaged groups of young people in Irish 

society today. 

The project has experienced significant changes since the research process commenced. The 

original worker, Anne Cunningham, left the project and was replaced by Michael Harrington. The Simon 

services have also been re-structured, with the youth and drug project and outreach project moving out 

from the shelter under the umbrella of day care services. The project has been physically relocated into a 

day center (opened April 2002). Harrington has reported a substantial turnover in service users, with 

periodical high concentrations of transient young people. He mis-use of psychoactive substances appears to 

have risen over the last two years and the potential for violence on the part of the service users represents a 

very real issue for both staff and residents. Of the three case study agencies, this project most certainly 

presented the greatest challenges in terms of interviewing young people. The respondents tended to be 

suspicious and wary of the interviewer, the second round of interviews were fraught with difficulty as the 

initial interviewees had moved on or refused to be re-interviewed.    

5.2.2 Analysis 
The agency is primarily concerned with the issue of homelessness, and has not developed a 

conceptual position on youth transition. From the agency’s context, transition means the transition to secure 

independent living. Cunningham believes that for the target group, transition means “making it to 

adulthood with some sense of balance, knowing where you are, being content and happy. You couldn’t say 

that very many of them have made it successfully though…I don’t know that a 60-year-old man who is 

homeless still hasn’t made the transition. They have become older, but I don’t know if they’re any happier 

or content now than they were before” (A. Cunningham, Simon, Worker, Female, L20). Cunningham’s 

observation illustrates the multi-faceted meaning of the phrase transition; within this particular project the 

focus is primarily centred on the impact of the intertwined issues of homelessness and drug usage amongst 

young people. 

Participation 

Participation in the project occurs at various levels, although these young people are automatically 

participants in the project that does not mean that they will interact with the worker in any meaningful way. 

Cunningham viewed participation thus; “the very fact that they come and talk is participation on their part, 

and some of the time its quite difficult because people don’t want to do anything with their lives and they 

don’t want to come to me and feel bad. If they just keep in contact over the mobile phone, much as I’d like 

them to call in…” (A. Cunningham, Simon, Worker, Female, L54). Participation at this level is apparently 

concerned with maintaining contact and holding some form of relationship together for the young person. 

Naughton, speaking from the funder’s perspective, advanced the view that participation was primarily 

defined by the relationship of the young person with the worker, and the willingness of the young people to 

interact with the worker; “once the young people are going to the project, once there is a relationship 

being built up, that’s how we would have to define participation-are they engaging the target group?” (M. 

Naughton, Female, External, L56)  
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Some of the young people have participated at a higher level, and have benefited from this 

participation, they have used the project to access various services, such as healthcare and education, and 

regularly discuss their life situation with the worker. All shelter residents, including the young people, have 

the opportunity to participate in the day-to-day running of the hostel. McAllister noted that due to the 

feedback from the young people in the Frost (2001) report the project will change its emphasis as soon as 

the day center is operational.  

 The young people themselves tended to construct the notion of participation in the project as the 

accessing of various services. Being homeless tends to sharpen the survival instinct to a point whereby the 

decision to engage with the project worker is predicated on the weighing of potential concrete gains that 

may accrue from such engagement. Given the circumstances of this particular group of young people’s 

lives it is not difficult to understand their point of view. Some of the sample pointed to definite gains 

obtained due to participation “I’m happy with what I’ve got out of this, got a flat, got a scheme job. I 

haven’t got as much worries as I had before” (Gr, 23, Male Simon, WP2, 152).   

 Participation within the context of this project is probably best understood by exploring the 

relationship of the worker with the young people and the young people’s views on this relationship, in this 

respect the change of worker within the project requires the new worker to more or less start from scratch 

and build relations with the young people.  

Motivation  
McAllister did not see the issue as motivation, instead she argued that “on the whole young people 

are motivated to do something about their lives, they (The Simon Group) are very de-motivated, or 

frustrated because there are not opportunities there for them” (P. McAlister, Simon, Manager, F, L61/62). 

Her opinion was that these young people’s life experiences had acted as a powerful de-motivating force, 

with continual failure and chaos serving to reinforce as sense of fatalism regarding activity. McAllister 

believes that dysfunctional family background, and inadequate support for those who have grown up in 

care are major factors in young people becoming homeless. Cunningham put it rather starkly; motivational 

problems “come from the day that they were born, more or less. There wasn’t any great motivation 

instilled in them, families with no motivation or support. They’re lucky if they can finish National (primary) 

school”. (A. Cunningham, Simon, Worker, Female, L40). Cunningham also pointed out the impact of 

labeling on the young people; “it surprised me that no-one had anything positive to say about them-its all 

negative-nom wonder they are the way they are” (ibid, L32). She regards this labeling process as a further 

example of de-motivation; the young people are reluctant to expose themselves to such negative ascriptions 

by attempting new activities.  

The project’s approach to practice tends to incorporate motivational techniques. Cunningham defining 

the work as “trying to empower them, encourage people, don’t focus on weakness” (ibid, L26).. The 

worker effectively builds a relationship with the young person so as to be able to act as a motivating force 

in that young person’s life. There has been some success in affecting significant lifestyle change, notably in 

the cases of the two ‘Trendsetters’ interviewed in work package two. Yet two significant obstacles remain; 

1; The shelter environment itself acts as a de-motivating force;  
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“The lack of resources has meant that people have relied on the shelter, they don’t have to cook their own 

food, they’re protected, they’re safe, there is nothing for them to move on to, so they end up being 

institutionalized over the years. We’ve seen people come into Simon 30 years ago-they’re still around” (P. 

McAllister L56/57). The sub-culture of homelessness also impacts in this area, older homeless men and 

women passing on this culture to the younger service users and thus perpetuating both the culture and cycle 

of homelessness, with all the attendant problematic issues. The young people also commentated on the 

demotivating atmosphere within the shelter; “I wouldn’t sleep here, this place should be only for old 

people” (Ta, 18, Simon, WP5, Female, L17), “I wouldn’t be happy here, not with some of the people”, 

and; “the smell of some of them, shit and piss” (Gy, 19, Simon, WP, Male, L124,) 

A ‘catch 22’ also operates; a young person could vacate the hostel to attend a residential 

detoxification programme. Their bed will be allocated to another person that night (bed allocation is not 

within the project’s remit). When they check out from the detoxification unit, they find themselves back on 

the streets and at the back of the queue for a bed in the hostel. Ultimately, the need for separate 

accommodation for young people away from the older service users considered a major need. In this 

regard, a positive development is the relocation of the service away from the emergency shelter. 

2; Lack of other services;  

The Frost report highlighted the need for ancillary services for homeless youth. A day center (opened in 

June 2002) was identified as a pressing need, access to health care and recreational facilities, and crucially, 

appropriate counseling. The counseling tends to operate in a dualistic fashion, aiming for a long-term goal 

of abstinence and a short term more immediate harm reduction or risk minimization, with a concurrent 

improvement in life quality. Such an approach would parallel the general stance adopted by the Cork City 

Local Drugs Task Force (Cork City Local Drugs Task Force, 2000, p.2). The respondents felt that a harm 

reduction orientated counseling service was the more effective approach in motivating young people to 

address their substance issues.  

 In spite of these drawbacks, the respondents did point out factors that motivate engagement; “just 

a relaxed atmosphere, the place is grand” (Gy, 19, Simon, WP, Male, 121),  “I found that it helped, like 

that there was someone there that was around my own age group, made me feel more comfortable to talk to 

and I’d actually pay attention to them, rather than an older person” (Na, 21, Simon, WP2, Female, 151). 

Here again we are evidencing links with the relationship element of the project.  

Learning  
McAllister noted that in the context of the Simon Community, informal learning is generally viewed as 

a negative phenomenon; the young people learn dysfunctional behavioral patterns (such as shop lifting, 

street drinking and aggressiveness) from the homeless population, and they learn to give credence to many 

myths and falsehoods (i.e. all refugees receive extra benefits from the state, the shelter staff rob the older 

and more befuddled residents). Informal learning in a positive vein is been facilitated by the worker-young 

person relationship, and generally occurs through role modeling. The young person learns alternative 

behavioral patterns from interaction with the worker. The worker also serves as a sounding board for the 

young person, they can discuss, in an informal manner, different topics and subjects, primarily in the area 
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of social skills development. Cunningham noted that; “sometimes you feel like a surrogate mother, it’s a 

difficult balancing line, you know the relationship is a professional one, but this individual needs a mother 

figure” (A. Cunningham, Worker, Simon, Female, WP3 L49). Informal learning as such is not recognized 

by the agency in any formal way, the project is not directly concerned with training and education; it does 

assist young people in accessing these areas, and supports them in attending such activities. The recognition 

afforded to positive informal learning tends to come to the young person in the shape of positive feedback 

and affirmation.  

In contrast to the other agencies the young people from the Simon project viewed learning less in 

terms of concrete skills development and more as a process of self-awareness. One respondent ventured 

that use of the project “taught me, it kinda taught me that not everyone hates me, or thinks that I’m a 

scumbag. ..’cos you get respect in here, I got respect in here”(Gy, 19, Simon, Male, WP5, L23) Although 

not directly referred to in the interviews, the trajectories of some respondents since engagement with the 

project suggests that a significant amount of personal learning has taken place; “I’m not as out of control 

now, like I used to be. I think I’ve got control ..of my own life like, not like before” (Gr, 23, Simon, Male, 

WP5, L187).  

 
Overall, we may venture that the project’s management, staff and service users hold to generally similar 

concepts of participation, motivation and learning. This intervention can be located as a ‘rescue project’, 

concerned firstly with the safety and health of the young people, and thereafter with assisting these young 

people in progressing. This form of youthwork can be constructed as crisis work, however it is technically 

different from the accepted psychological understanding of crisis (see Thompson, 1991). 

The interview evidence suggests that this project serves as a turning point both internally and 

externally, although this internal change may not occur within all service users. Participation occurs on 

different levels but is primarily constructed as engagement; maintaining some form of contact with the 

young person, for the young person this may also be the case. We should not underestimate the barriers to 

participation that exist in this agency context as the project works with young people who are inherently 

suspicious and mistrustful of social services.  Further engagement and fuller participation seems to rest 

upon the building of an effective relationship between worker and young person. Motivation for 

engagement is not difficult to uncover; a bed, shower and food are strong incentives to engage. At a deeper 

level, the individual young people’s chaotic and deprived backgrounds act as severe demotivating elements 

that engender apathy, resistance and distrust. The aforementioned relationship with the worker is the 

technique employed to circumnavigate these elements and foster motivation and participation.  

This measure can be theoretically perceived in terms of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, with the 

project worker acting as a facilitator allowing people to fulfill these needs and their prior biography acting 

as either an inhibiter in this process, or a motivator if the person is attempting to escape poverty, and 

homelessness.. Systemically, the project aims to remove the service user from a particularly dangerous, 

dysfunctional and marginalized system. They do not supply young people with the currency to access the 
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labour system, they do provide them with the currency to access the intermediate training and education 

systems in the form of soft skills such as self-esteem and behavioral codes.  

 

 

5.3 Case Study Analysis Foroige Glen Young Adults Project 
5.3.1 Project Description 

Foroige is a national voluntary youth organisation that aims to provide youth work services 

through a number of interventions, principally youth clubs (volunteer led provisions), and youth projects 

(staffed by professional workers). Usually, these youth projects are a joint venture between a Youthwork 

organisation such as Foroige, and the state, through the relevant government department.  

The Glen itself is an area that would be considered disadvantaged, with a majority of the 

population dependant on social welfare payments. The Glen Young Adults Project is a community youth 

work project located within the Glen housing estates. The main brief of the project is assist the personal and 

social development of the area’s young people, especially the young people that, for whatever reason, are 

deemed to be either problematic and/or suffering from social deprivation. In so doing the project aims to 

“reduce the misuse of substances, reduce the target groups involvement in crime and anti-social behaviour 

and promote the participation of young people in training, work and employmentvi” (Glen Young adults 

Project, Feedback). 

 The Glen Foroige works in conjunction with a number of other agencies, such as local Police, 

Health Board, Schools, and the Glen Youthreach.  

 The Glen Foroige Project can be viewed as a typical Irish Youth Project, and thus representative 

of numerous such projects located throughout Ireland that operate from a ‘Community Youth Work’ model 

of practice. 

5.3.2 Analysis 

The project’s brief is to work with young people aged from 16 to 21 years of age from the Glen 

area. Additional services, provided by Foroige and other organizations, are targeted at younger members of 

the community. Regarding the young people, Naughton notes that “a lot of them come from one parent 

families, they wouldn’t have much support at home, a lot of early school leavers, a lot of socio-economic 

problems face these young people” (M.Naughton, External, Female, WP3, L41). 

O’Brien pointed out that Foroige is aware that there has been “an enormous extension to the phase 

of adolescence-up to 25 years of age they still have characteristics of adolescence, living at home, 

dependant economically, not working, some are still students” in relation to young people generally. 

O’Brien noted that the upper age limit of 21 was dictated by recent legislation (Youth Work Act, 2001). He 

went on to suggest that there appears to be reluctance on the part of a significant proportion of young 

people from the Glen “to become independent adults” (O’Brien, Manager, Foroige, Male, WP3, L34). He 

believes that “maybe it’s the way that society has structured social welfare, we seem to have created a 

dependency culture” (ibid, L35). As an example, O’Brien told of a group of young women who participate 

in the project, they sought the project worker’s assistance in order to access a training course. According to 
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O’Brien they were not interested in this course for its content or for future job prospects, it simply offered 

security”.  

O’Donovan believes that youth transition to adulthood can be best understood in two key areas, 

the successful achievement of Ericsson’s dependence v. independence phase, and by analyzing the systems 

within which the young people act. He believes that in transition, youth worker’s should focus on “building 

the service user’s capacity to make informed decisions, deal with limits and boundaries, dealing with 

authority while retaining a sense of self, their own status as individual people. They need to develop the 

ability to reflect on their experiences, and to visualize a positive future for themselves. If they can visualize, 

use their imagination, then they can set goals so as to achieve their desired future” (D. O’Donovan, 

External, Male, WP3, L32).   

The project’s viewpoint concerning transition for the young people is that transition places 

complex demands on young people, some young people do not have the resources to deal with these 

demands. Both Nolan and O’Brien point out that a lot of the service users would rather the worker to sort 

out their problems than to tackle such problems themselves with the workers assistance, Nolan recounted 

the behaviour of one particular individual; “he called in every day for a month asking me to get him a job, I 

kept telling him to come in and do up a C.V. Eventually the message got through, I’m not doing it for you” 

(J. Nolan, Glen Young Adults Project, Worker, Female, WP3, L83).  Naughton alluded to the complexities 

of modern transitions; “growing up seems to have been easier years ago, there seems to be huge pressure 

on now, having the right image, the right clothes, the mobile phones. You only have to go and visit the 

project to see the problems that these kids are facing, the project is at least providing some support for 

them” (M. Naughton, External, Female, WP3, L30). 

Participation 

According to O’Brien the decision to participate in the project lies squarely with the young people; 

“they are service users, the participation can be at different levels depending on the person, some people 

fully engage with it and are trying to use the project to further themselves. Some are using it to solve 

immediate needs and don’t look beyond that, so while it (the project) is engaging with a whole pile of 

young people, and the measure for us is that they set up a contract to work with Joan where they see what 

they can gain from the project, then that is 100%. They vary from 100% to 105% or 12%, which is ‘Joan, I 

need help to make a phone call”. (D. O’ Brien, Manager, Male, Glen, WP3, L73). 

 Nolan maintains that in any activity; “their participation is strongly influenced by family, 

community and peers, generally there is a very fatalistic approach to decision making around their choices, 

very passive. They generally don’t motivate themselves to participate in society” (J. Nolan, Worker, Glen, 

Female, WP3, L92). Nolan referred to the recent general election in Ireland, none of the young people 

eligible to vote, to her knowledge, did so. Long’s research into the levels of participation by young people 

in the Glen in their local community revealed considerable barriers to meaningful participation in the life of 

the community generally, including; 

• Negative images of young people 
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• Power holders resistance 

• Low self-confidence and esteem amongst young people 

• Poor facilitation skills amongst youth workers 

• Domination of forums for discussion by adults 

• Lack of experience and training in skills required for participation 

• Lack of communication between youth leaders and youth group members  

• The nature of the material being discussed (irrelevant to most young people). 

(Long, 2001) 

Participation within the project itself is actively encouraged by both worker and management, the 

project is a voluntary initiative, and the decision on whether or not to participate at any level ultimately 

rests with the young people. O’Brien stated that; every young person decides what programmes they want 

to be involved in, and what they want to do in the project. So they have control over their own involvement 

in the project” (O’Brien, Manager, Glen, Male, WP3, L79). The young people are expected to take 

responsibility for deciding the programmes and activities undertaken as groups; “all the programmes 

revolve around the needs and interests of each group, each group is group led, all programmes are 

designed, implemented and evaluated by the young people in the group” (J. Nolan, Worker, Glen, Female, 

WP3, L91). 

The young people themselves seem to more or less get to decide what form their individual sub-

groups will take themselves, subject to the project worker’s approval. The group containing the young 

women has expressed satisfaction with the activities they are currently undertaking; “we started a gym 

group, four of us in the group, it’s grand” (An, 17, Female, Glen, WP5, L3). This arrangement can also 

pose a challenge for the young people, even though they grumbled about the programme, one young men’s 

group acknowledged their own role in the group programme; “it’s our own fault as well, we need to get our 

act together” ….  “it’s our group I suppose, so we’ll keep it going and maybe calm down the messing” (Jy, 

16, Glen, Male, WP5, L13). 

Naughton defined participation in the context of the Glen project, from the Young People’s 

Facilities and Services Fund’s perspective as being quite straightforward; “are they engaging young people 

in a meaningful way?” (M. Naughton, External, Female, WP3, L57). The underlying question posed by this 

statement revolves around one’s perspective of meaningful engagement. 

Participation is therefore once again perceived as primarily engagement, but with the expectation 

that this engagement can lead the young people becoming more and more involved with the workings and 

running of the project and their community, in effect they will participate in a meaningful manner. 

O’Donovan argues however that in an Irish Youth Work context “participation is based around numbers 

attending a programme or intervention” (D. O’Donovan, External, Male, WP5, L38). This particular 

perspective on participation  has its origins in  a ‘Policy For Youth and Sport’ (The Bruton Report, 1977). 

This report “argued that the best way to measure progress was by assessing youth organizations on their 

success in increasing membership” (Corry, 1978, in Hurley, 1992). This, in retrospect, was a dangerous 
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development, as any evaluation that focuses on numbers, as the prime factor in determining success is 

arguably not conducive to quality work. This particular state of affairs has and is changing, with the 

emphasis shifting more towards quality rather than quantity evaluation criteria.    

The project encourages participation on a political/social/community level and has attempted to 

facilitate this. At least some respondents are dubious as to the reality of their participation however, and 

individuals constructed their supposed inclusion in community decision-making mechanisms as tokenistic; 

“we gave our input but it wasn’t taken. The older people in the community, they don’t listen to us, it’s like 

what do you know, your only a young one. We were there one night and someone suggested a doctor in the 

community centre, a young girl, younger than me, suggested it. Nobody listened to her, they ignored her. 

Then an elderly lady said the same thing and they were all go for it. It’s the age difference, all the older 

people, the younger people get to say nothing” (Pa, 20, Glen, Female, WP5, L12). We may speculate that 

the above incident acts as a de-motivating factor for the young people involved. Despite the best intentions 

of the project workers to have young people’s voices heard in the community, success in this regard is 

unlikely, or will be limited, if the young people themselves feel that their opinions are not deemed valid by 

other groups within the community, and if community power holders relegate the input of young people to 

a secondary position.    

Motivation  
A significant proportion of the interviewed young people in the Glen project appear to hold low 

expectations for their future lives, this in turn tends to act as a de-motivating factor; “part of it comes from 

life experiences, they’re experiences and the experiences of they’re parents and siblings. You tend to end 

up unemployed, drinking a lot, living on social welfare. So your expectations aren’t very high, because in a 

sense that’s how they’ve been formed as young people”(O’Brien, Manager, Glen, Male, WP3, L66).  

David O’Donovan believes that success in previous activities, coupled with reasonable expectation 

to succeed in the future, form an underlying foundation for motivation. The young service users in the Glen 

have not really tasted success in a socially acceptable way, they have underachieved in school, and 

therefore they are not motivated to repeat such failure by participating in educational activities.  Nolan 

regards fear of failure as a major factor in the apparent lack of motivation displayed by a significant 

proportion of the Glen’s youth population. The motivation to attend the project appears to vary, with 

different individuals attending according to their own expectations of what the project can offer them.   

 O’Donovan maintains, “a lot of young people are over-stimulated by the media and 

underachieving in terms of their own potential. This affects everything from their visual expressiveness to 

their academic performance. The only expression they’re forced into is academic; they end up with limited 

verbal expression and narrow views in relation to opportunities because of over-stimulation, they become 

insular, self-absorbed and withdrawn. This limits expression and therefore motivation. Their world is a 

small place, home, a limited geographical area around home, school, and the media inform their view of 

the world. Its incredibly de-motivating” (D. O’Donovan, External, Male, WP3, L21). 

 As with the other case study agencies, maintenance of motivation appears to be predicated upon 

tangible benefit accruing from activity engaged in. Whilst grumbling about the group’s activities, one 
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young man remarked that the group “gives me something to do and will look good on my C.V., ‘cos I’ll get 

the President’s award out of it” (Jy, 16, Glen, Male, WP5, L23). 

Informal Learning  
O’Brien maintains that informal learning is a cornerstone of Foroige’s philosophy, although Foroige 

construct this as non-formal learning insofar as that it is conscious learning: “our whole approach is what 

we call non-formal learning, the simplified version of Foroige’s purpose is learning by doing, so we look 

on everything we do as learning opportunities for the person, we have learning outcomes in mind. We are 

strong believers in obtaining objectives, there must be a learning outcome” (O’Brien, Glen, Manager, 

Male, WP3, L67). As with the Simon project, role modeling plays a fundamental part in allowing young 

people to view alternative behavioral patterns for a variety of social actions, from complaining about 

service provision to resolving conflict. The activities undertaken by the project allow ample opportunities 

for informal learning, and the dichotomy of task/process comes into play in this regard. Nolan noted how 

the task involved in preparing a meal might appear quite straightforward, but the process allowed for 

learning in a number of areas, selection of a menu acceptable to all (negotiation), the purchase of 

ingredients (budgeting), the actual preparation and cooking (time keeping, hygiene and teamwork) and the 

cleaning up afterwards (responsibility to the rest of the group).  

O’Brien believes that although the importance of informal learning has always been recognized, 

“its an area that we could strengthen-Joan (Nolan) is able to tell me how people are getting on through 

non-formal reviews with them on their progress, that’s our way of assessing it” (ibid, L71). The practicality 

of attempting to recognize informal learning in a formal way was acknowledged by all respondents, 

informal learning was held to a crucial area for building young people’s sense of self and assisting them in 

transition, yet extremely difficult to grade in a systematic manner, as each individual young person has 

different needs. 

For the young people themselves learning was constructed as the ability to do something; “I 

learned to ride a bike properly” (Li, 17, Glen, Male, WP5, L14). The Glen Project makes use of ‘learning 

by doing’ techniques: activities in the measure are (theoretically) designed to challenge the young people 

and present them with personal/social skills learning opportunities. An interesting feature of learning in the 

Glen was the resistance shown by the boys group to abstract learning, whereas they readily partake in 

learning activities such as canoeing, they equate group meetings and discussion forums with schoolwork. 

The project’s focus on informal learning through experiences came across strongly in one young woman’ s 

statement; “I learned about engaging with people, definitely like. Before I started I would talk to no one, I 

was shy. I wouldn’t get involved in things or nothing” (An, 17, Glen, Female, WP5, L42).   

The key element of relationship was perceived by the young people in terms of trust. In this 

matter, they appear to be wary of the worker(s) to a certain degree; “I trust her like…but wouldn’t tell her 

secrets. We couldn’t go up to Joan and share them, she’s really nice and sound like but….” (Cl, 17, Glen, 

Female, WP5, L66). Despite this wariness the young people did most definitely identify the worker  as a 

key point for support and advice. Interviewees, particularly  in WP2, cited areas such as social welfare 
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rights, education opportunities, and employment options as issues that they would seek consul from the 

worker on.  

A notable contrast in regard to relationships is the young people’s perception of the youth worker 

as opposed to teachers and other transition related adult actors. Teachers and guidance counselors in 

particular were referred to in negative tones in a manner that contrasted starkly with youth workers; “no 

respect from them (teachers), she (guidance counselor)was a lesbian, so none of us would go to her”  (De, 

19, Glen, Female, WP2, L26). The worker was never referred to in such a negative fashion. 

Overall, the project seems to retain a fair sense of balance regarding what is achievable within its 

current structures, and the young people’s expectations are more or less catered for by the project. The 

young people’s expectations may however differ from the service providers perceptions in the area of 

provision for older members of the target group. One young man had been involved with the various 

Foroige interventions in the Glen since he was ten years old (21 at time of first interview). He has now 

more or less terminated his involvement; “I don’t come in here that much anymore” (Pe, 22, Glen, Male, 

WP5, L4) and views the project as being concerned more with children/teenagers “its good for the kids, it 

keeps the kids off the street” (ibid, L17). Another respondent critiqued the project’s perceived focus on 

younger service users; “I’d run more groups for older teenagers, instead of focusing on younger kids all 

the time” (Pa, 20, Glen, Female, WP5, L7).  

These statements suggest that the project succeeds in assisting young people who engage through 

transition to a certain point, most likely legal adult status at eighteen years of age. Thereafter, the project 

can and does act as a reference point for the young people in accessing other systems but loses it’s central 

attraction as a provision that offers recreational and leisure time activities. The most likely explanation for 

this state of affairs is the central focus of alcohol and the public house as the provider of leisure for young 

people in Ireland today, coupled with the burgeoning sense of independence of full legal adult status and 

the perception that the project is a place for younger people. This phenomenon can be interpreted as 

success or failure; the success perspective argues that these young people are moving on with their lives 

and forging ahead whilst still maintaining enough contact with the project to access support if and when 

they need it. They are resolving Eriksson’s dependence versus independence conflict stage, they are not 

clinging to an earlier developmental stage. We may postulate that the measure has succeeded in assisting 

these young people through to at least the early and middle stages of youth transition. The question of their 

trajectory however remains unanswered. The opposite argument is that the project has failed to retain these 

young people, the measure does not satisfy their needs, therefore the must satisfy these needs elsewhere. 

On balance, this argument appears weak, the young people may have withdrawn from the project but they 

have not broken contact. The project is accessed when required; given the resources, professional approach 

(Youth Work) and local cultural factors pertaining we can visualize the project now operating for these 

young people as a systemic interface; an institution wherein the young people feel respected and valued as 

people and can use the project to access other systems.  
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The Glen measure is a soft skill provider and is neither equipped nor focused on hard skill 

provision. Despite this fact the Local Employment Service officer believes that participation in this or 

similar projects does have currency in the employment market. Shanahan sees two positives for the young 

people in this regard; 

1. References. “References, from my experience of employers there’s a big hang up to 

having a reference; and, if you put down ‘available on request’ it’ almost like you don’t 

have any” (Shanahan, LES/External, Male, WP3, L33). The project can provide a young 

person with a reference, although a reference from school is preferred. 

2. Activity versus idleness. “There’s a perception out there that if your looking for work 

and not being successful you’re lazy……If they’re involved in something rather than 

nothing, some kind of involvement might be good, whatever it might be”. (Ibid, L42). 

Even token participation in the project has the tangible benefit of showing a potential 

employer that one has engaged in activity of some sort, rather than hanging around being 

idle. Idleness retains a social stigma in Ireland.  

Shanahan furthermore noted a general perception that “young people’s social skills aren’t great”, (L45) 

and that involvement with a training workshop or youth project can assist young people to a certain degree, 

in overcoming this prejudice.   

 

5.4 Case Study Analysis Youghal Youthreach 

5.4.1 Description 

Youthreach is the state response to early school leaving in Ireland; “Youthreach was established as a 

programme in October 1988 by Mr. Bertie Ahern TD and Mrs. Mary O’Rourke TD. The programme 

targeted young people who had left school with no qualifications and drew together a number of strands 

from the education and training spheres. The first youthreach centers as such were opened in February and 

March 1988” (Stokes, 2000).  

Youghal Youthreach is located on the Western edge of Youghal town in a run-down industrial estate. The 

building itself is considered quite unsuitable, having natural light in only one room. There are two large 

workshops, two offices, four small classrooms, a kitchen, and male and female toilets in the building.  

The staff consists of a centre manager, one full time worker, and six part time tutors. At any one 

time there will usually be one or two students on placement.  

 The centre is funded by the Department of education, through the County Cork Vocational 

Education Committee (VEC). According to Stokes, lack of adequate transport infrastructure in rural areas 

is a serious obstacle to participation for some potential service users; “there is a special, geographical 

problem, particularly in Ireland, that we have not paid attention to, transport is poor” (D. Stokes, Male, 

National Manager, Youthreach, WP3, L41). 

 Youthreach centers operate with a high degree of autonomy, each centre functions independently, 

and the choice of curriculum material is quite wide. The Youghal centre’s curriculum features the 
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following; woodwork, metalwork, arts, computers, childcare and child development, basic mathematics, 

catering, personal and social skills development, and work experience. A certification process exists within 

the youthreach programme, the National Council for Vocational Awards (NCVA). 

Young people who attend youthreach receive a small weekly allowance, based on their age. If they are 

a lone parent they retain their lone parent benefit along with their youthreach allowance. The centre has 

places for 25 trainees, the numbers can fluctuate though, and 16 to 22 would be fairly average. All staff 

tutors hold qualifications in the areas that they teach. 

The general criteria for acceptance in a youthreach centre is a young person aged from 15 to 18 years old 

who has left school with less than 5 Ds (D = a pass mark in an exam) in the junior certificate (the lower 

cycle of secondary education), or without having attempted the leaving certificate (the higher cycle of 

second level schooling). In exceptional circumstances a person under 15 will be accepted, and the upper 

age limit is not applicable to Traveller Youth, in order to encourage them to remain in the 

educational/training system.  Exceptions are made occasionally to the upper age limit, again only in 

exceptional circumstances. 

5.4.2 Analysis 

Participation 
As with the other case study agencies, participation is primarily defined as attendance, with the 

explicit recognition that participation occurs on a number of different levels. Stokes noted that transport 

infrastructure deficits on a national level act as a practical barrier to participation.  

 In regard to the centre’s operation, Newman told us that a structure did exist that allowed 

the trainees to participate in the decision making process, and that “as much as possible, we would consult 

the ‘gang’ about what’s happening here-but there are some issues where they don’t have a say, and they 

never will” (C. Newman, Manager, Youthreach, Female, L57). Participation is therefore constructed 

around the individuals engagement with the project on a personal level, not around the measure’s operation. 

In effect, this is the programme, you choose whether or not to participate. Following this, the young person 

can more or less dictate their own level of participation in the programme.  A different perspective on 

participation is evident regarding one’s own biographical decision making. In this matter, the project 

attempts to equip the young people with necessary skills to make informed life choices be they around 

technical matters such as which subjects to engage with or more personal choices such as consumption of 

alcohol and drugs.  

A significant number of the  young people themselves have chaotic personal and family histories, 

with two exceptions (see below), these young people spoke positively of the centre’s staff, especially 

around the area of guidance. Stokes raised a critical issue in discussing the actual staff group, he noted that 

many Youthreach centers were “dealing with difficulties of one kind or another that are outside the 

competencies of the staff. The youthreach tutor is not a psychologist for example, or a counselor. They’re 

teachers, yet they are expected to fulfill the functions of all of these and have paramedical knowledge; so 

they are expected to be everything to everyone. They’re not paid remotely appropriately” (Stokes, National 

Manager, Youthreach, Male, L14-18). Engagement alone with young people dealing with these sort of 
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issues represents a challenging task, especially for persons who are teachers, not psychologists. The ability 

of the staff group to emphasize and interact on a personal level with the young people (amply evidenced 

from interviews with young people) can be taken as the foundation for firstly engagement and thereafter 

meaningful participation.  

From a systemic perspective, the agency constructs meaningful participation as the ability to more 

or less function rationally within the agency’s structure. This in practice means adhering to the norms and 

values of the agency to a certain degree. Given the background nature of some of the target group, this can 

take time; challenges and confrontations occur regularly as the measure does operate a behaviouralist 

discipline model. 

From the young people’s viewpoint, participation is once again a matter of levels; some attend 

simply to receive the trainee allowance, others have re-engaged when made redundant from work so as to 

further extend they’re skills and knowledge. The relevance of such participation again rests upon the 

perceived advantages of  full engagement. Two young people, both from the Traveller Community, held 

highly negative views of the center, staff, and other participants. In contrast to the other respondents both 

viewed the measure as being strict and one as being similar to school in regard to rule and regulations; “it’s 

pretty much like jail here” (Br, 16, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L69) (the other disagreed on this point). 

These young people saw no tangible benefit accruing from attending the measure and in so doing represent 

a different viewpoint from the other respondents.   

Other respondents perceived involvement with youthreach as being a beneficial experience in 

terms of both hard and soft skills acquisition, with a definite favour being displayed towards concrete 

activity such as woodwork rather than theoretical areas such as math’s.  

Motivation 
The group in Youghal, apart from a small number of individuals, are characterized by the staff and 

external experts as holding low motivation. Newman believes that the group hold “very few expectations” 

(Newman, Manager, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L15) and that the trainee’s allowance is a crucial 

motivating factor for a section of the group; “you get those who are just biding time here, waiting until 

they’re 18 and can sign on the dole” (ibid, L26). O’Leary maintained that the parochialism of the majority 

of the service users contributed to low motivation, “life outside Youghal does not exist, to go to Cork City 

is akin to going to the moon” (M. O’Leary, Tutor, Youthreach, WP3, L32). Kelleher argued that  home and 

family circumstances impacted heavily on the majority of the service users in a negative manner; “home, 

what they’ve seen. They’re not expected to go to school, get a job. The kids here are fatalistic, if you’ve no 

great expectations, how can you be motivated to do anything?” (Kelleher, Placement Staff, Youthreach, 

Female, WP5, L48). 

The staff interviewed did however have ideas (from experience) on how motivation is best 

developed with these young people; “when they’re working, engaged on a particular project, they seem to 

work away like little beavers, and they seem to be happy” (ibid, L50). Stokes stated that the typical 

youthreach trainee “wants to be doing, not listening” (Stokes, National Manager, Youthreach, Male, WP5, 

L5).and the experiences of the Youghal staff tend to confirm this; “theory, they detest, they loathe, hate 
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theory in any shape or form-its torture for them. Its what they did and hated in school” (P. Dorrian, 

Placement Staff, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L56). 

The young people more or less validate these assertions. Very few respondents held clear 

achievable goals, re-alignment onto a standard trajectory or close to such a trajectory seemed to be the 

primary aim of most. The experiences of school were overwhelmingly negative and as stated above, a 

preference was expressed for concrete activity. This preference is catered for through the use of 

experiential learning. 

Experiential ‘learning by doing’ functions as a motivating force with the young people. Newman 

though believes that the young people with low motivation are struggling with multiple complex issues in 

their lives; “they’re not coming from a work ethic background, their families don’t place a high value on 

education. In developing motivation, I suppose we do our best. Its not easy, what might work for one 

person might not work for someone else. Support from home can make a difference, that somebody is trying 

to encourage them from home along the same lines we’re trying to do here” (Newman, Manager, 

Youthreach, Female, WP5, L30). 

 Success and achievement has motivated respondents to participate more, the interview process 

itself facilitated reflection by the young people, many of whom attributed their ongoing participation to 

successfully completing curriculum modules in the past. This contrasts with school experiences, wherein 

failure served to demotivate the respondents from further engagement. A further point in this regard is the 

length of time spent in the project. Young people who are attending for a lengthy period (+ one year) 

tended to exhibit more confidence and esteem to the researchers than their peers who had recently 

commenced attending. They also tend to place a higher regard on the workforce and to trust these tutors 

more than those attending for a shorter period of time. 

Learning 
The youthreach programme appears to locate informal learning as a crucial factor in working with 

young people that have left school early. This is perhaps best illustrated by the means of teaching and 

assessment employed. “in the experience of Youth reach, the key features of successful intervention with 

early school leavers are: 

• A focus on the holistic development of the individual, set in a learning environment which is safe, 

structured and challenging; 

• A methodology/pedagogy which begins with the young person and places emphasis on 

recognizing and rewarding achievement rather than reinforcing failure” 

(Stokes, 2000). 

Informal learning occurs at different levels in Youghal Youthreach, the subjects are taught in an informal 

manner, and staff and trainees refer to each other on a first name basis. From a youth work perspective, it 

seems that a lot of practice occurs spontaneously in informal settings, Kelleher pointed out that “they pick 

up little skills all the time, how to wire a plug, or change a light bulb, they would also come to you to ask 

advice on personnel matters” (Kelleher, Placement Staff, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L58). 
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In contrast to the formal education system of school, Youthreach locates the young person at the 

center of the learning process and allow the individual young person to progress at their own pace. 

Newman maintains that “the system of assessment we use, to a certain extent, recognizes informal 

learning, with personal effectiveness” (Newman, Manager, Youthreach, Female, WP5, 46) O’Leary noted 

that ‘tutor verification’ was another assessment tool that recognizes informal learning “you can right in we 

had a discussion on such and such to show how the trainee was progressing in any particular subject” 

(O’Leary, Tutor, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L48). 

  The respondents constructions of learning were primarily related to concrete activity; 

when the subject was broached the young people tended to interpret learning as a school or training based 

formal activity in which they learned to do something, be it math’s or metalwork. This was particularly 

evident with the younger interviewees. Given the nature of this project, it was not surprising to find that 

learning was constructed by the young people as the obtainment of abilities and competences in various 

fields. The young people tended to make comparisons between learning within the project and learning in 

school, the majority of respondents firmly stating that learning within the project was achievable, in 

contrast to the school situation. The respondents spoke positively about the learning process, it can be small 

group or individual, and the process moves at the pace of the individual young person; “I learned that I 

have the right to say I don’t understand” (De, 16, Youthreach, Male, WP5, L55).  

If we view the Youthreach center in a systemic fashion, we find that it’s core function is the 

provision of hard sector skills to compensate for these young people having left school early. The 

youthreach system differs from the school system by adapting a behavioural code that although 

challenging, is still sympathetic to the culture and background of the young people. This system therefore 

functions in the manner of a bureau de change; the minimal value cultural currency which proved virtually 

worthless to the respondents in the school system and labour market can be exchanged and enhanced. The 

young people gain the cultural currency required in the form of soft skills, and the marketable value 

required by the acquisition of concrete skills such as woodwork and math’s. 

 The interview data evidences that the center has been a crucial element in at least some of the 

young people’s lives. It has facilitated internal turning points in so far as that opportunities for success, 

meaningful participation, and relevant learning offered the young people a selection of life choices 

regarding they’re transitional trajectories. The case study agency’s weakness resides in structural deficits 

and the expectation that staff will perform tasks outside of their professional competencies. That the staff 

do such work to the best of their ability is to their collective credit. The fact that they do so to a high 

standard may however be counterproductive as it camouflages the need for an extended resource base that 

includes psychologists and counselors. 
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6 Success 
 
6.1 Meanings of Success 
Across the three case study agencies a certain degree of consensus  exists regarding the meaning of success 

from the perspective of the workers, management and external personal such as funders. As with the 

concept of participation, the concept of success cannot be distilled into a collective set of criterion for a 

diverse group of people, each of whom will have different biographies, capabilities and ambitions in life. 

This salient fact applies not only across the three case study agencies, but also within these measures. Due 

to this divisiveness, the agencies and externals tend to view success as a dynamic concept; within an overall 

framework of aims, objectives and aspirations the issue of success is redefined by each individual service 

user.  

For instance, the Simon project has an aim of reducing drug use amongst young homeless people, 

at a time when substance use (both legal and illicit) amongst Irish youth is reaching hitherto unknown 

proportions. The project therefore quantifies success in its mission by evaluating its impact upon 

individuals. Each individual will have individual issues, problems and needs. Some may have experimented 

with drug use and some may be chronically addicted to a psychoactive substance. One cannot use the same 

baseline evaluation; a stabilization into medical drugs will be a success for the chronic addict, the use of 

medicinal drugs for the experimenter would be categorized as an unwelcome step up the chemical 

hierarchy. The three agencies studied use this basic formula for evaluating their work; within an overall 

framework what is the impact of the project upon the individual service user? 

A related issue evaluating the work was raised by O’Donovan, who pointed out that success in any 

youth work type project as being extremely difficult to establish over time and best viewed on a number of 

different levels. For example, a lot of effort is devoted to preventative work, but there is no way of knowing 

if an individual young person has changed or modified their behaviour due to a project’s intervention. 

Naughton relayed the funders viewpoint as regards success; “its hard to measure qualitative stuff. How can 

you say a young person improved their self-esteem or confidence?” (Naughton, External, Female, WP3, 

L48). 

General trends can be uncovered, but hard data on the effects of any preventative programme on 

any particular individual is nearly impossible to ascertain, especially as the fruits of such work may not be 

evident for a number of years.  

 Success criteria is therefore applied firstly at individual level, and thereafter at group level. 

O’Brien gave a number of key indicators that Foroige use to define a successful intervention at community 

level; 

• Engagement with the target population; 

• Improvement in service users general sense of self; 

•  Reduction or stabilization in service users drug and alcohol use; 

• Reduction in service users criminal activity; 

• Increase in literacy; 
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• Increase in accessing of training and education initiatives. 

In addition to the above, O’Brien made reference to young people moving on from the project, in 

effect, growing away from the project, as they become independent adults. The reader may note here the 

problematic characterization of young people’s issues. The target group are characterized as suffering from 

multiple social deficits. This construction tallies with the overall problematic approach to young people in 

Ireland today, and we may well venture that ‘success’ means maintaining a standard or close to standard 

transitional trajectory. 

As with the other case study agencies, success in the Youghal Youthreach is a fluid concept that is 

more or less dependant upon the circumstances of the individual young person. Newman probably 

encapsulated success from an agency perspective best:  

“we go by each individual as opposed to man overall. You could have one trainee who’d come in 

here, if they achieved their full foundation cert, and three level one certificates, and the ECDL, 

and had five stints on work experience, all of which went brilliantly, you would definitely say 

that’s a success. For another trainee to be leaving in a position whereby they can say ‘hello’ to 

somebody, and look them in the eye when they’re saying hello, that’s a success too” (Newman, 

Manager, Youthreach, Female, WP3, L10). 

One might well argue however that such flexibility in defining success is a disingenuous mechanism that 

allows the agencies to categorize any work as a success. This is an issue that these projects and similar 

measures might do well to reflect and act upon, as more stringent evaluation methods (many borrowed 

from unsympathetic business models) are penetrating the area of work with young people.  

Before moving on to view the young respondents perceptions of success it is perhaps informative 

to note that all three agencies are responding to youth/social issues over which they have little or no 

control. Without reducing the issues to a simplistic level, we might view them in a simple manner. Simon 

responds to homelessness. Success in this area can be achieved by state intervention in the realm of 

sufficient social housing. Youthreach responds to early school leaving. Success in this area might well be 

achieved by a long overdue restructuring of the educational system. The Glen Foroige responds to 

conditions of social deprivation. Success here might well stem from increased resourcing of communities. 

In effect, all three agencies are ‘fire-fighting’ in different areas of social policy and attempting to 

compensate for the failure of other social systems within Irish society as it moves into a post-modern phase. 

With this factor in mind, it is more or less correct to venture that success on a wider scale for these 

measures lies in their capacity to assist young people in negotiating their way through various social 

systems through the provision of soft, and in the case of Youthreach, hard skills that act as a currency in 

Irish society. In so doing, we may further postulate that all three agencies have the basic approach of  

trajectory re-alignment; the entrenched standard transitional pathway, informed by a dominant 

capitalist/consensual ideological,  holds sway to such an extent that no alternatives are contemplated 

The young people’s viewpoints on success are predictably subjective and generally short to mid 

term in temporal terms. Success in using the projects was defined in the main as a personal re-orientation 
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onto a standard trajectory. the bulk of the young people interviewed slot into cluster one (see section 3, this 

paper). This success definition was apparent in their view of what they wished to achieve form project 

involvement and in their hopes for the future. Some reckoned that the agencies would prove useful in 

moving towards this desired future, others less so. 

A distinguishing feature of many of the sample group was the lack of a life plan to achieve this re-

alignment, apart from the Glen sub-group that are still in school. The notion of using self and self-

dependence has however been internalized by the respondents; “its up to yourself really, if you want to get 

on you’ll get help here but it’s really up to you”(Ke, 21, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L32). Vague notions 

about getting a job of some sort upon leaving the measure represented the views of a significant proportion 

of the interviewees; “after here, hopefully I’ll get a job and get married and have my own house” (Dh, 21, 

Youthreach, Female, WP5, L51). Despite the majority of the young people not having a clear idea of how 

they would move on in life, there was a definite internalization of the idea that extra qualifications in 

different areas would prove beneficial. The majority of the young people admit to having gained 

competencies of one sort or another (hard and soft) from involvement with the case study agencies. 

Competencies range from the ability to interact with other agents without feeling inadequate or persecuted, 

to more practical skills development such as cooking and woodwork. The young people in both the Glen 

and Youghal projects have all, to some extent, experienced creative activities such as music, theatre  and 

artwork.  

The sub-group from the Glen sample who remain in school have definite plans for the future, and 

these plans, at some level, include and depend upon using the project; “I have to do the leaving cert and 

then get a job’ I know I’ll get support from Joan, and even being involved here looks good on the C.V.” 

(Ty, 17, Glen, Male, WP5, L64). This statement corresponds with Shanahan’s belief that project 

involvement assists employment prospects. At least one of this group carries high expectations for the 

future; “I want to do astrophysics, in the University of Limerick. That means I need a good leaving cert” 

(Jy, 16, Glen, Male, WP5, L6). 

Other young respondents displayed a similar, though less ambitious, plan for the future; “I want to 

get a trade, if I pass my junior cert than I can go on and get a trade, like a carpenter or mechanic, if I can 

find someone to take me on” (Ds, 15, Youthreach, Male, WP5, L78). 

Some of the young people appear to have unrealistic expectation for the future unless major 

changes occur in their lives; 

“I want to be a child psychologist. I’m taking my junior cert this year.. I’ll have to do a few 

courses after that, but either way I’m taking a year off before the kids go to school ‘cos I don’t 

want to miss out on that. I’ll do my leaving cert; which you don’t need to do child psychology in 

college. I’ll need good grades in my leaving cert though. But I’m well used to dealing with kids 

and babies, so I should be fine doing it”. (Ke, 21, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L72). 

This appears to be the case in the projects; progress can only be measured in terms of looking at 

the outcomes for individual young people in relation to their circumstances, abilities and self concepts at 
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time of entry to the measure, and then at time of exit from the measure to establish if the project has 

benefited the young person. 

 
6.2 Success in Projects 

As discussed above (preceding sub-section) evaluation of success is a notoriously imprecise 

activity in regard to youth projects. Our research does however lead us to conclude that all three projects 

are successful to a degree from all perspectives. Young people have used the various measures and been 

assisted greatly in moving through transition. At a most basic level they provide young people with a non-

threatening and respectful environment. For some of the respondents, such an environment was unknown 

before project entry. A most striking fact was the almost universal high regard and esteem in which the 

workforce was held in by the young people. Evidence of genuine warmth, empathy and respect for he 

young people was readily visible in each measure. 

Within the limits of the projects resources and mandate the do indeed enable young people to 

negotiate entry into social systems from which they were previously excluded due to non-possession of 

valued currencies; hard marketable skills currency and soft social skills currency. The young people who 

participate on a meaningful level in the case study agencies invariably benefit as a direct result of this 

engagement.  

The point must also be made however that not all young people engage or remain engaged with 

the projects. Some of the young people questioned the relevance of the projects as they grew older (Glen 

Young Adults Project), others felt persecuted within the measure (Youghal Youthreach). These facts might 

be best explained in terms of the young people’s needs; the projects cater for an enormous range of young 

peoples needs. They do not, and cannot, cater for every and all needs of all young people.   

 

6.3 Critique of Projects 

The respondents identified weak points and failings from their perspective in all three of the projects. Some 

of the young people were far more critical than others; “first of all, half the people round here are scizo’, 

being straight about it. Second of all, it’s the truth like, there’s nothing to do, and the place, there’s not 

even a window in here, the only thing I like about down here is being paid” (My, 16, Youthreach, Female, 

WP5, L3). Not all of the young people were as critical. Criticisms of the Youghal project were mainly in 

relation to the building and the docking of wages, “it’s starting to get stricter, you just notice it. Being late 

for class, smoking in the building, it’s the same rules but the staff are getting stricter, you get docked now 

for things you’d get away with before” (Ev, 17, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L13). Apart from critiques of 

the grumbling nature, mention was made of the curriculum; “there could be more subjects, it’s a bit 

limited” (Ke, 21, Youthreach, Female, WP5, L33). 

Young people from the Glen referred to a lack of activities relevant to the older young adult. The 

young men interviewed complained about the programme for their group (not enough activity, to much 

talking), and also about the decision making processes within their group; “fingers volunteers us for stuff, 

we’d be asking him then why did you volunteer us? We don’t want to do that” (Li, 17, Glen, Male, WP5, 
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L20). This particular critique is between the young people themselves, and not a project matter per se. In 

addition, this particular project sub-group complained of boredom.  

The critique from the Simon group centered upon areas that the project itself is not responsible for; 

bed allocations,  the mixture of persons using the services of Simon generally, and the shelter rules; “some 

of the people they leave in here, you’d get nasty infections from them, all lice and fleas”….. “they does 

things wrong anyway, the way they do it. There’s no point in giving someone a bed for two or three nights 

and then throwing them out again, I mean, that’s pointless” (Gy, 19, Simon, Male, WP2, L125) 

The majority of criticisms were in fact either of a minor nature or else beyond the control of the 

project itself, as in the case of the Simon project regarding bed allocation. In the case of the Glen group, the 

use of ‘self directed groupwork’ techniques bears a risk of stagnation as the worker attempts to transfer 

decision making to the group. In this instance motivational mechanisms require attentionvii. 

 

6.4 Factors in Success and Failure 

The factors that dictate success and failure in the case study agencies crystallize around the relationship the 

project workers have with the young people, and the ability of the measure to accurately gauge and 

thereafter meet the needs of the individual young person in a respectful and non-threatening manner. This 

last point is especially pertinent as many if not all of these ‘disengaged’ youngsters have negative 

stereotypes of authority figures in the social realm, and possibly come from chaotic family and home 

circumstances with ingrained cultures of resistance and underachievement. These cultures arguably hold 

different systemic behavioural codes that conflict with the codes of mainstream societal systems. It is 

therefore imperative that the workers hold an awareness of these different systemic codes so as to be able to 

assist the young people in accessing the mainstream systems which arguably they need in order to progress. 

The worker functions as the bureau de change. A trained and professional workforce is therefore the first 

factor in achieving success. The ability of the agency workers to engage with and motivate the sample 

group is indicative of a very real focus on young people’s participation in their own transitional 

biographies.  

 The next factor identified from the research is time. The responses of short term service users 

contrasted greatly with the responses of young people who had lengthier relations with the projects. We 

may therefore suggest that the trust between young person and project worker is not transferred 

automatically to a new worker, a new worker will have to start all over again in a project and build up the 

trust of the young people. Efforts should therefore be made by agencies to retain suitable staff for lengthy 

periods. This will greatly assist the continuity of projects. In effect, there is no ‘quick fix’, a youth 

intervention cannot, in a short space of time, overturn possibly decades of social deprivation and neglect.  

Success on a macro level in Ireland for these young people will ultimately depend upon their ability or 

inability to successfully re-align their transitional trajectories into tune with what mainstream society 

regards as the standard; i.e., a person holding valid qualification of some sort and the compliance with the 

dominant behavioural code.  
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For the agencies and organizations that undertake this work, success will most probably be judged 

by the indicators outlined by O’Brien earlier; crime and literacy rates, educational, employment and 

training opportunities accessed. In order to achieve in these areas the agencies must have the resources 

required to work in a logical and coherent fashion; in addition to the proper resourcing of these agencies the 

auxiliary services (such as psychologists and counselors) must also be provided for.   

The final factor in this area is purpose. Interventions must hold a clear set of aims, objectives and 

strategies to achieve in order to succeed. This area was not investigated directly by the research, but it has 

become evident to the research team that the case study agencies are functioning along theoretically sound, 

if unstated, theoretical principals. A core theoretical ethos of humanism is highly evident, coupled with the 

employment of cognitive-behavioural practice methods. Such an unstated but accepted perspective in these 

agencies greatly aids the assessment, planning, implementation and evaluation of practice tactics and 

strategies in the day to day and longer term work of these agencies. 

A quintet of interconnected core factors are now seen to dictate success in the case study agencies; 

1. The workforce 

2. The temporal element 

3. Effective response to the needs of the young people 

4. Resourcing of the project 

5. Theoretical Framework and Clarity of purpose  

For the case study agencies to remain successful in their work, prosper, and improve their service delivery 

we believe that the 5 above mentioned points should be reflected upon, in addition to the point made earlier 

regarding evaluation.  

The subject of participation requires attention in all agencies as the potential for fuller 

participation exists in all three cases. The agencies tend not to involve the young people in decision making 

above group level; difficulties certainly exist in fostering participation by the sample group as many of the 

young people have chaotic life histories and perhaps require a structured environment before entering into 

the area of project level decision making. Nevertheless, creative thought might well devise mechanisms for 

a degree of such decision making to be fostered. Youth agencies more so than other societal actors hold a 

duty to encourage participation. One should not however underestimate the difficulties herein; Ireland does 

not have a particularly good track record in participatory democracy at any level, the dominant cultural 

ideology tends to hamper such developments.  

The case study agencies do not reflect the national situation regarding youth transitions. The vast majority 

of Irish young people move through the educational system in a more or less linear fashion. For disengaged 

young people however, these case study agencies, particularly Youghal Youthreach, are the primary 

alternative to formal education and are thus the general trend in Ireland. Circumstances may change though, 

as the relatively recently established National Youth Work Advisory Committee is due to make 

recommendations in the near future. 
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All three case study agencies are under threat to some degree or other in relation to funding cuts. It is 

highly improbable that they would cease to exist; a more likely scenario is that as the economic downturn 

starts to bite posts may be lost and programme budgets cut. The most probable future is that all three will 

continue to function as before without any increase in resources foreseeable in the near future.  

 
7 Recommendations at Political and Policy Level 

Conclusions from research 

The main conclusion on a societal level extrapolated from this research is the overwhelming 

dominance of the standard transitional trajectory in Ireland today. The attainment of the Leaving Certificate 

upon completion of formal education has come to be taken as the key determinant in a young person’s 

future prospects. Very few young people who do not reach this academic threshold can look forward to 

secure employment and the lifestyle  benefits this brings. Yet a significant minority of young people exit 

the formal education system prior to this examination, some with and some without the lesser  formal 

school qualification, the Junior Certificate.  

The reasons for this state of affairs are many, complex and interrelated, one cannot however 

escape the conclusion that Irish society and social policies are inherently unequal in the creation and 

maintenance of wealth and privilege. The overwhelming majority of those who leave school early are the 

daughters and sons of persons who do not themselves possess valued skills and the cultural capitol required 

to prosper in Irish society. The achievement of full adulthood and attainment of independent status for these 

young people requires them to adapt different strategies than their peers.  

One such strategy is the use of projects such as the Case Study Agencies to re-orientate towards 

something approaching the standard trajectory. The motivations for engagement are multiple, an agency 

such as the Simon project holds an obvious attraction for the homeless young person. The Glen young 

Adults Project is usually accessed initially for recreation and leisure purposes, thereafter the service users 

may participate to a greater level and reap dividends in the form of access to ‘hard sector’ training and 

education. The Youthreach programme is the most obvious example of a compensatory mechanism, yet at 

least some engage purely for the financial benefit attached to attendance.  

The inter-related concepts of motivation and participation come into play at this juncture, our 

studies strongly indicate that motivation, or its antithesis demotivation, is the crucial factor pertaining to 

each individual young person. No two will carry the same biographical life history, experiences or life 

ambitions. The professional challenge for the agencies involved at this point center on their ability to 

overcome de-motivating forces and foster motivation. The voluntary nature of all three case agencies 

(young people engage voluntarily) assists this process as the young people concerned tended to have 

negative and coercive memories of formal schooling that act as a de-motivating force.  The factor of 

participation through one’s own personal choice in these agencies serves as an introduction to personal 

decision making; leaving aside the decision to leave school this for some of the young people may well be 

their first experience of self control over their own transition biography.  
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 A most welcome development is the focus on quality of service rather than quantity of service 

users in the management and funding sector’s evaluation of services. The former preoccupation with what 

was known as the ‘numbers game’ in the Youthwork field appears to be in decline in favour of more 

qualitative assessment instruments.  

 A final conclusion from our research concerns the diversity of measures working with young 

people. The case study agencies respond to a variety of young peoples requirements in a range of different 

ways; this diversity allows for a comprehensive selection of measures to intervene with disengaged Youth 

and therefore avoids the dangers inherent in pursuing a ‘one size fits all’ approach to youth provision.   

Recommendations with regard to success factors 

• Youth provision in Ireland has developed a haphazard and piecemeal fashion. The statutory 

instrument now exists (Youth Work Act 2001) to commence a consolidated and rational 

development of Youth Services. These services cannot compensate for inadequacies in other areas 

of social policy, nor can they themselves address the unequal nature of Irish society. They have 

however proven themselves to be competent and effective in working with disadvantaged young 

people by assisting these young people in accessing opportunities. Resources must therefore be 

provided for the relevant organizations to continue and enhance their work.. 

• Youth work and related activities should be considered a valuable asset in its own right, not as an 

auxiliary to the formal education sector or as a crime prevention/risk reduction programme.  

• The ring-fencing of dedicated funding for existing and future Youth Provisions through the 

Department of Education. The ‘problem’ focus on young people in Ireland need to be addressed, 

therefore it is recommended that Youth Work provisions should be overseen by this particular 

department.  

• Adequate provision needs to be provided for ancillary services such as psychologists, counselors 

and substance mis-use treatment. Effective liaison between the various profession and agencies is 

a prerequisite of professional service delivery in this area. 

• Current employment factors in the Youthwork sector require attention. In order for the agencies to 

recruit and retain a high caliber of personal posts in these agencies should be made permanent with 

the attendant benefits, as is the case in other caring professions. The value of workers who have a 

long term involvement with a project, community or intervention has become evident from this 

research. 

• With particular regard to the Simon Project; resources must be made available immediately to end 

the appalling situation whereby young people (and older people) are living on the streets. 

• The central features of good practice highlighted from this research project (see below under 

transferable recommendations) should be drawn to the attention of all persons involved in work in 

this area. Current and future training programmes need to give due cognizance to these findings 

and incorporate same into training programme.   
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• Barrier to participation require removal, the issue of ethnicity will undoubtedly come to 

prominence in Ireland over the next decade. The workforce and management must therefore gain 

competences in anti-oppressive work practices. Other barriers such as deficiencies in the transport 

infrastructure and access for disabled persons require the infusion of adequate resources to 

overcome such deficiencies.  

• More research is required into the area of certification for young people who participate in youth 

projects. A danger exists in this area however, as the introduction of such certification might well 

lead to new and different  pressures for the projects. The risk of the projects becoming more like 

formal schooling can not be allowed to materialize, as such a development would negate their 

ability to engage and work with disengaged young people.    

 

Internationally Transferable Recommendations  

• The unique and central role of the worker in an intervention with disengaged youth needs to be 

identified, validated and fostered. Agencies should do their utmost to retain persons of proven 

ability, workers who have the professional capacity to build effective professional relationships 

with the young people concerned. 

• The inter-related concepts of transition, participation, motivation, and learning should be 

perceived as vital components in working with individual young people. Measures that aim to 

conduct fruitful work with young people should conceptionalize these notions into agreed if 

negotiable practice indicators and techniques. Youthwork praxis needs to further investigate and 

develop these areas. 

• The positioning of the young person and not the agency’s curriculum at the central point in an 

intervention is a positive aspect of the three case study agencies practice codes. We believe that 

this particular point is an essential feature of good practice in these agencies that is eminently 

transferable to other national and cultural sites.   

In addition to the above points, we would also point out that the various agencies might well consider the 

area of evaluation. The current social and economical climate can perceive youth interventions as a waste 

of taxpayers money; the agencies will have to be able to prove their effectiveness in this regard. 
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Endnotes 
iAlthough Foroige is a voluntary agency, staff in youth projects are paid professional youth workers. 
i Schemes such as Teamwork and Community Employment that were originally targeted at young 
unemployed have changed criteria in relation to age categories, arguably to reflect the age profile of the 
majority of long term unemployed. Age exemptions exist for travelers, single parents and persons with a 
registered disability. 
ii Jim Walsh, of  the Combat Poverty Agency (CPA) believes that a significant increase in poverty is likely 
this year (2003) due to the startling rise in lay-offs. The Monetary advice and Budgeting Service (MABS) 
report an increase in persons seeking assistance due to being made unemployed (Irish Times, 15/7/03). 
iii The 1997 Act was overturned by the incoming Government of 1997, who replaced said Act with the 2001 
Youth Work Act. 
iv NCVA, National Council for Vocational Awards. 
v Drinan Street is the location of the Health Services Social Work office for homeless people. 
vi The project manager, disagrees with the identification of the Glen Young Adults Project as typical of 
Irish projects for disengaged. However, we feel that the programme emphasis, model of practice, and socio-
economic profile of the service users is in fact quite common in Ireland (as indeed it is in other 
jurisdictions). 
vii In fairness to the workers involved, they have acknowledged this issue and at the time of the interviews 
were attempting to address this issue. 
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Annex 1 

Sample Description, Project Workers, Externals and Management 

Name    Position 

Patricia McAllister   Director of Services, Cork Simon Community 

Anne Cunningham Simon Community Youth and Drugs Project Worker 

Michael Harrington Simon Community Youth and Drugs Project Worker 

(interviewed on 27/1/03, not as part of WP3) 

Joe Finnearty Member Simon Board of Management 

 Lecturer in Housing Studies and Social Policy, University 

College Cork 

Marion Naughton Coordinator, Young People’s Facilities and Services Fund 

(Cork City) 

Dennis O’Brien Foroige Regional Manager, Munster 

Joan Nolan Project Worker, Glen Young Adults Project 

David O’Donovan Youth Work Practice and Supervision Expert, University 

College Cork 

Carol Newman Manager, Youghal Youthreach 

Maeve O’ Leary Coordinator, Youghal Youthreach 

Pat Dorrian and  Placement Student Staff, Youghal Youthreach 

Margaret Kelleher Placement Student Staff, Youghal Youthreach 

Dermot Stokes National Coordinator, Youthreach Programme 

Michael Shanahan Project Worker, Blackpool and The Glen Local Employment 

Services (‘Hard Sector’) 
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Annex 2 

Systems Theories, An Introduction 

 “Systems theories explicitly seek to be eclectic since they try to offer an overarching theory which includes 

many or all other social work theories”(Payne, 1997, p.54)vii and this particular trait may explain their 

popularity in many areas, not just the social sciences. A core concept of systems theory is that people work, 

live and play in systems and that “connections can be traced, or mapped, between people and events over 

time which show a pattern” (Reder et al, 1993, p.26). These patterns, which can be represented 

diagrammatically on eco-maps, can be studied to determine the nature of relationships between the various 

elements of the system. Systems can be unique individual units that stand alone, part of a larger super-

system, or divided into sub-systems. For example, if we take an army battalion as a system, we will find 

that it has sub-systems in the form of companies and  platoons, these sub-systems are themselves further 

sub-divided into sections. Our battalion will also in turn, be a sub-system of a division, that along with 

other divisions will form the ‘army’ super-system. As with so many other social theories, differences exist 

between theorists in the design and application of systems theory, it remains a contested territory. Pincus 

and Minahan (1973), in applying systems theory to social workvii break society into three core types of 

system; 

1. The informal or natural system. Informal systems are distinguished by their non-formal nature. A 

family, or a peer/friendship group could be taken as an example of this form of system. 

Natural/informal systems are not bound by any formal behavioural code, as would be the case in 

the other two types of system. Yet the informal, unwritten code of behaviour within a natural 

system is arguably stronger than formal codes of behaviour. The same could arguably be said in 

regard to sanctions applied to those who break unwritten behavioural codes within natural 

systems.  

2. The formal system. Formal systems are units that function on the basis of an agreed behavioural 

code, and any voluntary organization can be taken as an example of this form of system.  Let us 

take a city street as an example of an informal system, if a residents association is formed by 

members of the informal city street system, we have a formal system in the shape of a residents 

association, which presumably will meet at certain times and have an agreed set of rules, with 

sanctions being made explicitly clear. Formal systems are not necessarily small in size, the church 

is, according to this application of systemic theory, a formal system. 

3. The societal system. The third form of social system, according to Pincus and Minahan, is the 

societal system. These are the systems that allow society to function, and the code of behaviour 

prescribed by these systems is underpinned by the state’s legal apparatus. One may therefore view 

an entire nation as a form of societal system, with its sub-systems being comprised of the myriad 

state agencies that are synonymous with modern society. If we again take the example of our city 

street to illustrate the different types of system, we may find a school, police station or post office 
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located along the street. These are all societal systems, co-existing and interacting with informal 

systems, such as families, and formal systems such as our residents association and the church 

(Pincus and Minahan, 1973, p. 4/5). 

Workplaces are predominantly formal systems, they have explicit behavioural codes and sanctions. Some 

workplaces can however be categorized as being societal types of system, in that they are systems of the 

state such as schools. These particular workplace societal systems may also have a legislative behavioural 

code with legal sanctions.  

Each of these systems performs a role in the life of our city street, and each type of 

system has either explicit or implicit codes of behaviour and sanctions for those who 

break such codes. This form of systems theory interpretation is a fairly commonly 

utilized field theory for youth and community workers, and the attractions of the theory 

are readily apparent; one can analysis a person’s location in life by tracing out the 

systems they move in, and the connections between these systems. A typical young 

person will live and act in at least two of these systems types, the informal systems such 

as family and peer groups, and the societal system of school. Young people may also 

move and act in informal systems, a prime example being youth clubs. 

 Different systems may place conflicting demands on the individuals that comprise these systems; 

“the systems may work at cross-purposes, trapping the individual in a web of conflicting demands and 

contradictory messages” (Pincus and Minahan, 1973, p.8). A young person’s peer group may have 

demands that are at variance with their school or family’s expectations. These potential sources of tension 

are of particular interest in this study, and we may postulate here that such tensions exist beyond individual 

young people, societal institutions and significant sub-sections of the population might also exhibit such 

tensions in their interactions with each othervii.   

Systems are presumed to possess boundaries, Burnham describes these barriers as “a way of 

circumscribing the spatial, temporal, and emotional territory of relationships”(Burnham, 1986, p.20). Such 

boundaries are apparent in our hypothetical city street, families will usually reside within a single dwelling, 

a spatial boundary. They will also usually be tied together emotionally, and by blood. Our residents 

association will have a membership, and our local school membership will be decided upon by the meeting 

of certain criteria such as age and educational achievement, indeed membership of this particular system or 

an similar institution will be compulsory for some members of our informal city street system. Systems are 

furthermore classified as being either open systems or closed systems. Open systems interact and exchange 

with other systems, and from this interaction they thus receive energy. Systems are presumed to receive, 

hold, process and pass on energy in the form of communication, through their boundaries. Open systems 

are constantly doing so and thus remain functional. Closed systems, as the term implies, do not receive or 

give out energy and are thus likely to fade away, entropy is the term used to describe systems that have to 

(or choose to) “use their own energy to keep going, which means that unless they receive inputs from 

outside the boundary, they run down and die”(Payne, 1997, p.138). Most if not all of the systems in our 

48 



                                                                                                                                                 
city street will be of the open variety. Let us suppose though that a certain peer group of older residents 

exists. If this group do not recruit new members from the community, it will ultimately run down and cease 

to exist, a closed system will not survive.   

Two further central elements of systems theory are equilibrium and morphogenesis. Equilibrium is 

a state that a system exists in, and means stability. Systems function in a stable way in between times of 

change, the morphogenesis. This is also known as homeostasis, a feature that prevents systems from falling 

apart. Equilibrium in social systems is maintained through repetitive actions, rituals, habitual behaviour and 

rules. Burnham informs us that in these stable periods of equilibrium “there will be a range of acceptable 

behaviours permitted by a particular pattern. The limits may be narrow and rigid, or wide and 

flexible”(Burnham, 1986, p.34). A class in our city street’s school may have functioned under the 

stewardship of a particularly lax teacher, disruptive behaviour and the minimum production of schoolwork 

may have been hallmarks of this teachers tenure, and the equilibrium that developed during this teachers 

reign will have been one of stable chaos. Pupils within this class however receive a nasty awakening when 

this equilibrium is disturbed by the appointment of a stricter pedagogue. This morphogenesis results in a 

new behavioral pattern being imposed upon our hapless pupils, who thereafter must adapt to a new, stricter 

period of equilibrium.  

Stability will ultimately lead to stagnation; for this reason systems must change or ultimately they 

will cease to function. This presents a challenge to the system, and social systems, like people, tend to 

change at different paces and for different reasons. Change can be voluntary, such a group agreeing to 

move premises or recruit new members. In the case of a family recruitment can possibly through marriage 

or the birth of a child. Note however that such morphogenesis events are still regulated by rituals that the 

system has developed over time to manage change. The decision of two members of different systems to 

unite and form a new system whilst still remaining members of their original system may be ritualized 

through marriagevii. These ‘rituals’ may be perceived as a form of systems maintenance that move in to 

action when events dictate their need. Parsons suggested that “in many societies these procedures are 

predominantly religious or magical, but in modern societies they have been emerging into an applied 

science”(Parsons, 1969, p.15). These ‘applied sciences’ include professions such as counseling and 

therapy, professional activities that have superceded the role of the priest or sage in modern society. 

Change can also be involuntary, as in the case of our school class, or in a golf club being legally obliged to 

accept female members. Changes in systems can occur imperceptibly over time, or suddenly and without 

warning. Stability and change are thus an ever-present tension in social systems, and how different systems 

react to these two constants can be perceived as an indicator of the health of a particular system.   

 An alternative means for the utilization of systems theory on the macro level also exists. This 

particular functionalist employment of systems theory  was principally developed by Talcott Parsons, who 

believed that “the society is a special kind of social system” (Parsons, 1969, p.5). The functionalist systems 

perspective holds that every system in society performs a function, these systems are all both inter-

connected and interdependent, much like a single living organism. Parsons theorized that “each of these 
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sub-systems contributes towards four key functional imperatives or basic needs  that society must fulfill in 

order to survive: A.G.I.L.” (in Slattery, 1992, p.241). The initials ‘A.G.I.L.’ stand for adaption, goal 

attainment, integration, and latency;  

1. Adaption; if any given system is to survive and prosper, it must adapt to external environment. 

It will also require an economical system to access its resources,  to produce, and to distribute. 

2. Goal Attainment; a political system of some form is required to organize the system and make 

decisions. 

3. Integration; systems require a measure of homeostasis, therefore a code of behaviour must be 

in place within each system in order to preserve order. Such codes may be agreed upon, as is 

the case in theory at least in democratic systems, or imposed by authority, which may be the 

case in totalitarian states or indeed in many societal systems.  

4. Latency; Slattery notes that Parsons viewed the issue of latency, the perpetration of the system,  

as being a function largely overseen by the family unit, on “the kinship system, the family 

socializing it’s offspring” (Slattery, 1992, p.242). The social systems however also contributes 

in this regard, agencies such as schools, media and the church play a part in fulfilling the 

latency function. 

According to Parsons, all systems must fulfill these imperatives in order to both survive and 

function effectively (Slattery, 1992, p.239/240). Parsons was also concerned with the concept of 

differentiation in systems. Differentiation, according to Parsons, occurs principally along the functional 

axis of systems, and as society progresses, so to will this process as familiar societal units evolve. In more 

rustic times, the family system and the primary economic unit were to be found in the family residence. 

Today, “most productive work is performed in specialized units, such as workshops, factories, or offices 

manned by people who are also members of family households” (Parsons, 1969, p.25). The structures and 

functions of the family system have split, yet the people who act and live in the system are the same. We 

thus have systemic evolution, separation and multiplication, with these changes relating to a specialization 

of function, the family being an example here of a system that has “become distinctly a more specialized 

agency in the society as a whole than it had been”(Parsons and Bale, 1955, p.27. 

These two differing interpretations of systemic theoretical thought, the ‘micro’ level of Pincus and 

Minahan, and the ‘macro’ level of Talcott Parsons, are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The intention in 

this paper is to combine the two strands of thought, into one single systemic framework. The framework 

thus constructed will allow for the data gathered from primary and secondary sources to be analyzed and 

interpreted in a logical and scientific manner. Although this paper uses the Parsons interpretation to 

understand the macro-level, Parsons did not confine his theorizing to the macro-level. Nevertheless, this 

study opts to utilize the more practice orientated micro-level model that flows from the work of Pincus and 

Minahan for that particular area. 

 Systems theory is not without its critics, who point out that comparing society to one single living 

organism, albeit one comprised of  countless sub-units, can only result in a gross over-simplification of 
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highly complex issues. Marshall (1998) lists six major criticisms inherent in the  application of systemic 

theory to the social realm; 

1. the systems concept is by nature conservative and thus more concerned with social order than 

with social conflict; 

2. systems theories do not explore or explain social change, as they only “describe the process of 

differentiation”(Marshall, 1998, p.660); 

3. systemic approaches do not offer an explanation for stratification, especially along the lines of 

class; 

4. systems theories in the social world are tautological, as “the concept of function cannot be given 

any substantive content”(ibid); 

5. a whole technical vocabulary has evolved around systems theories (homeostasis and 

morphogenesis for example), this terminology serves more to confuse and obscure the issues 

than to illuminate and clarify; and finally; 

6. the assumptions that flow from systems theories cannot be operationalized. 

 

Elements of these criticisms must be acknowledged as valid, and yet they do require attention in 

order that they be refuted within the context of this study. The purpose of this study however is not to 

unravel the finer points of any particular theory, therefore the attention devoted to this area will be brief and 

to the point. 

 Firstly, even if one takes the broad Marxist viewpoint that society is built on conflict, one must 

also acknowledge that social order does exist, for such conflict occurs between groupings in society. A 

certain amount of social order is required for any group to run. Even if within our hypothetical city street a 

terrorist cell is plotting the overthrow of the state, they will by necessity have to have some form of social 

order within their own ranks to achieve any degree of cohesion. Systems theory offers a relatively 

straightforward toolkit for analyzing social groups, the processes that occur within these groups, and the 

relationships between different groups. In the context of this study it can therefore be employed as an 

analytical tool, one that allows us to explore the different systems that the young people operate within. 

Scott (1996), maintains that systemic approaches have value in more critical thought through the analysis 

of social stratification, a process he credits to Lockwood (1964) with developing, ‘system integration and 

social integration’; “system integration involves the systemic interrelations among the structural parts of a 

social system, most specifically the mechanisms through which economic, communal and authoritarian 

power are organized into structures of domination”(Scott, 1996, p.189).   

Secondly, in relation to points 2 and 3 above, and as was mentioned earlier, systems theories seek 

to be eclectic. They can incorporate elements of other theoretical thought into a framework to allow for the 

interpretation of phenomenon which systemic theory alone cannot adequately explain.  

 Thirdly, valid meanings can be ascribed to the concept of function in relation to the institutions 

and issues that this study is concerned with. The functions of institutions such as the school, the workplace 
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and the family are contested along differing ideological lines, yet these differences in interpreting function 

are not in themselves a barrier to understanding in this study. Indeed they could be perceived as a valuable 

source of debatable raw material that will inform discussion. For example, from the point of view of a 

business owner, the function of work may be to produce marketable goods. The workers viewpoint might 

well be that the function of work is to generate personal income. Both perceptions are valid, if somewhat 

conflicting dependant upon one’s perspective. 

Fourthly, the criticism of systems theories on the grounds that they have a particular terminology 

that leads to confusion is valid to a point. C. Wright Mills, in discussing grand theory, critiques Parsons 

‘The Social System’(1951). In so doing Mills argues that he (Mills) could “translate the 555 pages of ‘The 

Social System’ into about 150 pages of straightforward English”(Mills, 1959, p.40). In this instance, Mills 

is bemoaning the use of exotic phraseology, simpler language can often make for greater clarity in the 

communication of ideasvii. Many fields of human endeavor have developed their own terminologies, and 

systemic theories can be made virtually unintelligible by overly technical language. The intention in this 

paper is not to render any findings or analysis meaningless with verbiage, systems theories are not in 

themselves an incomprehensible means of understanding the world. The fact that some writers have 

indulged in such written gymnastics does not detract from systems theories being at heart, a rather 

straightforward idea.  

Fifthly, the notion that assumptions made from the application of systems theories cannot be 

operationalized is false. Practitioners in a wide range of social professions routinely employ systemic 

approaches to their practice as an analytical tool and thereafter use additional approaches (task centered 

approaches are fairly common in this regard) in tandem with systems theory. The key element here is again 

the idea that systemic theories are eclectic, Pincus and Minahan argue that in field practice “the model 

should not be based on any one substantive theoretical orientation, such as learning theory, ego 

psychology, communication theory, or conflict resolution, it should allow for the selective incorporation of 

such theoretical orientations in working with specific situations”(Pincus and Minahan, 1973, p.xii).  

It can be argued with some justification that traditionally systems theories have been predominantly utilized 

by theorists who subscribe to the more conservative/functionalist end of the ideological spectrum. That is 

not however to say that systems theories are themselves ideologically conservative, arguably systems 

theories are ideologically neutral, they do not subscribe to any particular grand sociological perspective, 

and therein lies the attraction and strength of a systemic approach. They offer the person who seeks to 

understand social phenomenon a ‘tabula rasa’, a ‘blank slate’ or ‘white-paper’ framework with which to 

explore the social world.  
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