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It’s time to bring government work experience programmes into line with the demands of a new millennium so that they realistically improve the employment outcomes of the long-term unemployed in our complex economy said Dr Carmel Duggan, Director of WRC Social and Economic Consultants. Helping people who are disadvantaged on the labour market to move back into employment remains crucial, she said today (November 25, 1999).

Presenting her analysis paper at a Combat Poverty Agency hosted policy seminar on Work Experience Programmes in Ireland: Impact and Potential, Dr Duggan also stressed that change should not adversely affect the resourcing of local community organisations, which have flourished because of work experience programmes, in particular Community Employment (CE).

"We must move away from the ‘one-big-programme’ model and start to differentiate between the multiple objectives of work-experience programmes," Dr Duggan said. "The goal of providing resources to community and other local organisations must be detached from that of providing labour market programmes for the long-term unemployed. Similarly, the objective of providing short-term opportunities for long-term unemployed must be differentiated from that of achieving long-term outcomes." 

Welcoming Dr Duggan’s paper as a valuable assessment in today’s current economic circumstances, Dr Philip O’Connell of the Economic and Social Research Institute, responded at the seminar that it was also necessary to look outside Community Employment to assess the value of work experience. He said that Community Employment should be one of a suite of responses to unemployment.

"We need to start developing programmes which are client centred, to meet the needs of the labour market," Dr O’Connell said. "Research has shown that programmes which are linked to labour market needs are more effective in getting people back to work. Such programmes involve skills training or weighed subsidies for participants in jobs." 

"There is a role for work experience programmes such as Community Employment but they should be seen as the start of a progression path to re-entering the labour market, rather than an end in themselves," he said.

In her analysis, Dr Duggan also outlined that CE projects experience fewer difficulties in recruiting than do other programmes for the long-term unemployed – due in part to the fact that CE enables participants to increase their weekly income. However, follow-up of FAS surveys of CE participants show that the proportion of participants in employment 18 months after participation has fluctuated from a low of 14% (1992) to a high of 36% (1996). Research has also shown that it has consistently been the less disadvantaged among participants that are most likely to progress to employment.

Dr Duggan said that the "one-big-model" should be replaced by a number of models targeted at different categories of people. This included the Reintegration Model, the primary focus of which is to ensure transfer to real and identified high-quality employment opportunities, as well as models for Community Development, aimed at resourcing local organisations; Social Inclusion, aimed at alleviating poverty; and Economic Stimulation, which would promote local economic development.

"A more comprehensive approach is required to allow participants to address multiple aspects of their labour market disadvantages and to acquire the skills necessary to secure employment re-entry," Dr Duggan said. "New programmes should be built on high quality work experience, accompanied by education, training, accreditation, guidance, personal supports and income support."

Today over 40,000 people a year participate in Community Employment (CE), a substantial increase over the 14,000 a year which participated in the government’s first Social Employment Scheme (SES) when introduced in 1984.
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