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SUMMARY

This thesis emerges from the action-learning M.Sc which was completed at Trinity
College, Dublin six years ago (Nolan, 1997).

Through that thesis, and the associated

learning processes of the programme, a concept was developed for the creation and
structure of an organisation using the practice of social entrepreneurship to confront
long-term unemployment in Dublin. Following a year of further examination, reflection
and work, that project was launched by the Taoiseach, Mr. Bertie Ahem TD, in March
1999. The project has been successful in training and placing in employment many
previously long-term unemployed persons from disadvantaged communities in the
Dublin region.

This thesis describes the evolution of the concept and the setting-up of the project
embracing goverrmient, industry, local communities and state training agencies with a
common objective. It explores how this fusion of energies from different sectors in
society were harnessed and co-ordinated by way of an independent company set up for
the task.

The ultimate focus o f the thesis is social imbalance and social injustice

worldwide. In that sense it sees confronting long-term unemployment as attacking one
strain of a virus that reflects a deeper and more embedded societal pathology.

The methodology adopted for both the work and the thesis is action research.

That is

research in action which, because of this intertwining, produces new knowledge from
the pursuit o f a particular problem that can have a wider application. So as to best
capture the new knowledge being generated in the process first-, second- and thirdperson research/practice is adopted as the appropriate and convenient approach. This
approach enables a transparent view of the first-person stance and contribution, a clear
picture of the second-person activities and deliberations involving local community,
industry and government personnel, and a relevant presentation of third-person effects
such as influencing government policy and dissemination of the learning throughout
industry and communities.

The thesis structure is in four parts. In the first part the context is set in terms of the
first-person inquiry and a description of poverty, deprivation and related long-term
II

unemployment in Dublin.

Following the methodology section as part two, part three

details the ongoing research including the engagement o f industry and government.
Part four first discusses the role o f social entrepreneurship, and then the thesis
concludes with a chapter which outlines a framework for the solution of persistent
social problems.

In summary, therefore, the principal conclusions o f the research are that firstly it is
possible to mobilise major sectors in society such as industry, government and local
communities to focus on a persistent social problem in partnership and with a plan for
its resolution; and secondly, an effective way o f doing this is the creation o f a
framework which includes, among other requirements, a small independent company or
organisation to be responsible for the co-ordination o f all the processes and the delivery
of agreed targets.

Adoption of the framework already by communities in Vancouver,

Canada and Naples, Italy is testimony to its practical and wider application.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

PART ONE - CONTEXT

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

C hapter 1 - Introduction

“ ...the call to integrate inquiry and practice both explicitly and implicitly in our
everyday conduct represents a demand that few persons in history have attempted to
accept” .
Reason and Torbert, 2001:7

Introduction
This thesis is part of a journey; a journey which began many years ago with a desire.
That desire, strengthened and made resolute by spiritual practices which I will later
describe, has as its focus human deprivation, disadvantage, economic social imbalance
and exclusion in our communities which it views as a pathology infecting the fabric of
our societies, and the consequences of which are apparent daily for those who wish to
see them.

In time the desire grew to a point o f daring ambition: to vigorously confront

this deprivation and disadvantage, to find a ‘cure’ for this infection which could be
applied to situations of social imbalance and exclusion in different regions, to contribute
to a just and equable world for humankind.

The journey to discover this cure has had many stage posts o f which the writing of this
thesis is the most recent. Being raised in conditions o f poverty provided a conditioning,
an awareness o f that state, an empathetic understanding for those within it that would
yield rich insights throughout the journey. A love o f knowledge, a desire to learn, to
carry the quest by the academic route also opened up new landscapes and created more
options for discovering the cure. An abiding interest in and practice o f a spirituality
which gives pre-emince to reflection on experience resulted in three periods of
structured discernment and prayer to give direction.

This spirituality provides an

underlying, continuing holistic support. A climb up the corporate business ladder
afforded a view o f multinational commercial life and an appreciation of its emphasis on
a disproportionate wealth creation for the minority and a consequent temptation for this
group to practice persistent greed. Developing a successful company as a solo business
entrepreneur gave opportunity for the first time to create some linkage between wealthcreation and poverty, between a business enterprise and a living disadvantaged
community.

Out o f these experiences the search for the cure quickened to forge

stronger links between those who have and enjoy much and those who have little.
Based on a commercial background an entrepreneurial approach was adopted to tackle a
social problem. An example was found and a partnership formed between the poorest
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region in Ireland and one o f the most successful corporations o f the 20^’’ century in order
to give opportunity and training for employment to a disadvantaged group.

An

academic project was then embarked upon to assess the learning, experiences and
knowledge-creation o f the prior stages and to decide how best to continue this ambitious
search for the elusive cure.

From the above combination of experiences, reflection on those experiences and an
academic action learning programme, a concept first and then a project was formed as a
first real-life test in the search for the cure to redress social imbalance and social
exclusion.

The story o f the processes o f that project, Fastrack to Information

Technology (FIT)), its outcomes and learning, is the principal subject matter o f this
thesis.

The search continues through these academic exercises to discover if the

beginnings o f a cure for this social pathology are within this project and the process
which enables it; if there are signs o f progress, even success, and if so can the reasons
be uncovered? And how might the project be replicated in other situations and regions?
These are significant questions with potential to affect the lives o f thousands within
Ireland and millions globally.

Those lives are the starting point for this thesis as they

were for the M.Sc. dissertation (Nolan, 1997), which shaped the concept for our subject
matter.

Those lives - and their transformation - are also the object o f the outcomes

from this thesis. For those reasons whatever methodologies I propose or use, whatever
theories I adopt I see them as tools, as servants in the transforming o f those lives, which
is the litmus test for both work and thesis.

Because o f its potential to be a ‘transformational social science’ (Reason and Torbert,
2001) action research is the appropriate methodology for the work and for this thesis. If
the lives o f the marginalized and the dispossessed are the starting point, and their
transformation the objective of the outcomes from the thesis, then the primary
legitimate test o f having found the cure to this social imbalance is that those lives are
being changed.

The challenge is to keep this in focus, not to lose sight o f our purpose

in doing this work, in doing this research.

Reason and Torbert (2001:5/6) are

unambiguous in making a similar point when discussing participatory action research:
...w e argue that since all human persons are participating actors in their world,
the purpose of inquiry is not simply or even primarily to contribute to the fund
of knowledge in a field, to deconstruct taken-for-granted realities, or even to
develop emancipatory theory, but rather to forge a more direct link between
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intellectual knowledge and moment-to-moment personal and social action, so
that inquiry contributes directly to the flourishing of human persons, their
communities....
This journey o f work and thesis is a continuum where inquiry and practice are
integrated both explicitly and implicitly as reflected in the further argument of Reason
and Torbert (2001:8) that “ ... the very purpose o f knowledge is effective action in the
world”. By keeping the purpose constant and in focus the methodology is not allowed
to become dominant, but to remain a tool by which to achieve the purpose. In this way
I leam also to place the appropriate emphasis on the action which is going to yield the
knowledge. It is this emphasis on action, the purposes o f the action, the learning from
the action that methodologically marks this thesis.

In Reason and Torbert (2001:7)

terminology this thesis and its related work come “after the action turn”. That is the
research process is focused on the action itse lf and what it reveals for learning about the
next stage, not a description o f the action.

After the action turn our research stance is

with rather than on people (Reason and Torbert, 2001) which is why the methodology
for this thesis and work is appropriate to the task: it enables me to hear the voices o f the
various persons and groups engaged; not only to hear but to listen with\ not only to
listen with but to be affected and influenced by the content and tone o f what I hear; not
only to be affected and influenced but to have those elements critically represented in
my reflections on the experience and in the consequent decisions.

In moving with the action turn I am not discarding all other methodologies and stating
that they have a weakened position from now on in social science research (Reason and
Torbert, 2001). I am not entering a debate concerning a positivist epistemology which
separates the life o f the researcher from the activity within her/his research work
(Susman and Evered, 1978); neither am I focused upon post-modern interpretism,
seeing the w orld as a human construction based in language - the ‘linguistic turn’
(Reason and Torbert, 2001). I am not positing a consideration o f these altematives in
order to choose the most relevant and appropriate methodology for my purposes. That
decision in a sense was made for me a long time ago and is integral to the twenty-year
process that both frames and informs the story of this thesis.

I am rather positioned

with Susman and Evered (1978:601) when they write:
Action research constitutes a kind o f science with a different epistemology that
produces a different kind of knowledge, a knowledge which is contingent on the

4
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particular situation, and which develops the capacity o f members o f the
organisation to solve their own problems.
Action research as adopted in this work is also integral to its evolution; because within
it as a methodology can be asked the important life questions and I can seek resolution
to persistent social problems o f the kind that I wish to redress.

This sense of

significance is captured by Reason and Torbert (2001:6):
...the most significant question any human being faces is not how to construct
and deconstruct formal research projects and tests, but rather how to act in daily
life, whether or not the question or the evidence is clear.
Therefore, in the deliberate mode o f integrating the inquiries and the practices I will
describe the structure and format of the thesis.

So as to maintain this integration

throughout the work I have written reflection and third-person commentary pieces
within and at the end o f chapters.

The thesis is divided into four parts.

These four parts bring the reader from an

understanding o f the context and o f the social problem being addressed in Part One,
{Chapters Two to Four) through a description o f and argument for the methodology
being adopted in Part Two {Chapter Five), on to the story o f the ongoing research and
the action towards resolution in Part Three {Chapters Six to N ine) and completing the
work in Part Four {Chapters Ten and Eleven), following a discussion on the relevance
of social entrepreneurship, with indicative and emerging solutions.
will serve as a guide:

5

The following map

C hapter I - Introduction

Figure 1.1

Map of Thesis

Part One
CONTEXT

Part Two
METHODOLOGY

Ch. $; Acitett

Ch. 6: Developing the FIT Concept
- i-

Ch. 7: Putting FIT Together

Part Three
ONGOING RESEARC
AND ACTION FOR
RESOLUTION

Ch. 8: Employers as Key Players

Ch. 9: Securing Government
Engagement

Part Four
INDICATIVE AND
EMERGING SOLUTIO

Ch. 10: The Social Entrepreneur as the
Enabler of the Process

Ch. 11: A Framework for Addressing
Persistent Social Problems

C hapter 1 - Introduction

In Chapter two - Self Inquiry as Context - I set out, as first-person inquirer, to
position m yself in relation to the research, to state clearly that I realise my knowing is
from a perspective and also that I am aware o f that perspective and o f the consequent
potential for bias (Reason, 1994).

This is a threefold effort: firstly, to reveal those

events and episodes in my life that are relevant to the work and to the research;
secondly, to do so in such a manner that makes clear my perspective and my biases; and
thirdly by these efforts to enhance the quality o f the research and of the work. This
chapter is not a summary o f my life. Particular experiences have been chosen because
they reflect and highlight themes that run throughout the thesis. This thesis is not about
me; neither is it primarily about FIT. Just as it is not primarily about the second-person
co-operative inquiry groups nor primarily about the third-person policy decisions and
actions o f government and employers. This thesis is about how those three elements
were fiised in common cause to transform the lives o f disadvantaged people and
contribute to a more equal and more just society.

It is about what new and useable

knowledge was generated by these processes that might be replicated in other
communities and societies.

The effort in this chapter two is to show in the clearest possible light what the firstperson inquirer is bringing to the task. That task is a work o f co-creation in which the
contribution o f the first-person inquirer - as will be seen - is crucial but not pre
eminent.

In Chapter Three - Disadvantage and Deprivation in Dublin: Immersion and
Learning, my objective is to convey the feeling, the sense o f poverty in Dublin, its
institutional character and how I have been affected by this. In this chapter, therefore,
two examples o f poverty at the extreme are chosen: one, the population o f Dublin’s
Mountjoy Prison and two, the Ballymun suburb o f Dublin, the poorest area in the state.
The prison population is largely representative o f those disadvantaged areas in Dublin
where our project is located. Therefore the profiling o f that population, as set out in the
chapter, is instructive for my purposes.

It enables me to understand better the culture

and background from which the participants in our programmes are drawn.

The description o f Ballymun as an area of concentrated poverty places the issue of
social deprivation and exclusion in stark relief
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many faces to poverty and a variety o f types o f long term unemployed persons
(Leisering and Liebfried, 1999).

Only a certain and limited amount of knowledge

about poverty will be discovered by the reading o f reports and the review and
assessments o f government initiatives in the area.
this knowledge be linked to direct experience.
research methodology is most relevant.

A deep understanding requires that

It is precisely in this respect that action

As a consequence of my interfacing and

becoming involved with Ballymun over a fairly lengthy period (since 1986) I have
experienced transformation, particularly in the relation to how I see those on the
margins, how I understand them, how I am prepared to w ork with and for them.

This

transformation - which influences significantly how I approach the work and the thesis
- has come about by the combination o f these felt experiences and my daily reflection
upon them.

I conclude chapter three with a description o f that transformation.

In Chapter Four - Long-Term Unemployment in Dublin, the first part of the thesis,
which establishes the context for the research, is concluded with a summary description
o f Irish economic history including demographic influences since the mid-nineteenth
century, the revolution in the education system, accession to the European Union (EU)
and the ‘celtic tiger’ phenomenon. This extraordinary and positive economic revolution
is reflected in unprecedented high levels of employment in Ireland as we move into the
twenty-first century.

This good news o f the recent vigorous economic development is

balanced in the chapter with a historical description o f unemployment. The principal
focus o f this description is on the period o f the 1980s and the 1990s when for the first
time, and because of an improving economy and better educational opportunities,
Ireland was not exporting its unemployment problem to the UK and the US. Because its
young population were now becoming better educated and not emigrating in large
numbers and its women, from a low participation rate when compared with the EU
average, were beginning to enter the workforce in much greater numbers, these two
factors combined to ensure that unemployment remained stubbornly high.

How unemployment is measured is a critical issue for the work and the thesis. To give
an example: two particular groups, lone parents and early school leavers, are ineligible
for inclusion in the official unemployment statistics.

Yet in areas o f severe economic

disadvantage, such as Ballymun, these groups can represent significant numbers.

For

this reason, and for others, measurement of unemployment is explored and explained in
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this chapter since the target group for the work o f the project includes groups o f people
not reflected in the official numbers.

The chapter concludes with a detailed

examination of the long-term unemployed in Dublin, the specific focus o f the project,
using a report published by the Dublin Employment Pact (Fitzgerald et al, 2000) for the
purpose.

One particular figure and comparison in this report captures the essence and

scale o f the project’s work; the official figure for long-term unemployed in Dublin at
this time, which would be regularly used in reports and debates concerning policy on
unemployment, is given as 8,500, while the real figure discovered by means o f this
report is 37,000. While the disparity is explained in chapter four, and it represents an
agenda for the project’s work, it is also revealing in reflecting some aspects at least of
the state’s attitude to social deprivation and exclusion.

In Part Two and Chapter Five - Action Research - a Suitable Methodology - the
case is made for action research as the appropriate methodology.

There are three

principal points which emerge: one is that the structure of first-, second- and thirdperson research practice accommodates the work o f the project and the thesis in that it
enables the many voices from a variety o f groups and constituencies, unemployed,
employers, government and their agencies, and communities to be heard and to be given
influence over the direction o f the project; two, that this practice o f action research has
been the way the project has evolved over the period since the 1980s; and three, that the
process o f the work embodies at different stages other features from the family of action
research practices. These other features are detailed later in chapter eleven.

Part Three o f the thesis - Ongoing Research and Action for Resolution - comprises
four chapters numbered six to nine. The social entrepreneurship approach will be noted
throughout these chapters. In Chapter Six - Developing the FIT concept - the
evolution o f the concept is described by using a chronological line from 1991 to 1997,
with a focus on the Ballymun area o f Dublin, and embracing a series o f initiatives
including the work o f a government task force on long-term unemployment.

The

chapter concludes with a discussion on the significance o f the M.Sc. dissertation in the
development of the concept.

What this chapter reflects is the fundamental importance of the process and inquiring
nature of the work. In examining how the concept for FIT evolved over this period of
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years, through the combination o f actions and the learning from those actions, signified
in this chapter by particular projects, a better understanding o f the FIT project is gained
and its potential to effect social change.

In Chapter Seven - Putting FIT Together - the story o f the action and the research
continues following the concept stage. This chapter is about opportunity and about
being aware and ready to exploit that opportunity to enable the growth and development
from concept to reality.

The social entrepreneurship factor emerges with some force in

this chapter. The Industrial Development Authority (IDA), in the person o f their CEO,
sees value and potential in the long-term unemployed being able to satisfy some o f the
recruitment needs o f the Information Technology (IT) industry.

A chance meeting

between the IDA CEO and a business entrepreneur colleague who was engaged with us
in dialogue about what should emerge from the FIT concept, resulted in the opportunity
for a presentation o f proposals to the IT industry. The positive reaction o f that industry
to this presentation is the begirming o f a process of engagement that will lead to the
launch o f the FIT project six months later.

In Chapter Eight - Employers as Key Players - particular aspects o f the employer
involvement with the process are highlighted in order to give a sense of the depth and
strength o f their interest which has developed over the four year life of the FIT project.
For the employers are central figures in this process and they show themselves to be
collectively socially entrepreneurial. They have grown into that role by the manner of
their engagement and by how the process has affected them. This chapter attempts to
capture some o f the strength o f allegiance reflected in their strong stance with
government, their independent advocacy o f the merits o f FIT, their response to the
government-sponsored evaluation. These stances are suggestive o f an ownership of a
process that the employers experienced as being inherently good and of being able to
deliver simultaneously on a commercial and social need.

The specific voicing o f these

convictions

represent the

are

reported

on.

The

employers

also

strong

and

unambiguously entrepreneurial nature o f the FIT process. FIT, both social and
commercial in intent, is run like a business.

In Chapter Nine - Securing Government Engagement - the difficulties and tensions
inherent in working with government departments are set out.
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especially a comparison with the previous chapter is instructive.

Whereas employers

were from the beginning co-operative allies who over time became enthusiastic
supporters, even part-owners of the process, the government personnel were more
cautious and some even resistant in their approach. While the reason for this resistance
is explored in the chapter the potential for a different kind o f learning in working with
government needs to be underscored.

This difficulty o f working with government,

probably a universal experience, represents a particular and ongoing challenge for the
FIT process. That challenge did not commence with this process. It has been there
from the beginning in Ballymun and in particular with the initiatives in the early 1990s
which provided significant learning for the process at the concept stage.

The final Part Four of the thesis - Indicative and Emerging Solutions - comprises
two chapters, ten and eleven.

In Chapter Ten - The Social Entrepreneur as the Enabler of the Process - the
practice o f social entrepreneurship is explored and discussed for two principal reasons:
firstly, because the practice o f social entrepreneurship in a particular way enabled the
FIT process to be birthed, to flourish and to grow and secondly, because that practice of
social entrepreneurship was really an advanced form o f first-person research/practice.
Being socially entrepreneurial was the action way I facilitated and enabled the evolution
o f the FIT process, while my methodology was my first-person inquiiy practice.

The

significance, therefore, of Chapter Ten is that it exhibits and reveals in the first place the
raw and powerful thrust o f entrepreneurship as originally coined and understood and
then it applies this to the social as distinct from the economic condition. Since the sense
and meaning of entrepreneur is singular, innovative, creative and embracing change, in
the FIT context that means a retum to the consideration o f my role in the understanding
o f this process.

In this Chapter Ten my understanding of social entrepreneurship as it is practised in
both Europe and the US and the difference between these two models o f practice is
explained. The questions o f values and the public good are central in the practice of
social entrepreneurship and I make a comparison between what I have discovered in the
literature and the original mission statements and charisms o f religious congregations.
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In doing this I am declaring, in the mode of critical subjectivity (Reason, 1994), that my
bias is from the Catholic/Christian tradition of social action.

In the concluding Chapter Eleven - A Framework for Dealing with Persistent Social
Problems - the two principal features are the learning process that was FIT for the
various groups involved in it, and out of this knowledge-creation and learning by the
different constituencies, the framework that is proposed for the future.

The FIT

initiative is a process of continuous learning so long as the action research methodology
which formed and shaped it continues. For this reason I explain the diversity in action
research practice that is contained within the FIT process. This is done to emphasise
both the learning potential o f the FIT project and its possible application to other
projects and regions. The proposed framework emphasises the methodology. This is
so, not because the research element is considered more important than the action
element but because, where the integration o f inquiry and practice is being called for,
the more likely one to receive a weakened focus is inquiry (Reason and Torbert, 2001;
Torbert, 2001). The action elements of an independent company as a physical structure
for the project, the importance o f marketing and of sustaining relationships within the
process call for continual application and practice if the project is to make progress. A
key element in the framework - maintaining entrepreneurial thrust - perhaps captures
best the sense o f energy, commitment, creativity and irmovation that gave birth to the
concept in the first place and whose retention will best ensure that the outcome
continues to flourish.

In summary, it may be useful to note that the adopted methodology is reflected in the
structure of the thesis; Part One underscores the evident first-person stance; following
the methodology o f Part Two, Part Three has a strong second-person bias of
collaboration and partnership and Part Four, with its emphasis on a new framework,
reflects more the third-person outcomes embodied in a now viable project.
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“Immanent critique thereby also transforms itself into a systematic self-criticism and
self-transformation” .
Olav Eikeland (2001:154)

Introduction
Reason and Torbert (2001:17) speak of upstream inquiry as helping us “clarify both
‘where we are coming from’ and the purposes o f our inquiry, for ourselves and for
others.” They also quote Reason, (1994:327) on critical subjectivity

Critical subjectivity means that we do not suppress our primary subjective
experience, that we accept our knowing is from a perspective; it also means that
we are aware o f that perspective, and o f its bias, and we articulate it in our
communications. Critical subjectivity involves a self-reflective attention to the
ground on which one is standing ....
Employing critical subjectivity in this manner I will now explore the ‘ground on which I
am standing’ with respect to the origins and vision o f the FIT project. In doing so I am
attempting to strike a balance between the necessity, in methodological and project
terms, to give appropriate weight to my leadership roles in both contexts while making
abundantly clear the co-operative nature of the successfiil outcomes in both project and
research terms.

This personal perspective and related bias, as articulated in this

chapter, resurface throughout the thesis.

2.1

EarlvPovertv

I was bom in a flat by the Grand Canal - one o f two canals which from the eighteenth
century to the early twentieth bounded the city - and my arrival heralded a serious
problem o f choice for my parents. I was child number four (subsequently to be six).
The rules for the rented accommodation by the canal specified a limit o f three children.
Aware o f this, and in anticipation o f my arrival, my parents had placed their names on a
Dublin corporation housing list. Their decision on this was dictated by the economics
o f their situation and not by any desire to move away from the salubrious surroundings
o f the canal area. In the terminology of his era my father would be described as an
‘unskilled labourer’. A bright man, he had worked in the former republican army for
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Michael Collins, one o f the architects o f the 1921 Treaty with the British government to
create an independent Irish state, as an intelligence officer. He had very little formal
education and so his earning capacity was not enhanced. Added to this was an avid and
unrelenting interest in the work and writings of James Connolly and (big) Jim Larkin,
two founding fathers o f Irish socialism and Irish trade unionism. Connolly had been
executed by the British government for his role in the 1916 uprising and Larkin had led
the massive strike and lock-out o f workers in 1913. They were my father’s heroes. As a
pair they encapsulated the two driving forces in his life up to that time; the creation of
an independent free Irish nation and to fight for the rights o f his fellow working man.
The first o f these was largely achieved, always depending upon one’s political
viewpoint, by the

1921 Treaty and the ensuing parliamentary structures and

administrative arrangements. This made the second my father’s primary focus, his trade
union work on behalf of his working colleagues. It was an activity which ensured, in
the particular industrial relations climate of those times, that jo b advancement would be
minor if not hindered altogether.

With an income already low by any measurable

standards and three very young children the poverty line beckoned.

In these

circumstances the arrival of his fourth child almost ensured penury for my father, his
wife and children. The choice for my parents was to move to a larger flat/apartment in
the canal area or to accept the offer of a Dublin corporation house in the new suburb of
Crumlin, beyond the canal on the south-west fringes of the city. In one sense there was
no choice since my father’s income could not cover the additional expense o f a larger
flat. So the move to Crumlin became inevitable. It was m y arrival that ensured the
transfer of the family from the relative opulence of the Grand Canal environment to the
pervasive poverty and concrete jungle nature o f what passed for a suburb in the Dublin
of that time.

Crumlin of the 1950s was a dank and dismal place. The city was expanding beyond the
canals and was beginning its push towards the Dublin hills and Tallaght where it
subsequently arrived in the 1970s. It was then known as a wild, uncouth and dangerous
place. Brendan Behan, the writer, who lived on the next road, once declared, “that’s the
place where they eat their young!” Most of the time I hated it, and my memory of and
feelings about it to this day are negative. School for me meant crowds. There were two
very large schools on opposite sides of the Armagh Road, the Sisters of Charity for
infants and girls and the Christian Brothers’ school for boys.
15
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they formed the largest primary school in Europe. Classes were huge in number, fifty to
sixty pupils per teacher being the norm. If you did not want to learn you were not going
to receive any private attention.

My principal memory o f those years is living with the consequences o f grinding poverty
and the terrible indignity o f unemployment which seemed to strip a man o f all his pride,
his self-worth and, given the culture o f the time, even his manhood. M y father became
unemployed during that period; it was the only time I ever witnessed him weep. It had
a devastating effect on the family; all o f our futures would now be determined by this
lack o f employment for the head of the house. Manageable poverty became instead
near destitution. My father’s former employers became our hate figures.

“Disadvantaged areas” is a useful phrase for geographers and economists by which to
mark, stake-out, illustrate areas of concentrated deprivation for large groups of people
within the population as a whole. Disadvantaged areas can be an interesting topic of
conversation, a focus for academic study and research, a political priority for correction
and redress. But what is it really like to live there? Leisering and Leibfried (1999: 160)
in their descriptive work o f the social conditions and poverty in the newly united
Germany o f the 1990s divide, as a result o f their research, the social assistance
recipients into three types:

endurers (“people with no ability to cope or chances of

doing so”); copers (“candidates for long-term effects and permanent dependence when
their life plans are thw arted...”); and strategic users (“these people...use social
assistance chiefly to pursue their own plans...”). 1 cite these examples o f the social
research on the Germany of the 1990s, not in an attempt to show that the Dublin o f the
1950s exhibited precisely the same divisions, but rather to underscore the general point
that poverty has different faces which are not always open to clear understanding by the
inquirer or indeed by the legislator.

All o f these ingredients were present in the Crumlin where I grew up: the endurers, the
copers and the users reacting to the awfulness o f their condition; government
expenditure on social services making a modicum of a difference; and, in the
economically bad times, a pervading sense o f hopelessness and what, four decades later,
the government minister Pat Rabbitte was to call such communities being “unplugged
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from the rest o f society” (Nolan, 1997:48). When I read Nolan and Callan (1994) on
the distribution o f poverty and Leisering and Leibfried (1999) on its divisions I find
myself making good sense of their observations and research findings and yet left with
the feeling o f the “out-thereness” inherent in their writings. Perhaps there cannot be,
and it is too much to expect, the feeling from these pages o f what it is like to be without
any food some days; what is it like to be different because you were wearing socks and
shoes while most of your class mates in school went barefooted; what it is like to be one
o f classroom o f sixty pupils, how utterly isolating that feeling is; how even more
isolating was the total absence o f any individual attention or care; how the place for
sport and recreation was the public street which even though illegal was facilitated most
of the time by the almost total absence of the police; what it is like to witness numerous
men unemployed, often spending their social assistance money on alcohol thus adding
to the misery o f their families; what it is like to observe the same males resort to
violence as the means of resolving disputes and then sometimes treat their womenfolk
and children in similar fashion.

And all the time there was this undercurrent of

psychosocial problems manifesting themselves at irregular intervals and sometimes in
frightening forms (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999).

2.2

Influence o f Parents

Two insights from my reflections on my early life is that, firstly I received my initial
sense o f social justice from my father and, secondly, that I learned the essentials of
business management from my mother. As already referred to, my father was an avid
trade unionist, a follower of James Connolly and Jim Larkin, two pillars o f socialism
and of the trade union movement in Ireland.

Even though he was poor him self he

would sacrifice what little he had in order to see benefit for his colleagues.

It was

because o f his trade union activities that he became a target o f his employer and
subsequently lost his employment. He recognised the need for the strong to support the
weak if society was to prosper fully in a just manner, and he accepted the risks that so
often accompany such noble stances. From my mother I learned the skills o f money
management. She managed a household of eight on a paltry and oftentimes uncertain
income. The principles of tight cash control, prioritising competing needs, sweating the
assets and working hard with what you had were a pervasive influence on me as a child.
Although I was number four o f six children for some mysterious reason from the time I
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was twelve years o f age my mother chose to confide in me about her money
management problems. I have not always thanked her for that focus since I believe that
it gave me adult problems too soon and robbed me of some possibilities for a more care
free youth. However on the plus side I was learning about the connections between
income, needs and survdval. I was also learning how to manage well on very little.
These lessons stayed with me throughout my business career, and were never more
relevant than in the early days of the Goldstar Meats project when bankruptcy became a
possibility.

2.3 Passport out o f Disadvantage

At some early point in my life in Crumlin I identified three ways through which I might
create a route o f escape from the grinding poverty that was my daily diet. I understand
these insights more clearly retrospectively than I did at the time. The three possibilities
were, sport, hard work and education. The first was a total failure, and I eventually
combined the latter two to some good effect. For all three energy and determination
were my most usefial attributes. Sport was an abiding attraction for me and I had an
eclectic interest. The only member of my family to be so engaged, in my imaginings I
toured Australia with the England cricket team, was present for the annual tennis
festival at Wimbledon, and journeyed to every game with M anchester United. I also
went to the Gaelic games at Croke Park in Dublin to watch the sporting heroes from
town and country.

For a long time I retained, even though my performances were

modest, serious sporting ambitions and I played soccer football and Gaelic hurling. I
was very ill as a child, diagnosed with rheumatic fever, and had missed two years of
school between the ages o f seven and nine. For a period during my teenage years I was
the subject of a dispute in medical opinion: the family doctor believed that my heart had
been irreparably damaged by the rheumatic fever and that, therefore, my physical
activity should be greatly curtailed and closely monitored; on the other hand the
company doctor (I was working for Nestle at the time) disagreed and encouraged me to
exercise and play games. I took the latter’s advice, which in the event o f my subsequent
life proved valid, even though I did not become the sporting legend o f my imaginings.

My next choice o f method for creating an escape from poverty was hard work. As child
number four I had watched my three sibling brothers and sister enter the labour market
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as soon as they left primary school. My sister went working as a cashier in a small cafe
in the centre of Dublin. It was here, on a busy football Sunday, that I did my first day’s
w ork in business, helping my sister with the cash transactions. I was twelve years of
age.

I worked intermittently at that cafe up to the time I left primary school at age

fourteen. From this point education interweaved with hard work as the route out of
poverty for me. I disagreed with my parents that work was the only option when I
finished primary school.

I wanted to go to secondary school.

I was especially

vehement with my father accusing him of not having ambition for his children beyond
his own low skills labouring perspective. He challenged me strongly referring to the
many fine people he knew who educated themselves through reading and their own
life’s experiences. He would argue that education was not a commodity to be traded but
should be understood as an experience to be treasured and its fi-uits passed on. His
favourite phase was: “Too many people are sick with education, trapped in institutions
and making no contribution.” At age fourteen I could only debate my preference so
much, so I went to work as a messenger boy with the Nestle corporation.

From an early point I determined that I would secure for m yself a second level
education as I worked. Eventually, after some trial and error, I devised a three-year plan
to achieve the Leaving Certificate by way of evening classes, individual ‘grinds’ and
private study. The schedule was punishing. I would cycle at 8.30 am from Crumlin to
the centre city complex of the Nestle Corporation, a distance o f four miles. I would
make a return journey at lunch time for my principal meal o f the day because I could
not afford the canteen food. When I completed my day’s working duties at 5.30pm I
returned to the canteen, ate some home-made sandwiches and simultaneously
commenced a two hour study session on one of the examination subjects, English, Irish,
mathematics, geography or latin. In those days a pass mark in the combination o f these
five subjects would qualify me for entrance to university and fiirther education.
Following this study period at 7.30pm I went on three evenings o f the week to classes at
a ‘grind’ college specialising in preparing candidates for these examinations; on the
other two evenings I went to a personal tutor to assist me in my two weaker subjects,
the Irish language and latin. Each night my study and classes sessions finished at about
10pm, when I cycled home to Crumlin and bed. I repeated this daily process for three
years. At that time you were permitted to attempt the Leaving Certificate examinations
on a rolling basis and to retain credit for any subject you passed. Taking advantage of
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this Hberal climate I succeeded in passing the five subjects over the course o f my threeyear plan. It was a most difficult way o f doing it and I have subsequently been very
careful about recommending it as a way for others to copy. It was not education in the
best meaning o f that term; it was a way o f securing a ticket for university entrance and
of obtaining a passport out o f poverty.

The three year plan rigidly enforced had

achieved the first immediately, and had created the opportunity for attaining the second.
Those three years had also taught me the benefits of a disciplined approach; how it was
possible to perform difficult tasks if the total commitment was there; how some
obstacles existed more in the mind than in reality; how persistence and courage were
qualities that could be nurtured and developed; and, most importantly, the escape route
out of poverty was being clearly opened up through the combination o f work and
education.

Meanwhile I was separately making some progress in my career at Nestle.

I was

promoted in succession from my initial position o f messenger boy to receptionist, to
junior clerk and then to the position of credit controller. It was in this role that I first
developed my sense o f a business organisation as a total entity. Credit control was a
pivotal task in the operation: all orders for goods had to come through that position, and
critical decisions had to be made on whether customers were deserving o f the level of
credit required to finance the requested goods; direct contact with the customer was
often necessaiy concerning slow or promised payment for goods delivered; there was
continual interface with the sales personnel on the topic o f credit worthiness; and, most
challenging o f all, the credit controller had to take daily decisions on a range of
customers which, on the one hand, ensured that the whole business was performing,
producing and delivering goods, while, on the other hand being careful that the same
balance o f decisions did not expose the corporation to undue risk and threats to its
viability. It was in doing this job that I learned about complexity and uncertainty in
business; that all was not black or white. Learning about the grey areas was the key to
achieving the difficult balance. In addition, learning about the variety in the tones of
grey was also essential. It was this latter insight that was particularly beneficial. In
retrospect I can see now that I was learning that as well as the poor having many faces
the wealthy also were not homogeneous
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With such an onerous timetable of work and study I sought to bring some balance to my
life style. I had to choose between my studies and my sporting activity since training
times for the teams I played on, in both football and hurling, were invariably in the
evenings during the week. In the search to find an activity I could participate in at the
weekends, and which would represent a total change from credit control and studies, I
chose hill walking. I discovered that I could walk from our house in Crumlin to the
Wicklow hills, and that I could stay overnight in a variety of youth hostels spread
throughout that beautifial county.

So, late on a Friday night or early on a Saturday

morning I took to the hills for a weekend of exploration o f mountains and valley, bog
and stream. I became a regular member o f a small ‘band o f brothers’ who shared a
similar passion to mine for the exhilarating experience that is mountain top walking. It
was during these frequent excursions that I began to notice in m yself two tendencies
which eventually were to affect my life substantially. One was a developing habit of
reflecting on my past experiences as a way o f helping me to choose future directions,
and the second was an increasing interest in spirituality and in particular in the life of St.
Ignatius o f Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits.

Looking back now from a distance of some forty years I find it useful to observe the
consistency, that the same components were present then as there are today: a
spirituality which proposes a particular way of seeing the world; a habit o f reflection
that melded with this spirituality and was instrumental in all decision making; an
interest in business and how it was organised; a desire to escape from the world of
poverty and deprivation and the associated debilitation; and finally an ongoing search to
discover connections and to create a sense o f balance for myself between the worlds of
business, spirituality, reflection and poverty. It would seem that the iteration between
these worlds which commenced then was the forerunner o f a dynamic which was to
help create a project o f some significance.

2.4

Ignatian Spirituality

During this course o f my study for the Leaving Certificate I was introduced to a
biography of Ignatius o f Loyola, founder o f the Jesuits. I became intensely interested in
the story and drama o f firstly, his own life journey and the radical choices he made, and
secondly, the creation and formation of his ‘company’ to become universally known as
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the Society o f Jesus. However as my obsession with the Hves and drama of Ignatius and
his early companions subsided I began to savour and to understand somewhat the
spirituahty which motivated and explained the radical choices o f that group. Since that
time in the 1950s that same spirituality has been the principal motivating factor in my
life, and its influence cultivated and nourished the roots o f what became the FIT project.

For a period o f four years, in the 1960s, I left the world o f business and immersed
m yself in Ignatian spirituality.

It was a very satisfying and fulfilling interlude in

addition to being an excellent preparation for a subsequent career in corporate
management. Ignatian spirituality is one of the family o f Christian spiritualities in the
Catholic tradition. Its adherents become acquainted with and practice a particular form
o f '''Spiritual Exercises'” devised by Ignatius o f Loyola, when he was a layman, in the
16*’’ century. They are the foundation for a Jesuits training; full-time they take thirty
days to complete, with the assistance o f a ‘director’. They are also a gift to the world at
large. There is a distinction here between the terms ‘Ignatian’ and ‘Jesuit’. Ignatian is
used to describe the pursuit o f the spirituality o f Ignatius for anybody so attracted or
inclined while Jesuit describes those who devote their lives to the practice o f and
inspiration from this same spirituality.

The Spiritual Exercises have their origins in the earlier life o f Ignatius (1491-1556),
baptised Inigo from a noble Basque family in Northern Spain, loyal to the kings of
Castile.

Known for his passion and courage, he displayed great bravery in a battle at

Pamplona against superior French forces.

Although seriously wounded in this

confrontation, he reftised to accept his physical condition and insisted upon a second
painful operation on a shattered right leg in order to satisfy vain ambitions. Barry and
Doherty (2002:8) comment:
Jesuit spirituality is rooted in the experience o f this brave, ambitious,
swashbuckling romantic who lived in the tumultuous times that saw the beginning
o f the modem era o f European civilization. His passionate heart still beats at the
core o f the spiritual vision that bears his name even to this day.
During his recuperation and because o f the paucity o f available romantic and chivalrous
tales more to his current taste, Ignatius began to read the lives o f the saints and the Life
o f Christ.

Following these readings he imagined himself in two alternative future

guises: in one as the gallant, brave and passionate man o f battle and romance; and in
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the other as a dedicated follower of Christ like the Saints, particularly Saint Francis of
Assisi and Saint Dominic (O ’Malley, 1993).

Getting in touch with his inner feelings

he noted that following his imaginings of a continuation o f his former life-style he felt
agitated and unhappy in spirit while, after his dwelling upon following Christ, he felt
serene and at peace. This experience and key insight from the reflection led to a total
transformation o f his life and the creation o f the Spiritual Exercises.

The book o f the Exercises emerged from the experience o f Ignatius spending a year at
Manresa, a small town outside Barcelona, living frugally and devoting his time to
reflecting upon his life up to that point and giving time to prayer and fasting. He went
through many internal struggles and doubts in relating to God and trying to make sense
o f his life, and made notes of his reflections and insights. Also, at this time he began
advising others from his own understanding of what was unfolding for him. The
Spiritual Exercises were framed out o f this combination o f experience, reflection and
prayer, structured in a manner to be helpful to others.

Although he revised the work

over the course of the next twenty years, the book o f the Exercises as we know them
today are essentially a distillation of what Ignatius experienced at M anresa for that year.

Barry and Doherty (2002:9) state that “The Spiritual Exercises... (are) arguably the
most important spiritual classic of the last four-hundred and fifty years”. They go on to
outline a number o f what they call ‘hallmarks’ and ‘characteristics’ o f the Exercises
which will assist an understanding of them. These include:
the notion o f finding God in all things;
-

this spirituality is distinguished from other spiritualities by this personal attention to
feelings, desires, dreams, hopes and thoughts;
an insistence on intellectual competence and skill in order to ‘help souls’;
.. ..it is based on companionship; it is a shared spirituality...”

I first did the Exercises o f Ignatius in the 1960s as a Jesuit novice. I repeated them in
1982 when I was co-founder and CEO of Goldstar Meats (see below). This time I did a
form of them called ‘Exercises in Daily Life’ which means that instead o f ‘retreating’
from my routine working day to perform the Exercises I followed a method
recommended by Ignatius for busy people. This meant creating a space o f about one-
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and-a-half hours each day for reflection and prayer.

In this way I was enabled to

complete the Exercises over a period o f forty-six weeks. In 1990, following the sale of
all my business assets, I did the Exercises a third time. These thirty days I gave over to
confirming the radical choice of switching from being a wealth creator and businessman
to being a full-time social entrepreneur, an orientation that had first emerged for me out
o f the 1982 Exercises and which had become firmer through that decade.

I experience the Exercises o f Ignatius as a journey to freedom: freedom to make
choices, radical choices about the direction o f my life and how I live it. To come to this
freedom I am led by way o f the Exercises to better understand myself, my drives and
my values, my gifts and my failings, my relationship to creation, my need for humility
as creature, my recognition o f God as creator and, most of all, my potential to be co
creator in the grand work o f mankind and the universe. I experience the Exercises as
intensely holistic as well as being wholly pragmatic in terms o f choices. I identified
with social injustice and inequality globally, nationally and locally, which seem to mock
any sense o f a creation infiised with love and caring. In simple terms the Exercises for
me created a space for personal choices to be made to confront social injustice and
inequality, examples o f which are many and multi-varied.

2.5

From Business Entrepreneur to Social Entrepreneur

According to Drucker (1985:23) for an entrepreneur making change and bringing new
projects into being is normal and healthy. He further quotes Say, the French economist
who first coined the term entrepreneur in 1800, as meaning that the “major task in
society - and especially in the economy as doing something different rather than doing
better what is already being done.” A manifesto for new things that may replace the
old, or even at the cost of the old. This is consistent with Schumpeter (1934) who
suggests that the entrepreneur’s task is ‘creative destruction’.

The pattern o f creating ‘new things’ was consistent throughout my commercial career.
When I reflect upon it I realise there was also potential for these initiatives to be acts of
co-creation, to contribute to the making o f a better world.

In that sense they were

movements o f spirit and desire buried deep within myself rather than the limited
business objectives within which they were couched. As may be imagined this could
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make for a large field of tensions and ambiguities in the commercial world. To give an
example; in the 1970s, following my time at the Nestle Corporation where I eventually
became Marketing Manager, I was appointed Managing Director for the Twinings Tea
Company in Ireland.

In that position I represented the Irish tea industry on the

European tea committee (then EEC countries) which formulated policy on a range of
relevant issues. Most of the tea consumed in Western Europe comes in bulk from India,
Ceylon and East Africa. At a committee meeting in Brussels a joint delegation from the
Indian tea industry and the Indian government made a proposal the essence o f which
was that they wished to sell a proportion o f their production in retail packs, ready for
sale, rather than in bulk. In this way they could retain some o f the added value o f their
product and provide much needed employment on the sub-continent. Even though the
level of packing being sought was minor the discussion and argument focused on the
principle o f independence for the Indian tea industry. The debate mirrored many o f the
elements o f inequality and injustice in the world, the needs o f the corporate world
taking precedence over the needs o f the poor. Although the proposal for immediate
entry was rejected I did succeed eventually in gaining agreement from my colleagues
for a new policy allowing access some years hence. I had learned before the need for
patience in these situations. One o f the features o f injustice and inequality in the world
is its embedded nature; much time is required to redress it.

From being a clerk, credit controller, sales manager and marketing manager with
Nestle-Ireland

I had taken over running the Twinings Tea business.

Both were

multinational corporations which provided only small opportunities for doing new and
creative things.

Also the degree to which, even as CEO, I could fashion the

organisation was limited. In 1980 a new opportunity arose. I was invited to co-found,
with two others, a new hamburger plant in Ireland. As CEO and part-owner I would
have total control - they would be ‘sleeping’ partners. I relished this opportunity to
develop a company by employing principles in which I really believed. These were
focused for the most part on people; primacy would be given to making it a peoplecentred operation. Proper care for the staff would eventually ensure the achievement of
our goals.

At a deeper level I sensed the opportunity to co-create; to facilitate the

evolution and growth of a communal spirit which, although at one level had a very real
commercial agenda, at other levels was encouraged to celebrate, to express joy in each
other and to be concerned for the wider community.
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Even though it brought us to the edge o f bankruptcy in the early months my first major
decision to pay the staff double the industry norm proved to be w^ise.

In my

multinational years I had often rejected the practice, particularly by accountants and
economists, o f reducing the contribution, stake holding and potential o f staff to a line of
expenditure on the profit and loss account.

Often they were spoken o f in the same

breadth as packaging and machinery costs. It is one o f the tyraimies o f the business
culture that it can often commodify people.

What I was setting out to achieve at

Goldstar Meats, the hamburger plant, was close to what Arie de Geus (1997:54)
describes:
The manager, therefore must place commitment to people before assets, respect
for irmovation before devotion to policy, the messiness of learning before orderly
procedures, and the perpetuation o f the community before all others concerns.
It is o f interest to note that business organisations which have survived the longest place
a premium on values, de Geus is writing about companies from the Fortune 500 that
have survived to longevity, and through his research he discovered what he terms four
shared personality traits:

for these successfiil organisations: conservatism in

financing; sensitivity to the world around them; awareness of their identity; tolerance of
new ideas.” As a basic priority he found that each o f these companies “ ... valued
people before assets” . He makes the distinction that for these companies, “ ... assets and
profits are like oxygen: necessary for life, but not the puipose of life.” (1997:55).

Soon after its brush with commercial death Goldstar Meats began a spectacular growth
curve which was to last ten years. Its productivity, tied to high personal rewards, finally
outstripped the competition by a factor o f four. The company met and beat all of its
production, profit and retum on investment targets consistently over the decade. There
was also growth in a sense o f community. This found many expressions: we declared
our own holiday, which was not public, each spring; we enjoyed a fiall day and night of
meals, a tour, singing and dancing, all o f which were planned meticulously. As many of
the staff came from poor backgrounds we supported them in a variety o f ways including
arranging mortgages for house purchase, loans for weddings and many other necessities.
We developed practices, customs and rules for these supports which were administered
by a staff group. The company also ran courses for such things as personal hygiene and
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beauty, especially for the female staff

It had outreach projects to the adjacent

community, one for the elderly living alone, and another for a youth football project.
All o f these activities and initiatives combined to create community. The project was
not defined by the making of hamburgers or by the making o f money.

I was very conscious of my leadership role in the creation and sustaining o f the
company. B elief and trust in people were at its core. Foundational too was the sense of
co-creation, that what was happening was bigger, greater than any individual or group
even; it had implications for the wider community that were good, wholesome and lifegiving. In 1982, the second fiill year of operation, I did the Spiritual Exercises again,
this time in ‘daily life’. In other words, for a period o f forty-six weeks in that year I
commenced my day at 6.30a.m. in the office with a one-and-a-half hour period of
prayer and meditation.

Once a week I would confer with the ‘director’ for these

Exercises. The benefit o f doing these Exercises within the context o f your daily life is
that you are rooted in the reality o f everyday issues, the tensions and the trials o f normal
living. For a period each morning my office became a place o f prayer and reflection.
(That was one o f the images that Ignatius had proposed, to be a ‘contemplative in
action’, in the world.)

One o f the reflections I have about that time is how focused and centred I was on the
company and its fortunes, and especially on the people who comprised it. That year and
the one following were times o f explosive growth for the operation. A figure which
places this in perspective is the profit margin for 1983 at twenty-three percent against
the industry average o f six percent. These type o f results, coupled with my orientation
towards the marginalised coming out of the Spiritual Exercises experience, fuelled a
tension that I had been feeling for some time: how to integrate personal wealth-creation
and the gospel values with respect to the poor and the disadvantaged? Over the course
o f a few years I made three decisions and choices in relation to this. At that time Irish
tax law decreed profits on exports to be tax-free. It also allowed these profits to be
further distributed tax-free to staff, although this latter option was rarely taken up. I
decided to give my share of these profits to the staff and their families. Secondly, while
ownership o f the company was divided three ways, I proposed to my two partners that,
as part o f the next stage of development, we split the shareholding four ways giving
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twenty-five percent to the staff under protected conditions. It seemed eminently just to
me but my partners rejected it totally. Thirdly, I determined, following on the rejection
o f the shareholding proposal, that I would sell my shares to my partners at the
appropriate time, once I could be reasonably sure that m yself and family were provided
for. I would then devote m yself to working fiilltime for the poor and the marginalised.

The last point is worthy o f further elaboration. It was a major decision to sell my shares
and to finish my business career. I was perceived by many o f my business friends and
colleagues to have developed an outstandingly successful company with a very
impressive track record o f profits. I had offers to work with others. A particular friend
offered me a shareholding for participation in his company which has turned out to be
worth fifteen times what I received for my own shares. This is not stated with any note
o f regret, but rather to underline the fact that the choices made in freedom within the
context o f the Spiritual Exercises bore a significant cost factor which I am happy to
embrace. The freedom to make such a choice is the kernel o f the Spiritual Exercises for
me.

2.6

Entering an Isolated Space

In the autumn o f 1990 I sold my business assets to my partners in Goldstar Meats. I had
made the decision in principle tliree years before in order to plan my exit in such a
manner that the ftiture of the enterprise and, thereby, the careers of the staff would be
protected. This long exit strategy was especially necessary in this situation given the
level and strength o f my input and leadership, and the way in which I had fashioned the
operation which was influenced strongly by principles emerging from the Spiritual
Exercises experience.

I am happy to report that thirteen years later the company

continues to thrive and is now four times the size it was when I left.

In the spring o f the same year I repeated the Spiritual Exercises by way of a thirty
consecutive days silent retreat at my home on the outskirts o f Dublin. My principal
motivation in doing these Exercises at that time was to confirm the new orientation in
my life, which was quite radical. That is to change from being a business entrepreneur
to being a social entrepreneur. My reflection is that the Exercises in 1990 were the third

28

Chapter 2 - S e lf Inquiry as Context

act in a life-drama that turned me full circle.

The first occurred in 1978 when I

represented the Irish tea industry on an Indian government-sponsored tour of their tea
plantations to promote purchase o f the product. While staying at an up-market hotel in
Bombay I went for an early morning walk. On a street close to the hotel I was shocked
to discover what I believed to be a corpse in the gutter. Closer inspection revealed a
vagrant soul sleeping in a light sack. On returning to the hotel I ate breakfast by the
swimming pool, joined by many enjoying the pleasures of that spot, eating, drinking
and sun-bathing. I became acutely conscious of the fact that only a wall by the side o f
the pool divided this affluent scene from the scene o f extreme poverty I had earlier
witnessed. Poverty and wealth, of which I have seen many examples before and since,
are twin realities in life, but on that Sunday morning, represented in that way the
experience was seismic for me and the manner in which I have since looked upon the
world. It has coloured everything.

The second act in the drama was the Exercises in ‘daily life’ which I completed four
years later in 1982, and to which I have referred earlier. The principal choice that 1
made, in freedom, out o f these Exercises was that I would focus my energies, my
talents, my resources on redeeming the lives of the poor, the marginalised, the excluded,
the dispossessed.

If I may be permitted a light-hearted but, nonetheless, relevant

comment here: I knew that I was entering a ‘market’ that was ever-expanding and for
which my talents and expertise would be in constant demand! And while I made my
priority the long-term unemployed, I was always conscious that they represented a
strain o f the virus that is a part o f the pathology o f poverty and exclusion.

The

Exercises in 1982 began the process o f taking pragmatic decisions about my new
orientation, and these became evident in the commencement of my links to Ballymun in
1985 and my decision in principle to sell my business assets in 1987.

The third act, the Exercises in 1990, confirmed my new orientation for me.

They

enabled me to get in touch with practical options about what might be possible. Wealth
creation and poverty were large concepts, with many manifestations.

Attempting to

create links between them would require creativity, ingenuity and not a little
persistence. There were risks of discouragement and disillusionment associated with
the energy-sapping nature of the task. One of the outcomes of the Exercises for me in
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1990 was a strong sense of being rooted in and convinced about the authenticity of the
vision. My reflections began to produce some beacons for me on a voyage that could be
harsh, excluding and lonely;
every group in society disliked poverty;
government and employers had shown an interest, if limited, in partnering to
confront the issue;
there was a recognised need for new models in this area.

While the long-term unemployed, as one expression o f economic and societal poverty,
would remain my principal focus I would continue to be open to the possibility of
making other contributions.

2.7

Working with the Jesuits

Reflecting now on doing the Spiritual Exercises o f Ignatius in 1982 and again in 1990 I
can see much more clearly how they marked the initiation o f a new orientation in the
first instance, and the cementing o f it in the second. The continuum in movement from
one to the other has become more apparent, and time itself provided a better perspective
together with a sharper focus. Like climbing a high mountain, when you move beyond
the tree line and look back you can more easily see and appreciate the connectedness of
forest, valley and river. Torbert (2001:256) says;
... the ultimate essence o f efficient, effective, transformational, inquiring action
is its unique, ... timeliness, where ‘timeliness’ is understood to refer not just to
an immediate effect, or short-term consequences, but to a widening, deepening
and transforming effect...
The Spiritual Exercises are constructed to have an individual transforming effect. They
include a form o f first-person action inquiry as described again by Torbert (2001;251);
... as it evolves our first-person action inquiry will .. become increasingly
energized by a concern for the quality o f our moment-to-moment experience of
ourselves ...
Following the Exercises in 1982 I did feel an undercurrent o f desire to be ‘o f service’ in
some practical manner, even though I continued my business enterprise work. So when
the Jesuits asked would I take on the role o f Executive Chairman o f their Irish
Messenger publications I quickly accepted. W hile I entered into the role with some
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enthusiasm, and also with the notion that here was an opportunity to replicate what I
had achieved at Goldstar Meats in terms o f open management style, staff relationships,
high rewards matching high productivity, I quickly realised that the task was going to be
daunting. This had to do with several factors. It was part o f a religious organisation
and, while I was being asked to reform and update the structures, I could not be given
total control, but would have to seek the co-operation o f those in situ and then go to a
higher authority if resistance to change proved too great. They also had a relatively low
reward system together with a degree o f over-staffing which effectively curtailed the
opportunity for high productivity matching higher rewards. Nonetheless, over a period
o f three years it did prove possible, with strong headquarters support, to make the
necessary changes and the operation subsequently became streamlined and profitable
which it remains to this day.

As I approached the time o f selling my business assets in 1990 I reviewed how I might
best respond to the desires which surfaced as a result o f my two Spiritual Exercises
experiences. Following the completion o f the second o f these in the spring of 1990 I
decided to offer my services to the Jesuit Order in a fiill-time voluntary capacity. In
doing so I was very conscious that my strong orientation and bias was to work with and
for those on the margins o f society, which I was already doing somewhat with the long
term unemployed in Ballymun. I did fear that becoming part o f the administrative and
management structure o f a religious congregation - which was being proposed to me could siphon off my energies into work which I could do well (like the Irish Messenger
role) but which was not fulfilling my heart’s desire around the poverty and social justice
issues. I was persuaded, however, by the then Head o f the Jesuits in Ireland, a good and
long-standing friend, that the opportunity for me in the role which he was proposing
would be to contribute to turning and preparing the whole organisation o f Jesuits in
Ireland to grapple with the issues o f the poor and the marginalised.

It was a well-

intentioned argument if probably too ambitious. But I went along with it.

I became a type o f internal consultant for the Jesuits, at least on the surface. I was
appointed a member of school and college boards of management; I carried out reviews
of a variety of projects and made proposals for change; I was part o f a headquarters
executive team that was decision-making with particular reference to priorities for the
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future. The whole experience had many positive aspects. Firstly, I enjoyed working
with people who were in the tradition of the original ‘company’ formed by Ignatius and
for whom his Exercises were fundamental to the way they viewed the world. It had a
familial sense to it. There were no masks. Secondly, there was a certain excitement
about working as a lay person in this milieu, a cutting-edge feel in a time of major
change; and thirdly and most importantly for me, there was the prospect and hope of
making a radical and positive contribution to redress the social order in favour o f the
poor.

One such opportunity was, as a member o f the board o f Belvedere College, a

Dublin private second level school, I helped implement a ‘social integration scheme’
which facilitated an annual intake o f students from poorer disadvantaged areas whose
fees were paid from a special fund. This scheme is still in operation with an intake of
about ten percent o f the total.

One o f my insights from the change to working in a religious organisation from a
business set-up was the lengthening o f perspective; the tendency in business is to think
and plan in much shorter time frames, while thinking in decades rather than years comes
more naturally to the religious group. This helped me to view my commitment to the
poor and the disadvantaged more realistically. Although a lot o f my w'ork with the
Jesuits was ostensibly in the areas o f corporate management, strategy and finance, I was
forging relationships within another spectrum in addition to my established contacts
within business.

When I reflect upon my six years full-time w ork with the Jesuits

(1990-1996) I am tempted sometimes to see them as lost years.

I believe this is so

because of the early expectations following the convincing reasons my fnend - the
Head o f the Jesuits at the time - gave me for volunteering. When his term came to a
close two years later his successor - not surprisingly - did not have the same priorities.
Neither did I have the same friendship with him. However, in this new situation for me,
which went through painful periods o f disagreements and dissent, I came to appreciate
more fully the strength and authenticity o f the Spiritual Exercises.

My reflections

helped me to see that my commitment was not to the Jesuits or to any individuals within
it, although I liked working with them, but to the poor and to the isolated. Whatever
difficulties I experienced, even though they were stressful and lasted a couple of years,
they finally served to strengthen my resolve in terms of my orientation and choices
related to the 1982 and 1990 Exercises. Again, as time provides the wider perspective, I
now see the years spent in administration and leadership roles for the Jesuits as a period
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o f transition from business entrepreneur to social entrepreneur. To carry through such a
transition successfully takes time.

It is more transformation than transition.

New

attitudes, new ways of looking at issues, new ways o f responding, new ways o f relating
are required. As an analogy changing football codes from English soccer to American
football suggests itself: the rules of the game are not the same, the shape o f the ball is
different, the size o f the pitch, the number o f players, the method o f scoring bear little
resemblance; the ratios o f skill to physical strength are significantly different, and these
critically affect the development and application o f tactics. While the objective in both
codes is to win the game, the range and depth o f differences suggest that the ability to
succeed in both is extremely rare. What the time with the Jesuits did was to enable me
to learn the ways o f the new game, provide a space between the reality of the business
world and the reality of the social work world where I could reflect on what was good
and useful from the former and plan a relevant contribution to the latter.

2.8 Summary

In this chapter I have explored my upstream inquiry by employing critical subjectivity
in the sense used by Reason & Torbert (2001) and Reason (1994) and how it relates to
both the work o f the project and to this thesis. I also explore my poverty in childhood,
how that affected me, and the separate influences o f my parents. I go on to describe
three ways which I identified for escaping from this poverty. I then articulate the strong
and fundamental influence o f Ignatian spirituality in the way I live my life and in my
perspective o f creation as a whole. I describe how I discovered the story o f Ignatius the founder o f the Jesuits - and how I have completed his Spiritual Exercises at three
stages in my life. I explain that it is these Exercises, and the related spirituality that has
enabled me to make the radical life choices which have led to the creation o f the FIT
project.

I then examine the move from being a successful businessman to being a social
entrepreneur.

I give examples from my time with Nestle-Ireland, Twinings Tea and

Goldstar Meats.

With the latter I elaborate on the creation o f a community-style

operation where significant emphasis was placed on the person. When my efforts to
develop this model by way of sharing equity with the staff fail I describe my decision to
exit.
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I refer to three events in my life as being dramatic experiences leading to radical
choices: in 1978 meeting extreme poverty in India, and the 1982 and 1990 Spiritual
Exercises.

Although the choices were clear the consequences might be harsh and

difficult. The chapter concludes with a description o f working with the Jesuits in a full
time voluntary capacity from 1990 to 1996, and how this provided a valuable learning
space between the two worlds of business entrepreneur and social entrepreneur.

2.9 Third-Person Commentary and Conclusions

Third person commentary: The main purpose o f this chapter is to centextualise the
critical contribution o f the first-person inquirer.

In order to do so it is necessary to

emphasise and to highlight those features o f the inquirer’s life experience which impact
significantly on the story and the process. The combination o f those features do not
make for autobiography, nor are they meant to, but rather they pinpoint and provide
context for some o f the colour and shape of the thesis as it unfolds and is argued out.
Such features include the experience o f family poverty, deprivation and unemployment,
the stress placed on education, the embracing of spiritual values, developing habits of
reflective practices, the emphasis on redressing social injustice, the importance of
understanding the corporate business world and building on this experience to become
socially entrepreneurial. These core features of the first-person inquirer are emphasised
in this first chapter because they inform what is to follow.

Conclusion: The primary conclusion from this chapter is that the first-person inquirer,
as seen objectively, brings to the work this blend o f experience with poverty and
exclusion, allied to a spirituahty which instils self-awareness and reflection, and
combined with an entrepreneurial approach for the resolution o f social problems.

A

secondary conclusion is that the particular mix o f these qualities provides an
opportunity to the first-person inquirer to make a contribution to the resolution o f a
specific social ill and, in doing so, to add to the knowledge for resolving other social
problems in other places.

Having set out the origins and processes of my self-inquiry which influence the
evolution of the FIT project, I will describe in the following two chapters the particular
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Irish context o f social and economic disadvantage and long-term unemployment within
which this evolution took place.
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Chapter 3 - Disadvantage and Deprivation in Dublin
Immersion and Learning

“W hat we now need is to open the discussion - to fight the paralysing idea that we can’t
correct gross inequality, and the corrupt idea that we shouldn’t bother”
Richard B. Freeman (1999:XVII).

Introduction
In this chapter I want to do three things: to convey a sense o f what it means to be
severely disadvantaged economically and socially in the Dublin o f our time, to describe
the local political and policy response to this condition with particular reference to the
area of Ballymun and finally to indicate clearly how the extreme poverty and social
debilitation of that area, as manifested through its long-term unemployed, was both an
opportunity for continuous learning and for personal transformation. In order to achieve
these aims I reference in particular the work o f O ’Mahony (2002) which creates the link
at the extreme between the prison population, social disadvantage, lack of education and
long-term unemployment. I indicate the policy responses through the creation o f the
Area Partnership Companies (APCs) and Local Employment Services Networks
(LESNs), and I then focus on the Ballymun area and the founding o f the Ballymun Job
Centre (BJC). Central to the evolution of the BJC - and subsequently the FIT project is the relationship o f the manager and myself and I give a brief description o f this before
outlining the connections between the BJC in the 1980s and the employer community. I
then describe the importance and centrality o f the dialogue between the BJC, the
National Training Agency (FAS) and the government.

I conclude the chapter with an

explanation of the ‘Saturday Reflections’ and their content, and a personal reflection on
the transforming effect of working with the people in Ballymun over a protracted
period.
As in Chapters One and Two, there are some references to action research literature.
While action research, as the appropriate methodology for this research work and thesis,
will be argued out and justified in Chapter Five, it is considered appropriate to cite the
obvious connections in this chapter.

3.1 Understanding Social Disadvantage

The reader will find this thesis replete with words and phrases such as ‘deprivation’,
‘disadvantage’, ‘socially excluded’, etc. These are used to convey a reality with which
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most of us do not have to engage most of the time.

And yet it is the reahty that is the

focus of the FIT project and this thesis. In order to give a better sense and understanding
of it I have chosen to illustrate the nature of deprivation at the extreme through research
work at D ublin’s Mountjoy Prison. How we treat and care for our prisoners can be a
barometer of our concem for all o f the disadvantaged in our community.

In 1910, as

British Home Secretary, Winston Churchill said, in a phrase that is often quoted, “The
mood and temper of the public in regard to the treatment o f crime and criminals is one
of the most unfailing tests o f the civilisation of any country”

(Commission o f Inquiry

into the Penal System, 1985:29). Most of the candidates for the FIT project come from
the same areas in Dublin as the prison population in Mountjoy. Recognising this, a
most recent development within the FIT organisation is the design o f a curriculum
suitable for prisoners and arrangements are at an advanced stage with the prison
authorities for the conduct of a programme o f training for employment.

O’Mahony (2002:615) says: “a nation’s prison system is a cultural product, shaped by
prevailing social, political, and moral values and attitudes.” It has been long established
that there is a strong identifiable link between the prison population in Ireland and the
areas of economic disadvantage. So the ‘cultural product’ o f which O ’Mahony speaks
is evident in the make-up of the prison population, in the communities from which they
come and in the treatment which they receive. I have done some work in Dublin’s
Mountjoy prison relating to an HIV/AIDS project which I co-founded in 1997. There
are associated links between crime, drug addiction, prostitution, HIV/AIDS and long
term unemployment.

That is not to claim that a significant number o f long-term

unemployed people would present with one or any o f those conditions. However, it is
to say that the presence of long-term unemployment, and the type of culture that it
spawns and generates, creates the fertile ground for the germination o f such societal ills.
That is why when we succeed in training and then placing previously long-term
unemployed persons in secure jobs we are very conscious that while the contribution
this event has to the person is immense the potential contribution to the wider society is
probably immeasurable.

O ’Mahony (2002:618) carried out a survey of 124 Mountjoy prisoners in 1996. “This
was a representative random sample survey, involving one-fifth o f the total population
of the prison, a large enough sample from which to make reliable generalisation to the
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whole Mountjoy population.” O ’Mahony found that the Mountjoy prison population
were very similar in their background. In the first place they were mostly young men in
their mid to late twenties. Fifty-six percent o f the prisoners came from just six areas of
Dublin where there is “ ...a concentration o f low quality corporation housing and
accompanying socio-economic deprivation. Most of the others came from similar less
favoured housing areas in other parts of Dublin” (2002:621). Another relevant finding
o f O ’Mahony’s is that ninety-one percent o f the prisoners came from families with four
or more children which points up the potential relationship between overcrowding and
the lack of resources, both material and emotional, in such situations. The link between
long-term unemployment and crime is clearly established. Only fifteen percent o f the
prisoners had fathers who were ever in secure jobs. Another fifteen percent of fathers
were described as never having worked and a majority sixty-one percent o f fathers were
categorised as “chronically unemployed.” (2002:625).

Lack of education can be seen as a clear link with crime fi'om the survey which overlaps
the position with long term unemployment: “The evidence was clear-cut that these
people had failed within the educational system and that the normal educational system
had failed them.” Perhaps it does not surprise us to find that eighty percent o f the
prisoners did not attend school beyond the age o f sixteen years. A very small four
percent had progressed to the leaving certificate, and these were mostly through the
prison’s own educational system. O ’Mahony (2002:624) reminds us in emphatic tones
of the breakdown and failure of the structures for the poor: “There is ample and
irrefutable evidence for a very strong link in Ireland between severe socio-economic
disadvantage and educational disadvantage...”

The survey is equally stark and depressing on the employment record o f the prisoners..
More than twenty-five percent had never held any kind o f jo b whatsoever and,
including these, forty-four percent had not been in employment for more than six
months.

Ninety-four percent o f the prisoners were categorised as being in the two

lowest socio-economic classes related to their employment or lack o f it, and eightyeight percent had been unemployed before their current imprisonment.

O'Mahony

(2002:625) goes on to provide a table which he labels “prisoners’ exposure to
adversity”. I reproduce a summarised version o f this table below to highlight the
principal indicators o f adversity:-
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TABLE 3.1

Prisoners’ Exposure to Adversity

Indicator of Adversity

% of prisoners
Positive for indicator

Family size - four or more children

91%

Left school by fifteen

79%

Father chronically unemployed

61%

No work or educational qualification

45%

Illiterate

29%

Heroin user

66%

Never had job for more than 3 months

40%

Hepatitis or HIV positive

29%

In commenting on the table O ’Mahony draws the attention o f the reader to the fact that
while “ ...these problems...involve an element o f autonomous adult action, that is a
degree o f what we would normally label free choice...” we should be aware that “ .. .this
fact often obscures the fundamental preconditions for the problems, which are found in
socio-economic disadvantage.” It is this simple and basic fact that if I am without how
will I respond. If I am bom into an advantaged home, or have the ability, tenacity and
intelligence to exploit the system and structures that are in place then I will survive,
even prosper. But if all of my young experience is o f disadvantage, deprivation, lack of
any opportunity for education or work, how will I respond? We have seen Leisering
and Leibfried’s (1999) division into endurers, copers and users, but the prison
population, by definition, have failed within the system and the system has failed them.
They represent, in some very real way, the true extent o f the in-built inequality and
injustice in our social structures.

The link between crime and deprivation and disadvantage is well established, not only
in Ireland. While there are no large scale Irish studies mapping the connection between
childhood disadvantage and later crime O ’Mahony (2002:628) would claim that his
results:
are suggestive of a very similar picture to that depicted by Kolvin et al (1988) in
their thirty year follow-up study of a cohort o f 1142 children bom in Newcastle
UK in 1947. Kolvin et al found a ‘dramatic increase in the rates of delinquency
and criminality in relation to the severity o f deprivation in the family o f origin’.
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Sixty per cent of males from multiply deprived backgrounds ended up with a
criminal record compared with only a sixth o f those from non-deprived
backgrounds.
From my own twenty years experience o f regularly visiting and working consistently
with the community which are the most marginalised in the state. Ballymun (Gamma,
1995), I have a first hand knowledge o f the deprivations and their consequences. It is
difficult, in my view, to over-estimate the effects on the young in particular o f severe
and continual marginalisation.

Taking a position which tries to understand the

criminals’ motives is risky in to-day’s Ireland. But the effort here is to try to understand
the causes o f crime, and how those causes blight our society. A final quotation from
O ’Mahony (2002:631/2) is apposite:
Poverty and adverse social conditions undermine the material, practical and
psychological capacity and motivation of parents to provide the kind of
environment, which fosters pre-social behaviour and sound moral development.
The reason I chose to analyse the connection between disadvantage, crime and long
term unemployment is that first of all, as we have seen, there is a very realconnection
and, secondly, the lives and conditions o f prisoners speak to the rest o f usabout the type
of society we have created and the values that hold sway within it.

3.2 Area Based Companies as a Political Response

My own experience of reading a cross-section o f literature on the subject o f poverty and
area based disadvantage (Nolan and Callan, 1994; Leisering and Leibfried, 1999;
Duggan and Roynane , 1991; Kelleher and Whelan, 1992; Putnam, 2000; O ’Mahony
2002; Leisering and Walker, 1998; Nolan et al, 1994; O ’Dea 1994; Galbraith, 1996;
Freeman, 1999; Pringle et al, 1999) is that, while individual writers and researchers will,
for their own reasons, tend to specialise on a particular feature o f the poverty issue there
is the reality o f living through the poverty that touches all o f these features at some
point.

So it is that I can identify with the finding o f Nolan and Callan (1994) that

poverty, while concentrated in certain areas, is also widespread; that I can understand
the insight o f Leisering and Leibfried (1999) that poverty has many faces and that a
person’s way o f dealing with it is varied, depending upon circumstances and
experiences; that I agree with the emphasis that Duggan and Roynane (1991) place on
the necessity o f a strong collaboration between the state and the local community sector;
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that Putnam (2000:24) is right to preface that “our national myths often exaggerate the
role o f individual heroes and understate the importance o f collective effort” ; that
O ’Mahony (2002:625) in his comprehensive research on the prisoners o f Mountjoy,
Dublin, and their exposure to adversity is correct in highlighting that “as many as eighteight percent o f the sample had been unemployed prior to their current imprisonment,
that ninety-one percent came from a family o f four or more children, that seventy-nine
percent left school by fifteen, and that ninety-four percent of prisoners were categorised
in the two lowest socio-economic classes...”; that Leisering and Walkers (1998:15)
insight is key, “ ...the nature and origins o f poverty are much more complex than
initially thought”; that O ’Dea’s (1994:12) comment is apposite; “ ...in Ireland there is a
class system but nobody knows what it is”,

and that in the context o f the disparate

positions o f the wealthy and the poor Galbraith’s (1996:5) insight is worthy o f a ftill
quotation:
It is the nature of privileged position that it develops its own political
justification and often the economic and social doctrine that serves it best. No
one likes to believe that his or her personal well-being is in conflict with the
greater public need. To invent a plausible or, if necessary, a moderately
implausible ideology in defence of self-interest is thus a national course. A
corps o f willing and talented craftsmen is available for the task.
I believe that the frightening statistics o f Freeman (1999:7), speaking o f the USA,
should give us more than pause for thought:
Since the early 1970s, while the income o f the top one percent o f households has
doubled, family and household incomes have stagnated or declined for eightyeight percent o f the population.
MacLaran (1999:192) quotes four assumptions that underlie the approach to area based
partnerships:1.

That there existed small identifiable areas where a high proportion o f the
residential population were deprived.

2.

That the city’s (Dublin) deprived were concentrated into these areas.

3.

That deprivation could be alleviated by action taken within these areas.

4.

That concentrating the available limited resources within a small target locality
would generate a neighbourhood positive multiplier effect, which would
alleviate deprivation more effectively than by distributing the resources more
widely.
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These assumptions were developed from the experience o f the 1960s and the 1970s in
the US and the UK in particular and were to find favour with policy makers in Ireland,
especially with respect to the north inner city of Dublin.

Bartley (1999:227-234)

reveals the genesis of the creation of the new urban Dublin, which was to presage many
of the disadvantaged communities integral to the FIT project. He describes how the
planning consultants Nathaniel Litchfield and Myles W right were asked to provide
advisory plans for the Dublin region. Litchfield and W right forecast that the population
o f the Dublin region would grow by 300,000 people between 1961 and 1985. They did
not envisage major population growth in the inner city.

In addition they noted the

constraints on urban plarming for Dublin by virtue of its location and prior decisions: to
the east was the Irish sea, to the south the Wicklow mountains, and to the north, Dublin
airport.

Therefore, by default, the consultants proposed the west o f Dublin as the

appropriate area to cater for the forecast growth.

Thus it was that the villages of

Blanchardstown, Tallaght, Lucan, Ballyfermot and Clondalkin were targeted by the
planners to become new towns o f approximately 100,000 population each, and in the
process to transform the city o f Dublin into a major metropolis. Four o f those proposed
new towns, thirty years on, were also to accommodate areas o f serious disadvantage and
marginalisation, and, together with seven other areas have become the locations for the
FIT initiative.

Bartley (1999:225) states:...it has become increasingly evident in recent times that the neighbourhood
based new towns settlement strategy has not secured social cohesion. On the
contrary, it would appear that this form of spatial planning has actually served to
fragment communities and reinforce social segregation, as well as making the
socially excluded less visible, through its policies o f relocating populations at
the edge of the built up area.
WTiile the ‘securing of social cohesion’ may always have to remain an ideal to be
aspired to, the reality of poverty in particular areas o f disadvantage requires focus and
the continual application of resources. The policy of the government in the 1990s was
on area-based initiatives. In 1994 they set up six Area-based Partnership Companies
(APCs) as a pilot. This was later extended to twelve and in 1998 became nation-wide
with thirty-eight APCs. The FIT project is focused on eleven o f these areas around
Dublin represented by APCs. Having an APC means that the area exhibits a level of
poverty, social exclusion and long-term unemployment which require special and
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focused effort for resolution. Special programmes to combat exclusion and to foster
training for employment in addition to educational initiatives are funded both by the EU
and the member state government.

Each of the areas also has a local employment

services network (LESN) which is managed in most cases by the APC, and this service,
by its terms of reference, is commissioned to be in constant contact with the long-term
unemployed, the lone parents and the early school leavers in their area. The efficiency
with which they carry out their task varies from area to area, and they fall far short of
being the ideal solution.

And finally, I agree especially with the observation and warning o f Pringle (1999:276277) that.
Area-based strategies to combat poverty and deprivation are by no means new.
Past experience suggest that they are at best an inefficient method for targeting
disadvantaged groups for preferential treatment.
Further on he states; “ ...even with the best o f intentions, we may end up inadvertently
‘gilding the ghetto’ once again”.

Ballymun was a prime example of social disadvantage and deprivation, and the area
from which the FIT project subsequently emerged.

3.3

Ballymun - The Area

Ballymun lies five miles from the centre o f Dublin on the northern fringes of the city,
and two miles south o f Dublin airport. Its catchment area measures approximately two
miles by one mile and is dominated by seven fifteen storey blocks o f local authority
housing. The population is estimated at twenty thousand and in the mid 1990s it was
reported to have the highest level o f concentrated poverty in the state (Gamma, 1995).

The Ballymun project was proposed as an urgent remedy in the early 1960s for the
housing crisis in Dublin at that time. The resulting development consists of 2400 twostorey houses and 281 fiat/apartments in blocks o f four, eight and fifteen storeys. The
Ballymun complex is unique in that it is the only high-rise local authority estate in the
Republic o f Ireland.

In its original conception it was seen as a model for future

developments. However, over the twenty-five years to the mid 1980s a combination of
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factors has negated this early optimism. By 1986 a quarter o f the population was on the
housing transfer list, and almost half the tenants expressed a wish to leave the area and,
in addition, there were 500 unoccupied flats. Government and local authority housing
policy was also a major determining factor in what was evolving as a very untypical
social mix: single tenants, large numbers o f previously homeless people and lone
parents were readily housed in concentrated fashion. Concurrently, the more well-off
tenants (i.e. those with jobs) were being encouraged, by way o f a local authority house
purchase support scheme, to leave the area.

The net result was the creation of a

community with deep-seated chronic problems o f disadvantage and deprivation.

One measure o f those problems was the figure for unemployment in the area which in
1986 stood at sixty-five percent. The census o f the same year showed that Ballymun
had an economic dependency ratio of 4:9, or more than twice the national average of
2:3'

The age profile for the area helps to complete the picture with thirty-four percent under
fourteen years of age, fifty-seven percent under twenty-five years and eighty-five
percent under forty-four years.

More than two-thirds o f the population o f Ballymun

was under twenty-nine years, and the number o f lone parents residing in the area was
three times the national average.

3.4 Founding the Ballvmun Job Centre (BJC)

Within this environment o f the mid 1980s with inferior housing policies leading to a
serious social imbalance, and including a lack o f educational and job opportunities, the
Ballymun Job Centre (BJC) was founded.

The impetus for it came from the

community, and it was one o f about ninety voluntary groups which emerged at that time
in response to the local problems. From the beginning the BJC took a practical and
innovative approach in addressing unemployment in the area.

It had a strong and

focused management committee which included an economist, two employers fi'om

^ The econom ic dependency ratio is defined by the Central Statistics O ffice o f Ireland as the ratio o f the
total inactive population (children under fourteen years o f age, unem ployed job seekers, those engaged in
home duties, retired persons, students, those unable to work) to those at work.
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multinational corporations and myself.

Other employers were also engaged in the

project on various sub-groups.

All of the staff were local. All had been unemployed in the recent past. An important
part o f the strategy and thinking was that they were ‘o f the local culture’ and would
easily identify with the needs and concerns o f their clientele. In addition to the staff
there was a management committee rich in its experience and diversity. There was a
Jesuit economist who had introduced me to the process, there were three local people
well known in the area, two employers representing multinational corporations and the
manager. This group had developed shared values over a period about the mission of
BJC and had clarified the objectives for the operation.

Gaining financial support from the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) o f the day had
implications for relationships with other government departments. The national training
authority (FAS) operating under the Department of Enterprise Trade and Employment
(DETE) had responsibility for finding solutions to the problem o f unemployment. They
objected vehemently to financial assistance being given to a local group like ourselves,
and for purposes and a remit for which they were already responsible. We were very
aware o f the arguments and concerns o f FAS with respect to the BJC, and we had
analysed them thoroughly in the preparations for our meeting with the Taoiseach. FAS
was a very large bureaucratic organisation in Irish terms, the result o f an amalgamation
of three state training agencies, with a budget of some IR£250m at that time, and a total
staff o f 2000. Its reputation with employers was generally poor, it had some credibility
for training apprentices in the construction and mechanical industries, but had shown
little energy and no creativity around the issue of unemployment which had by then
reached chronic proportions (Culliton, 1992). Also, the type o f ground-up initiative
represented by the BJC subsequently found echoes with those writing on the topic.
(Gray, 1992; Kennedy, 1993). Gray (1992:47) is specific:
Unemployment is not an issue which is the sole responsibility o f the
government, individual and local community responses are required.
We were also aware, through our contacts with local parliamentarians, that there was a
degree o f political unrest surrounding the failure of the FAS agency to be creative on
the question o f unemployment. Part o f the problem was the type o f organisation it was
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before, and what it had become.

Like many state enterprises it was the victim of

changes in pohcy by the government of the day. Also it should be said that the greater
proportion of the reasons for the rise in the unemployment rate through the 1970s and
the 1980s was “external shocks” and “demographic developments” (Tansey, 1998:54).
Together these accounted for eighty percent o f the effect on unemployment rate for that
period. Current government policy, therefore, was responsible for only twenty percent
o f the effect. FAS was being faulted, not for causing the greater portion in the rise of
the unemployment rate, but with its huge budget and staff, for not bringing forward
proposals to tackle the crisis.

3.5

Strategist and Manager

The first manager o f the BJC was appointed at the end of 1986. A significant point in
his favour was that, although originally not from the area, he had opted to live and work
there out o f a strong conviction that ways could be found to address the serious problem
o f unemployment. He had trained as a bricklayer and as a teenager, together with a few
others of similar outlook, he elected to live in simple circumstances in the area, forming
a small community for the purpose at the parish Church presbytery. A local curate
befriended the group, and for two years, living together, they gave all of their working
time to befriending young people in the locality, and then running a variety o f courses
focused on training them to realise their potential. The manager’s primary interest was
unemployment. As a child he had witnessed his father being totally devastated by the
experience of losing his job. He would describe how his father became immobilised by
the rejection and how “he did not leave the same position in the kitchen for four years,
spending his time staring out o f the window.” He was without any coping strategy for
his condition.

I was managing director o f Goldstar Meats at this time which was located close to the
Ballymun area. I became a strong supporter o f the manager o f the BJC. I adopted the
role of consultant and strategist to the project, and assisted in installing a management
structure and systems for the efficient running o f the centre. We both shared a passion
to confront the problem of long-term unemployment, and this common purpose
generated friendship. Early on we began the practice of the ‘Saturday walk’ when we
would reflect together on the happenings o f the week at the BJC and also what was
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going on in ourselves around these issues. We began to use these occasions to learn
from the experience of the prior week and to apply this learning and knowledge in
planning the week ahead. Thus, from a very early stage in the evolution o f the process
which was to culminate in the launch o f the FITproject in 1999, action research, that is
an approach to research that is both taking action and creating knowledge, was being
practised.

From the beginning together we developed an approach to the unemployed, and in
particular the long-term unemployed (LTU) that was based upon encouragement and
support. We rejected the idea o f compulsion, that there is a need to use coercive actions
to force unemployed individuals to participate in labour market initiatives. In contrast
we would propose the development o f quality tailored programmes to support
individuals to access employment.

There are underlying assumptions about the

unemployed in these two different approaches which are paralleled in motivational
theory, in particular McGregor’s theory X and theory Y.

In applying this theory to the

workplace McGregor (1960) examined managers’ assumptions about employees and
identified two different sets o f assumptions about individuals’ behaviour and motivation
and labelled them theory X and theory Y. (see table 3.2)

TABLE 3.2

Behaviour and Motivation of the Long-term Unemployed

THEORY X

THEORY Y

The LTU are inherently lazy, dislike work

The LTU want to work and want to

and will do as little as possible.

As a undertake challenging tasks. The LTU are

result the LTU need to be coerced,

motivated by needs for respect, esteem,

controlled and directed to participate in

recognition

labour market actions.

appropriate, relevant and quality training is

and

self-ftilfilment.

If

provided they will participate willingly
without the need for coercion and control.
Adapted from “The Human Side o f Enterprise”

New York, McGraw-Hill.

The BJC very deliberately pursued a policy firmly on the side o f McGregor’s theory Y.
Staff - led by the manager - were specially trained to adopt a consistently positive and
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supportive approach in one-to-one meetings, and in framing proposals to influence
government programmes.

3.6 Ballymun and the Business Community

At about the same time I linked up with the BJC the Jesuits in Ireland allocated a
substantial sum o f money to address the problem o f long-term unemployment. They
invited me to chair a small group to develop the criteria for the distribution of the funds.
We developed strict criteria which included a proviso that no organisation could receive
fiinds without a visit and assessment by two members o f our committee. I participated
in a number o f these visits and over a period o f five years I gained a wide knowledge o f
the long-term unemployment problem nationally. This exercise enriched my growing
experience o f the problem in the Ballymun area.

During the 1970s I was a prominent member o f the Marketing Institute o f Ireland and
was elected its Chairman in 1979.

For a period o f time I ran a series of weekly

‘marketing workshops’. They were very popular for a time, and were relevant for
participants because they carefully replicated real live issues around product
development,

product

launches,

marketing

plans

and

advertising

campaigns.

Discussion was lively and stimulated by way of small group sessions and facilitation.
From these sessions a group o f friends emerged; they have each since become
individually successful in their respective business ventures. At times they attribute this
to the marketing workshops, but I make no such claim.

When I experienced first the Ballymun situation in the mid 1980s, and the numbing
poverty o f the area, I made my first efforts at forging a link between wealth creation and
poverty. I invited each of my marketing workshop friends to come on a ‘job creation
council’ a sub-group o f the BJC. Each one of them agreed, they came regularly to
meetings for a period, they produced a variety o f plans for creating jobs, they put in
their time and resources generously, and eventually each one gave up, pained because
their efforts did not lead to more immediate success. I learned a great deal from their
imagined failures. I was confirmed in a sense that I had had for a while then (1987),
that the problems o f marginalisation, o f poverty, o f long-term unemployment are far
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more difficult and intractable than most business problems. For solution, in addition to
strategy and creativity, they require an uncommon persistence, a desire to leam and
uncover the real causes, as well as skill and determination if they are to be overcome.

Other employers identified with the work o f the BJC for a mix o f reasons, some
pragmatic in assisting by being on committees, some philanthropic by giving financial
help, some challenged to provide employment in their own companies (Kanter, 1999).
Like the poor and the unemployed they had many faces too. The effort always was to
keep them engaged, since for a period they were an important source o f fiinding. The
employers featured strongly in the Saturday walks and reflections o f the BJC manager
and m yself Because o f these we were constantly updating the strategy for dealing with
this critical constituency. Sometimes they were brought to the BJC to meet unemployed
people finishing a training course; sometimes they were wined and dined by me for a
specific objective such as sponsoring some additional facility or equipment for the
trainees; always they were kept abreast of how the BJC was progressing in terms of its
targets, its finances and its relationship to government, the primary source o f funding.
Because o f my own network in business I was in a good position to facilitate favourable
and positive relationships with the commercial community.

The reality of the

concentrated poverty in the Ballymun area had national acceptance. It represented for
many the extremity of economic failure in the difficult period o f the 1980s. This factor,
coupled with the inept housing policies of the local authority in their management of the
region, created a type of economic wasteland where the rules for the rest o f the nation
did not so conveniently apply. It also created opportunities for us at the BJC to exploit
to our advantage the philanthropy of companies, even though we recognised the short
term value o f this support.

From our Saturday reflections we very consciously developed a strategy in our relations
with the business community that used the dire situation that obtained in Ballymun as a
primary reason for their support. For a period o f time, lasting some years, we promoted
this charity-giving stance as a method for generating ftinds. In our conversations with
most of our business contacts at that time we did not emphasise our much stronger
feelings and beliefs about the unemployed: that they were a valuable human resource;
that they had potential to contribute significantly to companies; that they were
intelligent and capable of being trained for most positions; that they should not be
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categorised as one homogeneous group because their talents varied; that we all had a
responsibility as citizens to give them the opportunity to contribute by having
employment; that crime, drug use and other societal dysfunctions in areas such as
Ballymun were directly related to unemployment. To do so would have defeated our
purposeful priority at the time, which was to stay in existence, because we knew that we
were a valuable service and resource for the local unemployed.

Just as the unemployed are not a homogeneous group neither are employers. Although
a number o f them began their work with the BJC representing their corporations, for
some it became a personal commitment after a short while. Most o f them know and
understand that making money and creating wealth is not the end-game (de Geus,
1997). Like all of us they struggle with the deep ambivalences o f modem society. And
faced with the stark reality o f rank poverty in the flesh some come forward with
questions that cannot answered, at least for now. It is then that the minority realise that,
if change is to occur, their engagement with this community, to quote Reason &
Bradbury (2001:12), “ ...needs to be sustained for a significant period o f time.” The
Saturday reflections often included exercises in categorising the different types of
employer involvement with the BJC. These exercises were not carried out in any kind
of judgemental or condescending manner, but rather were an attempt to understand and
respond to a varied level o f commitment. Some employers just wanted to give money
or equipment, some would give time to come to meetings and help with strategy; some
would persuade others to give money and time; the minority would ask the
unanswerable questions and be personally challenged by the experience. We felt an
obligation to help this last group stay engaged with the process, and to create
opportunities and events to stimulate this engagement. The maintenance of this type of
interest has always been a most difficult part of the process, partly due to the fact that
acquaintance with poverty and deprivation is rarely an enriching experience; that there
is always the temptation to believe that somebody else created the mess and somebody
else should clean it up; and that living with the ambiguities and the tensions o f an
intractable problem has the potential to annihilate the spirit unless you are sustained by
something greater. Reason and Bradbury (2001:11) quoting Eckhart suggests itself:
The outward work will never be puny if the inner work is great. And the
outward work can never be great or even good if the inward one is puny and of
little worth (Fox, 1983a: 99).
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The minority of employers who stayed with the BJC process for the longer haul
struggled with the questions which arose from the experience, and in at least two cases
it prompted ‘inner’ work by them.

3.7

BJC. FAS and the Government

In 1989 the present Taoiseach, Mr Bertie Ahem, was then Minister for Labour. That
year BJC had an acute financial crisis resulting partly from lack o f government fiinds
related to the uneven economic progress for the country as a whole, and partly from the
perennial reluctance o f FAS to facilitate our funding through its budget system. This
latter problem took the form o f relatively junior personnel in the FAS operation taking it
upon themselves, with the benign approval o f their masters, to create and manufacture
reasons for the non-payment o f our grant monies. The real issue for FAS was the deep
antagonism to our very existence already referred to. In these situations, which were
regular occurrences during the period 1987 to 1992, when the crisis point arrived we
used every available method to make our case, the media, local politicians, the
responsible Minister. Most times these tactics worked. In 1989 we requested and were
granted a meeting with Mr Bertie Ahem.

This meeting developed into a battle for

sustaining the BJC. Mr Ahem was briefed thoroughly by senior FAS personnel on the
contradiction o f having a group such as the BJC doing a task for which FAS already had
a remit. We in BJC had prepared for this move. Mr Ahem represented a new party in
government from Dr Garrett Fitzgerald. FAS obviously harboured hopes that the new
regime could also herald a change in attitude by government to the BJC. It was not to
be. We made a detailed presentation to Mr Ahem giving him all the cogent reasons he
required to retain support for our project. He has been very well disposed to our work
ever since, most notably when he launched the FIT project in March 1999.

The meeting with Mr Ahem in 1989 represented a victory for the BJC. When the BJC
manager and I reflected on the reasons for this we first o f all put it down to the strength
and authenticity o f our case; who could argue against our needs when we were speaking
for the poorest community in the state? However secondly, we put it down to how well
we prepared and presented our case. This was one o f the most significant contributions
that I made to the BJC at this time, to prepare thoroughly for every meeting. Using the
Ahem meeting as an example, five of us were going to that meeting: we role-played our
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contributions several times, who would say what and when; we agreed our seating
positions, our dress-code, what presentational aides we would use, w'hat material we
would leave. Nothing was left to chance. In preparing this way, and leading others in
doing so, I was applying some o f the methods I learned in the business world. Doing
things well; rigorous attention to detail was necessary for the development o f any
project, business or social.

My understanding o f a social entrepreneur at this point

would have been of someone who applied the best practices of business to a social
project. M any of the needs o f the social project are similar to the business enterprise,
especially in the early days: gathering resources, ensuring stakeholder support, putting
in effective management and information systems (Waddock and Post, 1991).

At the BJC it was necessary for us to work with many o f the personnel in the FAS
organisation. This proved to be a very demanding task, especially in the early years.
As will be described later, this particular relationship required the most careftil
management right through to the launch o f the FIT project and beyond. During those
early years the bulk of the time on the Saturday reflections was taken up by the
employers’ participation firstly (because o f the ftinding requirement) and by our
relationship with the FAS organisation. In discussing FAS both the BJC manager and I
brought many prejudices to the dialogue. While the manager believed he brought to his
meetings with FAS that uniquely local contribution o f which Gray (1992) speaks, he
became impatient when this, in his view, was not given the priority it deserved. From
the outset the potential for a smooth relationship between FAS and the BJC was
contaminated by the government action o f routing their financial contribution through
the FAS budget and administrative system. So while Dr Garrett Fitzgerald made the
political decision to support the BJC the funding had to come from the FAS budget. In
addition, being ‘instructed’ by their political masters to co-operate with the BJC caused
resentment among some senior FAS personnel.

This resentment percolated down

through the organisation, and the manager o f the BJC was the one who met it most
often.

3.8 The Saturdav Reflections

The purpose of the Saturday reflections was to ensure that we kept in touch with what
was going on in the project and in ourselves at the different levels: first, at the level of
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ourselves in terms o f our emotions, our values, our hopes and desires; secondly, what
was going on at the level of the small staff group, how they inter-faced and coped with
the unemployed as they crossed the threshold o f the centre; and thirdly, what was going
on at the level o f the wider engagement with local community, with government and its
agencies and with the employer group. In these conversations and reflections we were
very conscious of our roles as leaders of the initiative. We were especially concerned
that we related well and appropriately to government departments.

The then

Department of Labour was our principal government contact; two other departments
were relevant to our work and priorities, the then departments o f Social Welfare and
Industry and Commerce. (The names and responsibilities o f these departments have
changed since then; Industry and Commerce have merged with Labour to become the
Department o f Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE); and Social Welfare has
become the Department of Community, Family and Social Affairs, (DCFSA).

For the BJC manager the thrust o f the Saturday reflections became not just learning to
manage this difficult and awkward situation - a necessary and valuable exercise in itself
- but to enable him self to go beyond that, to get in touch with his own feelings,
frustrations and prejudices which could be adding further fuel to an already inflamed
relationship. This danger was evident from his descriptions o f conversations with FAS
personnel during the week. If these meetings developed into angry exchanges, were any
real conversations taking place?

The manager began to realize that the meetings were

becoming dominated by his anger, by his impatience and his frustrations. Because he
felt that all o f these emotions were justified, given that he saw him self as representing
the feehngs o f the disadvantaged unemployed of Ballymun, for whom FAS were doing
little, he ran the risk o f being considered just a loudmouth and a trouble-maker by the
FAS organisation. They had a fair measure of political clout themselves which could be
used to damage the BJC.

On the other hand, as we recognised many times during our Saturday reflections, there
was a time for anger, a time for speaking out with strong feelings and convictions about
the wasteland nature and its frightening effects in Ballymun.

W hat the reflections

taught the manager was to use this energy, resulting from the great anger, in a more
judicious, calculated and ultimately more productive way. Just as important, he was
also discovering how his learning from these situations was being inhibited by his own
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disposition. He was constantly defensive about the BJC in the discussions with FAS
and mirrored what Argyris (1995:20) describes as “how individuals hold theories which
govern their actions and how these theories unintentionally create organisational
defensive routines and inhibit learning.” The manager tended to see the whole effort in
terms of a war to be won. His language and his imagery w^ere replete with slogans and
pictures o f war: “fighting for the cause”; “on the march to victory”; “they (FAS) are out
to get us”; “is he for us or against us?”; “we must mobilise the troops”. Sometimes 1
felt that he saw himself as the platoon sergeant fighting in the trenches, receiving visits
from me at intervals as the officer and the strategist.

The Saturday reflections often began with a heavy use o f military-style language and
talk o f strategy, all o f which had their place in and relevance to the work. But the
reflection exercise was not a strategy meeting, it was a time to give attention to what
was going on in ourselves related to the work o f the week (Torbert, 2001:251). In my
own case, the Spiritual Exercises referred to in Chapter Two which I had performed
three times in the 1960s, 1980s and 1990s, meant I had entered upon the ‘inner work’
referred to by Eckhart (Reason & Bradbury, 2001) and which I believe may qualify to
be added to Torbert’s “five distinctive traditions of research/practice” (2001:251/2).
Certainly those Saturday reflections enabled the manager to observe him self in the role,
to realize his prejudices, to decide how best to use his anger, to change his behaviour to
accord with the demands o f the ultimate objective, finding jobs for the long-term
unemployed in Ballymun.

The reflections were a valuable journey for myself also. In those early years (1986 to
1990) they were like stones on a river bed that enabled me to traverse from one side to
the other; from being a CEO o f a thriving business, providing jobs, creating wealth to
becoming intimately involved in social action on behalf o f an isolated community; from
being a business entrepreneur to becoming a social entrepreneur.

The Saturday

reflections got me in touch with my own prejudices and my vulnerabilities.

The

unemployed were not all saints seeking work, just as there were some greedy employers
ready to exploit the high availability of labour with the lowest possible wages. As I
went through the experience every week o f grappling with the enormity o f the many
issues and problems associated with extreme poverty and isolation o f a whole
community I discovered in m yself some strong feelings o f resistance, even revulsion. I
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hated the dank and dismal atmosphere o f Ballymun; I hated the smell o f urine I got in
the stairwells o f the flat complexes; I hated most what poverty did to the people, how it
made them depressed, without motivation. I could at times begin to feel a sense of
hopelessness, o f no real future no matter what we did, no matter how hard we tried. I
loved coming home from Ballymun.

But I never stopped going back to Ballymun. The Saturday reflections enabled me to
understand my prejudices, my resistances and my revulsions. They often took place
while walking around the Ballymun area. I believe that it was at this time, through
these exercises and reflections that I began finally to accept fully the consequences o f
my decisions arising from the 1982 Spiritual Exercises. Walking around the Ballymun
complex on those Saturdays was the dividend fi’om those decisions. This was reality.
Torbert (2001:251) remarks about first-person action inquiry: “Reading about it does
not generate the capacity for doing it.” Those Saturday reflections were doing it, and
they were at times quite difficult and painful.

3.9 Continual Personal Learning

Relating to government departments on a regular basis did make for a significant
difference between the business experience and the work I carried out for the BJC.
When I reflect on it I find that a sense o f ambivalence is my primary recollection o f that
time in relating to civil servants from different government departments. I was never
clear on how they viewed business people. It was like the experience o f entering a
foreign place, when you are politely received but not grandly welcomed. Civil servants
then, with a few notable exceptions, gave the impression o f tolerating the business
presence.

Business people were somebody who could make a contribution but they

were not the important players when it came to the critical issues. So, at that time in the
1980s when it came to developing strategy on trying to influence govenmient decisions
or policy in favour o f the poor, the disadvantaged, the long-term unemployed, we did
not use business people for our purposes. We used other politicians and, in some cases,
the clergy. For instance, the meeting with Dr Garrett Fitzgerald, the Taoiseach, in 1986
was arranged by the Jesuit economist on the management committee o f the BJC.
Another very relevant point in relating to government was that in my case, and at that
time, a businessman passionately interested was not the norm. In fact it was counter-
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cultural. So I learned at an early stage of my involvement with government departments
on behalf o f the BJC not to expect any special treatment but, on the contrary, to
anticipate at times some mild disdain.

If the story o f the FIT project, how it originated, how it was put together, and how it
unfolded is to be seen as a drama or as a film caught on camera (Coghlan and Brannick,
2001), then Ballymun of the 1980s and 1990s is the setting which provided both the
ingredients for the drama and the context, and I am in the role o f the producer/director
o f the work. (Later, as the project developed and he grew into the position, the BJC
manager was able to assume the director role).

To me Ballymun and its extreme

poverty spoke in an unmistakeable voice which echoed both the history o f my life as
well as the experiences and values which helped explain and underpin it.

It also

provided an outstanding opportunity for me to re-educate myself in that sense o f which
Lewin (1973b) speaks.

For Lewin there were three elements to his re-educative

process; how we think; our values and beliefs; our behaviour. And the integration of
these he would define as “culture” . He emphasises the importance o f the group with
respect to this culture: “Only by anchoring his own conduct in something as large,
substantial and super individual as the culture of a group can the individual stabilize his
new beliefs...” (1973; 59).

Through the experience with Ballymun I was enabled to revisit the poverty o f my
childhood years, to hear again my father’s arguments in favour o f the socialism of
James Connolly and Jim Larkin, and to re-awaken convictions that poverty and injustice
need not be permanent states.
attracted at the same time.

I was able to understand better being repelled and

I was repelled that the poverty in which I grew up in

Crumlin in the 1950s could be repeated with such vigour in Ballymun in the 1980s; I
was attracted by the possibility o f changing that condition and especially that my own
experience could make a contribution.

Given that I had completed the Spiritual Exercises in 1982 in the midst o f an
enviromnent where I was creating wealth for m yself and others, it now seems evident to
me, looking back, that from 1986 onwards I was learning and re-leaming the
consequences o f my choices and decisions in favour o f the poor and the marginalised
through all the detail of my relationship with Ballymun. In 1982, through the Spiritual
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Exercises, I had thought about it, reflected on it and decided for it. Now it was real and
enfleshed in Ballymun.

Visiting the area frequently, getting to know the local

community, being with them in their homes and work places removed any possibility o f
being romantic about the poor. Poverty has many faces. I learned about that in the
Ballymun o f the 1980s. As will be described in detail in Chapter Six, not all of the
unemployed want to work, some want the training and then to be free to cope in other
ways; others are almost immobilised by their condition, become dysfiinctional and
require a range o f aids and assistance to make them employable. Over a number of
years engagement in Ballymun I learned the complexities o f the unemployment
problem. Some of the causes o f the problem were structural and the result or failure of
government and local authority policies (Tansey, 1998).

That period - 1986 to 1992 - was, I believe, the real test for the new orientation that I
brought from the Spiritual Exercises in 1982 and confirmed in 1990. It would have
been difficult to find a more realistic test in the state at that time: it was the area with the
most poverty (Gamma, 1995); it had an unemployment rate o f sixty-five percent; it had
the highest dependency ratio; it was the largest area of concentrated poverty. At another
level poverty is no stranger to anybody.

It is a global, national as well as local

phenomenon (UNDP report, 2002). It is always with us (Mark, 14:7). What became
apparent to me during this period, and what I began to learn and to understand, was not
so much about the reality of poverty and its effects, but about my own reaction to it. As
a Christian I would have reflected upon the dialogue between Jesus and the rich young
man: “ ... go and sell all you have and give the money to the poor ... , then come and
follow me. W hen the young man heard this he went away sad, because he was very
rich” (Matthew, 19: 21-22).

What has always struck me about that excerpt is the

sadness o f the rich young man. I think of it mostly as a creative sadness, that he was
stirred by the challenge o f being a perfect Christian but a very high price was being
demanded, giving away his wealth. But I think the more important point o f the story is
the one o f choice, a choice that puts wealth and material possessions into perspective.
Wealth does not come before justice, equality and concern for the poor and the isolated.

What was happening to me in those years was that I had the experience o f being slowly
weaned away from the centrality of wealth-creating in my life, and becoming concerned
on an ever-increasing basis with the issues and the problems related to one section of
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the poor, the long-term unemployed. While this focus and concentration had emotional
factors related to my childhood years in the witnessing o f my father’s unemployment,
factors not to be underestimated, the learning experience o f those years in Ballymun, the
‘fleshing-out’ in considerable detail of what the decisions and commitments from the
Spiritual Exercises really meant, were the foundations which enabled my participation
in the evolution o f the FIT project. What I refer to as ‘orientation’ embodies choices,
preferences that are matters of the heart and the spirit. Through those years working in
Ballymun I became aware o f a fervour in myself developing around these choices and
preferences. I have become driven by this fervour about issues concerning the long
term unemployed to a far greater extent than I can recall being driven about wealthcreation.

It would be evident in many different ways.

In the constancy of driving

through a grid-locked city to a far point from home; in being available for meetings,
consultations, seminars at all times o f the day and night; in sponsoring, at considerable
personal expense, review and strategy meetings at locations outside o f the city; in the
use o f an extensive business and government personnel network for the purposes of
addressing the unemployment issue; in adopting a twenty-four-hour, seven day
approach in developing plans on this issue and responding to questions about them; in
accepting a leadership role in negotiations with industry and government on a
partnership to confront the unemployment issue. The over-riding challenge in all o f this
was to ensure that the focus remained predominantly on the objective o f the
programmes, securing employment for the disadvantaged and the isolated.

The development o f the bonds o f friendship with the BJC manager, emanating from our
work with the unemployed, facilitated the Saturday reflections and provided a lens
through which I was able to view my relationship with Ballymun and its unemployed
more clearly, as well as clarifying questions and issues for m yself It was important that
we shared on the question o f values (de Geus, 1997). I f we were to use the analogy o f a
business situation we carried out our research thoroughly by way o f inter-facing with
the unemployed; we conducted several pilot tests for training which confirmed our
analysis; we linked with other prospective stakeholders on the potential for delivering
value (jobs for the unemployed).

The BJC manager contributed hugely by way of

energy and enthusiasm linked to his commitment to the values o f the initiative. He
learned some things from me about reflection practices, about management and in
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particular about planning and strategy. In time he acquired the skills to become the
‘director’ o f the unfolding drama.

Ballymun provided my current education about the poor and about poverty. I learned
on its streets, in its houses and pubs, in the meeting rooms for several projects; some to
do with drugs, some for ex-prisoners, some to do with prostitution.

Through the

Saturday reflections process all these became sources o f learning and of change for me.
For a period I chaired a project called the Ballymun Housing Task Force. This was a
large group with the three local parliamentarians, representatives from three government
departments, the local authority and community organisations. It had two full-time staff
and its remit was to examine the feasibility o f refurbishing the whole o f the Ballymun
complex in time since inept government and local authority policies had resulted in the
area becoming a place where fewer people wanted to live, unless they were forced to do
so.

The work of this group subsequently led to decisions in the mid 1990s to re

generate the whole of Ballymun including the demolition o f all the high-rise
flat/apartments. This work commenced in 2000 and will continue for ten years.

The experience o f chairing this varied group was invaluable for me. It had within it the
political, the local authority, the civil service and the community perspectives. It was a
source of rich material for the Saturday reflections. I learned to appreciate that each one
present wanted to contribute to making this economic wasteland a better place.
Whatever the differences in approach, and there were several, the guiding principle for
everybody was the same; Ballymun could not remain as it was; it had to be improved.
Having the task o f chairing and facilitating such a diverse group meant that I had to
have those skills in order to survive. It also meant that if I was attentive enough and
free enough the opportunity for learning about the realities o f poverty, and how one
might go about trying to alleviate it, were immense.

In my time chairing that group - about three years - I began to understand the systemic
nature o f poverty better, and also how policy decisions at government and local
authority level could be made hugely beneficial to the poor.

I also began to see,

especially with the help of the Saturday reflections, how it was possible to domesticate
poverty. In other words that the decisions o f those with influence might coalesce with
those who adopt a charity stance to the poor and so create situations where the poor are
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sustained in their poverty and the guilt of the rest o f society is assuaged. The dangerous
subtlety o f this position is to say that there is little or nothing we can do about the poor
(Freeman, 1999). Therefore, this was another personal experience in Ballymun at that
period which provided a powerful stimulus to ensure that the creation o f what came to
be the FIT project would have its principal focus on the individual, on giving her or him
the personal opportunity to confront their own situation by way o f additional skills. I
realised during the chairing of those meetings, and especially through my reflection
process, how easy it seemed to be for everybody to slip into descriptions of the
‘unemployed’, the ‘drug-takers’, the ‘lone parents’ as if they were each a homogenous
group.

The language o f policy-makers takes on this form as a survival mechanism.

Otherwise they may find it impossible to operate, and make their global decisions.
From my other experiences through the BJC I was aware o f how complex and
heterogeneous the problem was. The danger I saw was having policies which failed to
recognise this sufficiently; which failed because they refused to learn from the reality o f
specific poverty situations.

The dilemma for policy-makers is that, not only does

poverty have many faces (Leisering & Leibfried, 1999), but it also has many features
about it that are constantly changing. The one fact about the poor that remains is that
they are without the means of survival with human dignity. That fact is and will be
manifested in a variety o f ways. New versions will inevitably appear, and not only
confined to designated areas of disadvantage.

The dilemma for the Christian is that the poverty issue is critically personal as well as
social. The statement that “the poor will always be with us” remains proven. “Give
your money to the poor ... and come follow me” is a challenge to make a choice, to
prioritise values. Does it have a relevance to a Christian business entrepreneur who
wants to do something about poverty issues? In my experience it does. However, at the
end of the period of chairing the Housing Task Force in Ballymun, and being involved
with a number of initiatives focused on the unemployed, through the BJC, whatever
about the effect on the poor and unemployed in the area, there was no doubt whatever
that I had been thoroughly changed by the experience.
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3.10 Summary

I commence the chapter illustrating deprivation and disadvantage in Dublin by way of
the research work o f O’Mahony (2002) on the inmates o f Mountjoy Prison.

I then

describe the area-based response o f government to economic disadvantage and I go on
to outline the evolution o f Ballymun, its concentrated poverty levels and high
unemployment.

Relating the founding of the BJC, I continue with a short description

o f the pivotal relationship o f the BJC manager and m yself

I then speak o f the

involvement o f the business community with Ballymun and the BJC, before going on to
describe the difficulties in the process and dialogue between government, FAS and the
BJC. The concluding sections o f the chapter - on the Saturday reflections and personal
learning - are key elements for understanding the FIT process.

For in that period -

1986 to 1992 - I was being re-educated and transformed by way o f an intense
engagement with the Ballymun area at four different but related levels: by spending a
lot o f time in the area, by way o f the Saturday reflections with the BJC manager, by
chairing the Housing Task Force, and by acting as consultant to the BJC.

My re

education was slow and in the tradition of which Lewin (1973b) speaks.

3.11 Third-Person Commentary and Conclusions

Third-person commentary: The effort in this chapter is to try and convey the awfiilness
o f poverty in Dublin and its seeming permanence, and also to convey that, despite the
intractable nature o f the problem, government and its agencies want to do something
about it.

Resources are available for confronting the different manifestations of

poverty, including long term unemployment.
extreme example o f such poverty in the state.

Ballymun at the time was the most
So a critical piece for enabling an

understanding o f the poverty and long-term unemployment issues was immersion in the
area o f Ballymun over a protracted period.

It was this immersion, and the many and

varied experiences that it spawned, which was the foundation o f much that was to
follow in the lengthy process which culminated in FIT.

In a word, the long periods

spent in that most deprived place were efforts to see poverty from the perspective o f the
poor. That perspective was to inform and influence many subsequent directions in the
process.
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Conclusions: There are two principal conclusions from this chapter: one is the necessity
to “ ...spend time with the people we study.” (Ellwood, 1998:58).

In this case that

period spans seventeen years - 1986 to date - with intensive and almost daily
involvement for protracted periods within that timeframe.
poor are not understood objectively.

In some very real sense the

Quality insights on their condition, which may

lead to some remedies, are more likely through personal interface than by policy
prescriptions.

The second conclusion is that this continuous interaction with the poor

has the potential to result in personal transformation for the inquirer, and it is this
transformation which will critically affect her/his inquiry, its practice and outcomes.

Having established the perspective from which I am inquiring into the issue of long
term unemployment as a social ill in Chapter Two, in Chapter Three I have located that
issue in the context o f social deprivation and disadvantage in Dublin.

In doing so I

have then focused specifically on the Ballymun area - the most economically deprived
region in the state - where I avail o f opportunities, with others, to progress the evolution
o f what became the FIT project.

We shall now proceed to Chapter Four and examine the nature and reality of long-term
unemployment in Dublin, the confronting o f which is the principal focus o f our project
work.

63

Chapter 4 - Long-term Unemployment in Dublin

CHAPTER FOUR

LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT IN DUBLIN

Page
Introduction

65

4.1

Demographic Influences

66

4.2

Economic Dominance of the UK

67

4.3

Revolution in the Education System

69

4.4

Accession to the EU

70

4.5

The Celtic Tiger

71

4.6

Employment Growth

72

4.7

Unemployment

75

4.8

Measuring Unemployment

77

4.9

The Long-Term Unemployed in Dublin

79

4.10 Summary

84

4.11 Third-person Commentary and Conclusions

85

Chapter 4 - Long-term Unem ployed in Dublin

“The exclusion o f consideration o f the poor from the economic debate is just another
manifestation o f their risk o f exclusion from society as a whole”
Anthony Atkinson (1997:34).

Introduction
The shape, size, nature and extent of unemployment is determined by the particular
economic history and background of a nation (Layard, 1998). No two are identical.

In

this chapter I select a number o f factors which account for the improved performance of
the Irish economy in recent times, in order to provide the backdrop to understanding
unemployment, and in particular long-term unemployment in Dublin.

While this

selection and description is not a comprehensive economic analysis, which is
unnecessary for our purposes, neither is it arbitrary. It has been strongly influenced by
the writings of economists such as Mjoset, (1992); Atkinson, (1997); Gray, (1997);
Krugman, (1997); Sachs, (1997); Tansey, (1998); Bradley, (2000); Fitzgerald, (2000);
Layte et al, (2000); Whelan et al, (2000), and related government planning, Department
of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE) (1987, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1997,
1998) and the Department o f the Taoiseach (1989, 1995, 2000).

Economic history will be critically and fundamentally affected by a nation’s population
shifts and movements. Tansey (1998:11) states:
The reversal o f long-run population decline is perhaps the most important
change engineered by economic growth since the 1960s.
For Ireland the
Famine o f 1845-47 was a catastrophe o f unparalleled dimensions. It triggered a
demographic decline that continued almost unbroken until 1961.
I commence the chapter with a brief consideration, therefore, of demographic
influences.

This is followed by a section on the economic dominance of the United

Kingdom (UK), since the interlocking nature o f these two economies and the
consequent associated patterns o f emigration, immigration and trading dependencies
have deeply affected economic growth, employment and unemployment in both
directions (Tansey, 1998; Krugman, 1997; Layte and Whelan, 2000; Mjoset, 1992;
Bradley, 2000).

The revolution in education is then examined as a pivotal factor in

Ireland’s recent economic growth with obvious consequences for employment.
Ireland’s National Development Plan (Department o f the Taoiseach, 2000:94) states:
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There is a clear consensus that investment in education and training has a very
high rate of return and that it accounts for a significant proportion o f the
observed variation in economic growth rates around the world.
Accession to the EU, which is treated in the next section, may well be considered
retrospectively as the most significant single economic and political development for
Ireland in the last one hundred years.

Just as the Famine years o f the 19**’ century

heralded economic decline, political fracture and emigration, so in the 20‘*’ century entry
to the EU presaged spectacular economic growth and the return o f many emigrants and
greater political stability. Fitzgerald (2000:33) says:
... .for Ireland.. .membership o f the European Union is, in a way, the culmination
of a long path to independence.
The combination of the four prior factors - favourable demographics, being liberated
from UK economic dominance, the revolution of the education system, accession to the
EU, coupled with aggressive government policies to stimulate foreign direct investment,
created the conditions for the advent o f the celtic tiger, which is considered in the
following section (Lee, 1989; Nolan et al, 2000).

The nascent tiger feature of the

economy which fuelled the employment growth from the mid-1990s is described in the
next section and this is followed by two sections on unemployment in Ireland and how
it is measured.

The final and most comprehensive section deals with the question of

the long-term unemployed in Dublin - our principal focus - and in particular examines
the Dublin Employment Pact (DEP) report o f April 2000 on “Solving Long-term
Unemployment in Dublin” (Fitzgerald et al, 2000). The material and analyses in this
report, even if some are weakly constructed, still provide a useful profiling o f the long
term unemployed in Dublin as well as a picture o f the difficulties associated with
constructing a project that will respond adequately to that persistent problem.

4.1 Demographic Influences

A striking feature o f comparative population movements among smaller European
nations is the uniqueness o f Ireland in the period 1840 to 1960 in that it experienced a
major decline (Mjoset, 1992). Mjoset suggests that a vicious cycle was at play where
emigration was negatively reinforcing other elements in the economy through the social
milieu obtaining at that time, such as the concentration o f agriculture in relatively small
family units and the absence of any serious efforts to promote industrialisation.
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WTien industrialisation did come to Ireland in the second half o f the nineteenth century
it was in a form which was very geographically concentrated (O ’Grada, 1994). Indeed
very little o f this new development can be traced outside o f the major conurbations of
Dublin and Belfast.

In addition, the industrial revolution for Ireland, compared to

Britain, was very limited and was confined to shipbuilding and linen (Belfast) and
brewing (Dublin). In demographic terms the difference between the region that was to
become Northern Ireland and what was to become the Republic o f Ireland are striking.
Taking the period 1841 to 1951 the drop in population for Northern Ireland was
seventeen percent while for the Republic it was a staggering fifty-five percent. (Mjoset,
1992:222). Thus it was from an early stage, in terms o f the economic development of
the whole island o f Ireland, there was established a very clear north-south divide with
an industrialising north in the superior position, with far stronger economic growth than
the mainly agricultural south.

For Ireland the famine, which occurred in the years 1845 to 1847, had the most
devastating consequences, demographically and economically. Taking the census years
o f 1841 to 1961 in the Republic o f Ireland, the population fell from 6.5 million to 2.8
million (Tansey, 1998). From that low point in 1961 it began to recover slowly but
steadily.

By 1996 the population figure was 3.6 million (Central

Statistics Office

[CSO], 1998). Therefore, between the years 1961 and 1996 the population had grown
some 28.5 percent.

4.2 Economic Dominance of the UK

Krugman (1997) makes the point that Ireland’s configuration as an economy is akin to
that o f a region rather than a nation.

He goes on further to argue that the difference

between the economy of a region and that o f a nation is labour mobility and that Ireland
occupies “a sort o f halfway position” (1997:41). He fiirther suggests that we shall have
a clearer picture o f Ireland as an economy if we move backwards and forwards in
thinking o f it as being productivity-driven nationally and export-driven regionally, as
part o f the larger EU economy.
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Regionally, Ireland was a part o f the UK from the time o f its political incorporation in
1801.

This led to the most integrated economic and trade culture (Bradley, 2000),

which is well illustrated by the figures for the destination o f exports from the Republic.
In the twenty-six years from 1924 (Independence for the Republic was negotiated in
1921) to 1950 exports to the UK showed a miniscule reduction from 98.6 percent to
92.7 percent o f the total. Given this economic reality, Bradley (2000:10) says “It was
hardly surprising that Ireland and Britain formed a particularly strong web of
dependency, continuing from independence well into the 1960s”.

Mjoset (1992:9)

makes the point that just as Austria and Switzerland were “free riders on Germany’s
economic miracle”, so too was Ireland “

a free rider on Britain’s decline...”.

In terms o f the dependence on this economic relationship, Ireland was the poor relation
too, by a distance. The following extract serves to illustrate the extent o f this poverty
while at the same time tracking in relevant figures, first the decoupling from this
dependency and then the growth brought about by membership o f the EU and new
government expansionary policies for industrial growth.

Table 4.1

GDP per Head of Population

EU average = 100

Country

1960

1973

1986

1999

UK

123.9

104.4

101.9

98.4

60.8

58.9

63.7

111.0

Ireland

Source: European Economy, 1998:80-81, Bradley (2000:12)

Table 4.1 shows that gross domestic product (GDP) for Ireland in 1960 was less than
half that for the UK and with the dependency already referred to, it was still little more
than half at the time o f the accession by both countries to the EU in 1973.

The

weakening o f the economic dependence is mirrored by the 1986 figures which shows
Irish growth against continued British decline and the advent o f the celtic tiger is rather
dramatically expressed by the 1999 performance which sees Ireland surge ahead o f its
neighbour.

So in the period from the 1960s to the 1990s population was rising and productivity was
increasing and this very strongly towards the end o f the latter decade. From the 1930s
to the 1950s Ireland had been an introspective and protectionist society (Tansey, 1998).
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With the Anglo-Irish Free Trade Agreement (AIFTA) concluded in 1965 it shed that
mantle and opted for free trade. Its close ties to the UK would always remain a strong
feature o f its economic and social life - there are close to one million Irish bom people
living in the UK - but its economic horizons were beginning to broaden and it saw its
future as being more European and less British dominated. The government recognised
the need to break the economic dependency on the British link, to seek a place at the
European table while retaining the beneficial aspects o f the relationship with the UK
reflected in the AIFTA. The Irish application for membership o f the EU eventually
succeeded in 1973.

4.3 Revolution in the Education System

Referring to the 1960s as a pivotal point in the provision of platform for modernising
Ireland, Tansey (1998:13) states: “Free secondary education was introduced, the school
leaving age was raised and the capacity and range o f third level education was
extended” .

In the thirty-year period 1964 to 1994 total enrolments in the educational

system in Ireland increased by over fifty percent, from 642,000 to 979,000.
following table reflects this increased participation across the age cohorts.
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Table 4.2

Participation Rates in Irish Education: 1964 ~ 1994

(Those in full-time education as a % o f that age cohort)
Age (years)

Participation

Participation

Rate 1964 (%)

Rate 1994 (%)

4-5

58.0

75.0

6-12

98.9

100.0

13

94.6

100.0

14

66.4

100.0

15

51.5

95.8

16

36.8

93.6

17

24.8

83.3

18

14.5

63.7

19

8.8

46.0

20

6.6

33.7

21

6.6

21.6

Sources: ‘Investment in Education, Government of Ireland, 1966, Table 1.4
Department of Education Statistical Report 1993/94 Dublin 1995.
(Tansey, 1998:115)

In the ESRI mid-term review (1997-2003:9-10) it is noted that “this rise in participation
in the 1990s is quite striking and it has raised Irish participation in education up to the
levels reached in some of the more developed economies and above those currently
experienced in the UK”.
4.4 Accession to the EU

For Ireland accession to the EU was a liberating experience (Fitzgerald, 2000). There
was not just the opportunities for the development o f trade. While these were
significant, the exposure of policy makers, trade unionists, and business people to the
transacting and deal making on a large European stage proved to be a transforming
experience for Ireland as a whole (OECD, 1996).

In some respects it may be claimed

that Ireland exploited the opportunities and benefits o f membership o f the EU in a
manner unsurpassed by any other entrant.

In particular, the development and success
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o f the partnership model (beginning with the Programme for National Recovery (PNR),
DETE, 1987) owes something to the prior experiences o f other EU countries, especially
Germany and the Netherlands.

It is 1987 which marks the take-off point for the

economy and which eventually resulted in the arrival o f the celtic tiger in the 1990s
(Tansey, 1998). The PNR o f 1987 heralded the determination o f government to seek
economic growth by way o f competitiveness and not by borrowing. The PNR was a
national agreement involving as partners, industry, trade unions and the government.
In addition to this partnership agreement Ireland was also pursuing a vigorous policy of
attracting foreign direct investment (FDI). Bradley (2000:11/12) states:
The aspect o f modem Irish economic development that has attracted most
attention internationally is the dynamic role played by FDI. Ireland is a case
study of the effects on a small developing host economy o f export-oriented
FD I
and was implemented in terms o f a vigorous industrial incentive
package consisting o f a very low corporate tax regime and generous capital and
training grants.
The combination o f the national agreements - begun in 1987 with successful re
negotiation at three year intervals up to 2002 - the implementation o f the policies
encouraging FDI, allied to the revolution in the education system were the paving
stones which enabled the celtic tiger to make its entry.

4.5 The Celtic Tiger

One way of expressing the effects of what is called the celtic tiger economy - and
perhaps the reason why it is so called - is to examine the relative GDP per capita
purchasing power o f the poorer countries in the EU compared with Ireland over the
period 1991 to 1999. This comes out as follows:
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T able 4.3 R elative per C apita Purchasing Pow er of Selected EU C ountries
W ith the EU fifteen countries at average

100

=

C ountry

1991

1999

Ireland

75.7

111.0

Spain

79.8

80.2

Greece

61.2

68.7

Portugal

64.7

74.1

Source: European Economy, No. 66, 1998

(Bradley, 2000:21)

These GDP figures for the four EU countries illustrate in fairly dramatic fashion the
thrust o f the celtic tiger. Even allowing for some economists’ arguments that GDP
comparisons will tend to overstate Irish per capita income in relation to other member
states (Tansey, 1998; Allen, 2000; Kirby, 2000) and the need to factor in an allowance
for the repatriation of multinationals’ profits, the performance in 1996 when, “

for

the first time ever, per capita GDP in Ireland, on a purchasing power basis, exceeded
GDP per person in Britain

allowing for the deficiencies o f GDP comparisons, this

represents perhaps the most remarkable outcome produced by Ireland’s ten years of
sustained economic growth” (Tansey, 1998:32).

When it is considered that in 1960 income per person in Britain was twice as high as in
Ireland (Bradley, 2000:12), the 1996 achievement referred to by Tansey confirms the
arrival o f the celtic tiger.

4.6 Emplovment Grov^h

Krugman (1997:43) states; “To some extent, however, Ireland’s favourable productivity
performance is surely a result o f its success in becoming a premier European hosts to
inward foreign direct investment.

(US foreign direct investment in Ireland is fifty

percent higher per capita than in the UK, six times as high as in France or Germany)” .
Krugman is writing this at a time when international firms in Ireland (US mostly)
accounted for some fifty percent of the manufacturing labour force following
spectacular growth over the previous decade.
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“ ...Ireland got a head start over other European locations in attracting what became a
surge of inward foreign direct investment” .

And he concludes his article by saying:

“ ...Ireland appears to be in an enviable position. Through a combination o f good luck,
good timing and good policies, it has caught the crest o f a geographical and
technological wave and it has ridden it to a prosperity nobody expected” .

These positive statements, which reflect Ireland o f the modem era, have to be set
against the historical reality of employment in Ireland so as to better understand the
transition which took place in the 1990s.

From the period o f the 1920s, when Ireland

gained its independence, through to the early 1990s total employment in the state
remained fairly static.

In fact the figure for employment in 1994 was lower than in

1926, the year o f the first census in the Republic (Tansey, 1998). W hat is pointed to
here is the major source for the Irish diaspora around the globe, emigration.

In an

economic sense the Irish state for the first forty years o f its existence survived by way
of emigration, with the net figures for that category exceeding on a continual basis the
rate o f population growth.

According to the census o f population published by the

CSO (1926 - 1996) the population of the state fell by 88,000 in the period 1926 to 1966,
while the total employment figure for the same period fell by some 154,000.

In 1987 the figure for those in farming was 170,000 and by 1997 this had dropped to
142,000 or by sixteen and a half percent. As the momentum in the economy picked up
through the combination o f the PNR in 1987 followed by the Programme for Economic
and Social Progress (PESP) in 1991, coupled with the state incentives for foreign direct
investment and allied to the revolution in the education system, total employment
figures for industry and services showed steady and consistent improvement. Table 4.4
shows that for the period between 1989 to 1997 industry employment grew by 25.7
percent, services by 32.4 percent with an overall improvement o f 23 percent. These are
impressive figures.

73

Chapter 4 - Long-term U nem ployed in Dublin

Table 4.4 C om parative Em ploym ent by Sector 1989 vs 1997
Total E m ploym ent in ‘000s

Y ear
F arm ing

Industry

Services

T otal

1989

162

307

618

1,087

1997

134

386

818

1,338

- 17.3

+ 25.7

+32.4

+23.0

Change %

(Tansey, 1998:36)

Source: CSO Labour Force Survey, 1997.

Tansey (1998:49) summarises the improvement in Ireland’s situation thus:
The Irish economy is in the throes of a supply-side revolution. The productive
capital stock - business and industry - has been augmented by continuous
injections o f foreign investment, lured to Ireland by low corporation taxes. The
physical infrastructure has been upgraded with the assistance o f European Union
subsidies. The human capital stock has been improved through consistently
high public spending on education and training. The labour market has become
more flexible through direct tax cuts, introduced at the insistence of the trade
unions.
From the mid-1990s to the end o f the decade the total employment continued to grow
exponentially. There was an average per annum increase of just under two percent for
the years 1990 to 1995, and this grew to an average o f some four and a half percent per
annum for the years 1996 to 2000 (Fitzgerald, 2000:44).

Two other factors influenced

this growth, immigration and the increased participation of females in the workforce.
In the five years 1992 to 1997 immigrants exceeded emigrants by twenty three
thousand; in the year to April 1997 alone the excess figure was 15,000 people
(Population and Immigration Estimates, CSO 1997) and this had increased in 2001 to
40,000.

Meanwhile, the female participation rate in the labour force grew significantly

from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s.

By 1996 female participation at forty-two

percent had moved close to the EU average of forty-five percent (DETE, 1998:44).
Another study (O ’Connell, 2000), shows that between 1988 and 1999 the total number
of women in employment grew from 365,000 to 644,000, which equates to an increase
from 32.8 to 40.5 percent o f the total workforce. This rapid development of female
participation in the workforce is an indicator of the transformative nature o f economic
activity in the Ireland o f the 1990s.

Jeffrey Sachs (1997:54) testifies:
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1990s Ireland has been the most successful economy of the European Union and indeed
the fastest growing country among the members o f the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), the association o f advanced economies” .

4.7

Unemployment

The labour force is a combination of the employed and the unemployed and the
unemployment rate is the number unemployed persons expressed as a percentage o f this
combined total.

Labour Force Surveys (LFS) from 1975 (CSO, Various) show the

numbers unemployed in that year at 85,000 and the unemployment rate at 7.3 percent.
A former Taoiseach (Prime Minister) of Ireland, Mr. Jack Lynch, once proclaimed that
he would not continue in office if this figure exceeded 100,000. He was to be out of
office, for other reasons, when the unemployment figure reached 226,000 in 1985, or
17.3 percent o f the labour force. This figure peaked at 230,000 in 1993 and began to
decline from the mid-1990s to the end of the decade, reaching 160,000 in 2000 or 16.0
percent o f the labour force. This decline was slow.

Even with the unprecedented

growth in employment, an extra quarter o f a million jobs from 1990 to 1997, the
unemployment rates respectively for those two years o f 13.4 and 11.8 percent bear
testimony to the intractability o f the problem.

Durkan (1997) discusses the causes of

the massive increase in unemployment between the years o f 1980 and 1985 from 91,000
to 226,000 and which still remained at the relatively high figure of one hundred and
seventy-nine thousand in 1997. Durkan refers to a major study by Newell and Symons
in which they submit that out o f the increase in the unemployment of 11.2 percentage
points, 9.0 percentage points can be attributed to three principal factors:

1) External

Shocks o f interest rates and UK demand shock accounting for 4.3 percentage points, 2)
Domestic policies accounting for 1.9 percentage points; 3) Demographic Trends such as
population increase and the rise in the labour force participation rates accounting for a
further 3.0 percentage points.

However, Tansey (1998:54/55), quotes from further

studies (Barry and Bradley, 1991 and Browne and McGettigan, 1997) before
suggesting:
The weight of evidence strongly suggests that the actions of the domestic
authorities, particularly in the spheres of income taxes and income transfers,
added significantly to the very steep rises in unemployment seen during the first
half o f the 1980s.
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However by the late 1980s and the 1990s it was undeniable that a number of factors
affected both the labour force and unemployment rate figures which had not been
present heretofore: the persistent emigration o f the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s no longer
masked an unreal and relatively low unemployment rate (Ireland was effectively
exporting its unemployment problem in that period); the baby boomers o f the late 1970s
(Census 1996, CSO) were being better educated, not emigrating and hoping to take
advantage of an improved economy; women were entering the labour force in much
greater numbers.

In comparative terms w ith other states o f the EU, and also as a way o f understanding the
economic climate within which the FIT process was bom, there are two further figures
worth noting, first the labour force as a proportion o f the population aged between
fifteen and sixty-four years in 1995 and second, employment ratios in the EU, i.e. the
total at work as a percentage of the population aged fifteen to sixty-four years (NESF,
1994).

In the OECD Employment Outlook of July 1996, for labour force figures as a

proportion of the population, Ireland, at 63.3 percent is ranked fifth from last above
Luxembourg, Greece, Italy and Spain.

The principal reason for this relatively low

labour force participation is because o f the reduced presence o f women, which was far
below the OECD average (OECD, 1997).

In the European Commission’s publication {Employment in Europe, 1996), Ireland is
again ranked at a low fourth from last out o f fifteen for the total at work as a percentage
of the population aged fifteen to sixty-four years. Ireland’s figure is 55.5 (p. 156). This
compares with a UK rate o f 70.0 and an EU average o f 60.4. What becomes evident,
therefore, is that high economic growth rates of the 1990s were partly a fianction of
government fiscal and incentive polices to attract foreign direct investment combined
with the availability o f a young, relatively well-educated growing population and the
further availability o f a significant cohort of women who up till then had not
participated fiilly in the labour force.

The celtic tiger phenomenon successfully

absorbed these two aspiring and eager groups. However the underlying and intractable
nature of the still relatively large number o f unemployed remained, most likely allied to
the twenty-six percent who finished their education early. We shall now focus on this
group o f long-term unemployed persons.
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4.8 Measuring Unemployment

There are two measurements for unemployment in Ireland.

One is the Labour Force

Survey, conducted by the CSO and which is based on the criteria of the International
Labour Office (ILO). The basis o f this criteria is to focus on the actual economic
activity of the respondents in the weeks before the survey, in their phrase were they
“economically active or seeking employment?”

By this definition the labour force

comprises those aged over fifteen years who are economically active, that is who are
employed or who have sought employment specifically in the previous four weeks. The
ILO definition for the “economically inactive’’’ are those they describe as only
“marginally attached” to the labour force or “discouraged workers”, in other words they
have not been recently active in seeking employment. Students and anybody else not
economically active are included under this category.

The major deficiency in the ILO

measurement is its rigidity. It does not easily accommodate movements in and out of
the labour force (Leisering and Leibfried, 1999), and which can be a feature o f life for
those who are marginalized by society. Also, given that the Irish definition for long
term unemployment is those who are more than one year unemployed, and that there are
particular supports attaching to that status by the ILO definition, if they become
economically active for a short period within a year they lose the benefits o f that status.
Neither will this measurement capture those who have given up on the system.
“Discouraged workers” is a classification, I suggest, that may cover a variety of
conditions: lifestyle problems to do with family, unemployed parents, etc; addictive
behaviours to do with alcoholism and even mild association with drugs, etc; lack of
education and consequent low self-esteem that makes self-starting very difficult and the
associated phenomenon of early school leavers who drop out o f the system before being
classified.

This “lo sf’ group, which can be missed by the ILO system o f analysis and

which figures below will demonstrate has been so missed, is a particular focus o f the
FIT project.

The second measurement for unemployment in Ireland is the Live Register for
Unemployment (LRU), which counts those in receipt o f unemployment benefits, and
who are obliged to “sign-on” each week.

Its principal deficiency is that it is measuring

those who are claiming benefits, not necessarily those who are currently or continually
unemployed. This would arise especially in the case where the rules of the government
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department administering the scheme allowed for payments before or after cessation of
a period o f employment, thus leading to a distortion o f the figures. The strength o f the
measurement is that it covers all those claiming benefit that it takes place throughout the
country and that it is on a regular basis with data published monthly. This is set against
the ILO system, which is on a sample basis, conducted by way o f survey with data
published quarterly. How do the figures from the two methods o f calculation compare the Labour Force Survey (LFS) using the ILO system and the LRU? Tansey (1998:92)
takes up this point and using Labour Force Surveys 1990-1997 and LRU figures for the
same period from the CSO, creates a table o f comparisons reproduced here as Table 4.5.
Table 4.5 Unemployment: Comparing Labour Force Survey (LFS) and Live
Register Unemployment (LRU)
Comparison of LFS and LRU
Year

Labour Force Survey
Unemployment

Live Register
Unemployment

(‘000)

(‘000)

Variance
(% )

1987

232

247

6.5

1988

218

241

10.6

1989

201

232

15.4

1990

176

225

27.8

1991

209

254

21.5

1992

217

283

30.4

1993

230

294

27.8

1994

219

282

28.8

1995

192

278

44.8

1996

191

279

46.1

Sources: Labour Force Surveys, 1990-1997, CSO; Live Register Unemployment, CSO.
(Tansey, 1998:92)
The growth in the difference between the two systems o f measurement from 15,000
persons in 1987 to 88,000 persons in 1996, as indicated by this table, impelled the CSO
to undertake an investigation to ascertain the reasons for this increasing gap. Tansey
(1998:93) reports on the outcome of this investigation:
11.4 percent o f those on the Live Register revealed they were in fiill-time
employment and about three-quarters o f these indicated that their employment
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was permanent. A further ten percent said that they were working part-time and
the majority o f these respondents indicated that they were not under-employed.
Almost twenty-five percent o f the sample respondents were not economically
active and three-quarters o f these were neither looking for, nor wanted work.
Most tellingly o f all the sample shows, using internationally accepted
definitions, that less than half of the Live Register respondents classified
themselves as unemployed.
This latter point is further illuminated by Tansey (1998:94/95) later on:
....even though Live Register unemployment is an inaccurate guide to the
numbers seeking work, a very large number o f Irish people remain unemployed.
On a Labour Force Survey (PES = Principal Economic Status) basis, total
unemployment still stood at one hundred and seventy-nine thousand in April
1997.
My own response to the differences between the two methods of calculation is coloured
by many years o f working with the unemployed, observing their reactions to surveys
and questionnaires o f any kind, which leads me to retain a healthy scepticism on both
sets o f figures, knowing that the truth may lie between, but knowing even more that
work needs to be done to redress the inequalities and imbalance which prevail in the
system.

4.9 The Long-term Unemployed in Dublin

The Dublin Employment Pact (DEP) produced a report in April 2000 titled “ Solving
Long-Term

Unemployment

in

Dublin”, (Fitzgerald

et

al,

2000).

The

DEP

commissioned the Department of Social Policy and Social Work at University College
Dublin (UCD) to carry out the work and the authors were Eithne Fitzgerald, Brid
Ingolsby and Fiona Daly from that department.

The DEP in their preface introducing

the report state (2000:9):

M uch recent comment on unemployment has centred on a rather sterile debate
regarding the differences between the Live Register figures and those computed
by the CSO on the basis of the ILO criteria. In fact - as this study shows while the ILO criteria provide an effective measure o f normal structural
unemployment within the labour market, they form a totally inadequate basis for
quantifying the extent o f real long-term unemployment, i.e. those excluded to
various degrees by distance from the labour market. The quantifying o f this
problem in Dublin (at thirty-seven thousand people - three times the CSO
figures for long-term unemployment) and its precise delineation is the first
major achievement o f the study.
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The relevance o f this report, both for the long-term unemployed and for this research
work is probably best exemplified by two of the key questions the authors ask
themselves (p. 11):
•

What is the scale of the long-term unemployment problem?

•

What strategies could eradicate the problem?

Scale o f the problem
Beginning with the official CSO/ILO figure o f 8,500, the report goes on to add to this
14,000 people who, as part o f the ILO definition of ‘principal economic status’ declare
themselves, while unemployed, not currently “active” in seeking employment. Research
suggests that many o f these are ‘older’ men. Older in this context can mean being over
forty. They are defined more by their unemployability through lack of education, skills
or training than by their age.

When we developed the Workmate Programme in

Ballymun in the early 1990s this was one of the groups we worked with.

We trained

many o f them for secure employment, which the figures stated later show.

As we

learned then part o f the answer to the problem is the requirement to actively pursue this
group (Office o f the Tanaiste, 1995). They are part of the excluded in our society; they
have been beaten by the system, are deflated in morale, often without the energy or
desire to make a decision to change. A simple invitation or training advertisement will
not suffice; they require encouragement, cajoling and a great deal o f effort to win them
over to a more productive and satisfying life. It calls for significant efforts, time and
resources.

The group then adds the figure o f 5,000 for lone parents who are not officially counted
as unemployed, even though they may wish to work. They are in receipt o f a separate
lone parent allowance so they are classified by the state as being paid to parent the child
and therefore not available for work.

In practice many lone parents wish to work and

we have over the years in Ballymun consistently trained them for employment.

Most

o f the FIT training programmes over the last three years have included lone parents.
They are a good example o f a group of people who would benefit from a more flexible
approach on the part o f government departments in designing supports for those who
are “marginally detached” from the labour force. We in FIT have won some arguments
on behalf of trainees for the retention o f their allowances while they complete training
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for a new job.

It can be a critical issue for many often living in areas where simple

things like transport to and from training or job experience programmes become major
items o f expense. Three further categories who they describe as “at risk o f long-term
unemployment”, early school leavers (4,000) who do not qualify for inclusion in the
official data; short-term unemployed “at risk” (1,500) who are out o f work for more
than six months already and who “may drift into long-term u n e m p lo y m e n fa n d people
on job schemes and work experience programmes (4,000) “with poor prospects when
they leave”.

All o f these categories together total 37,000 and are set out on the

following table:

Table 4.6 Long-term Unemployment in Dublin - Total Target Group
Estimates of Target Group for Action Long-term Unemployment in Dublin
Total

Category
Long-term unemployed, in active job market
Unemployed, not actively in job market

8,500
14,000

Lone parents in the labour market

5,000

Early school leavers

4,000

Short-term unemployed at risk

1,500

People on job schemes, poor prospects

4,000
37,000

Total
Sources;

NESF Report: Unemployment Statistics, 1996.
CSO: Quarterly National Household Survey, June-August 1999.
(Fitzgerald et al, 2000:26)

Strategies to eradicate the problem
The final key question the DEP Report (Fitzgerald et al, 2000:11) asks is, “What
strategies could eradicate this problem?” In their final chapter, which includes twentyone recommendations, the authors conclude with the following proposal:
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21. From Pilots to Mainstream
We have been excellent in Ireland at devising pilot programmes, running smallscale projects that reach into communities, reach out to the most disadvantaged
and offer a genuine helping hand up the ladder into our booming economy.
However, we have been far less successful at translating the learning from those
projects into what happens in mainstream practice by the big statutory
organisations.
Given the healthy state o f the public finances, money should not prove an
insuperable obstacle to taking small-scale initiatives and implementing them to a
bigger canvas. Scaling up successfial initiatives would enable them to reach out
to the totality of the long-term unemployed who can benefit, instead o f the
fraction being reached at present.
The scale o f the activity should match the scale o f the need.
There should be a systematic process to bring the learning from the pilot projects
into the mainstream practice. The Dublin Employment Pact should endeavour
to promote this for the Dublin area (2000:69).
When I read this piece I am reminded of my time at the Nestle Corporation as a Sales
Manager and then Marketing Manager, when at conferences and seminars devoted to
selling more products and increasing our market share, the word ‘should’ was banned
for the duration. ‘Should’ was considered in those fora to be a cloak for inactivity, a
shroud for inertia and a cover for avoidance. I do not doubt the well-meaning nature of
the recommendation, and the validity and relevance o f the points made, but will
anything happen as a result?

Will the authors themselves have been changed by the

process of compiling this report and as a consequence assist in delivering on their
twenty-first recommendation? I realise that I risk sounding trite, but are we not here
with Lewin (1973b:68) again?
The extent to which social research is translated into social action depends on
the degree to which those who carry out this action are made a part o f the fact
finding on which the action is based.
This report was compiled in the months following the launch o f the FIT project. There
is a reference to Ballymun Job Centre and the FIT initiative although no direct
connection is made.

The authors interviewed the programme manager for FIT, but

showed no desire to speak with the CEO or with myself. In this respect, with particular
reference to their comment (2000:69) “ .... we have been far less successful at
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translating the learning...” it is difficult to imagine the reasons why the authors would
not want to discover more about what is widely accepted as a unique intervention. (“A
model o f best practice” - An Taoiseach (Prime Minister) o f Ireland, 27*'’ June 2002).
Instead, they preferred to label it as one o f the battery of programmes and schemes run
by local communities, state training agencies and government departments with little
effort to distinguish and no effort to rank. There is obviously a difference in perspective
between the authors o f the report and myself on the means necessary to accomplish the
task encapsulated in the title of their report.
Dublin” .

“Solving Long-term Unemployment in

Essentially, theirs is an analysis o f what is happening. “In examining the

responses to unemployment being implemented at local level, we tried to identify which
projects were found to be most effective, to isolate unique features and key success
factors in successful initiatives and identify obstacles to success”. (Fitzgerald et al,
2000:10). No criteria are given for what constitutes ‘success’. Questionnaires are used
(R ef P. 10) but no copy is provided in the appendices.

Apart from establishing a

reasonably thorough statistical analysis (pp.26-29) that there were 37,000 long-term
unemployed in the Dublin region, some 28,000 more than the official CSO figure, the
balance o f the contribution o f the report is a straightforward listing o f the projects
focused on the long-term unemployed together with a headline subjective analysis and
recommendations of what might be maintained.

There is no criteria o f the roles o f the

DETE and that o f state training agencies, or even the CSO whose figures they contend.
In summary, the report is a lengthy statement o f what is happening around this issue
with the inference in the title that these combined efforts are somehow “solving long
term unemployment in Dublin”, provided that the lists o f ‘shoulds’ in the
recommendations are carried out.

On the other hand, I contend that long-term unemployment in Dublin, like other
persistent social problems such as drug addiction, homelessness, prostitution and
HIV/AIDS will not be solved without challenging the status-quo and without the
involvement o f those marginalized in both the research and the action to find solutions.

In making this assertion I am relying principally on two factors: a) my own experience
in confronting three of these persistent social issues over the past twenty years,
discovering their intractable nature and in the case of two - HIV/AIDS and long-term
unemployment - attempting to fashion by way of an action-learning process a means of
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addressing them; and b) the inspiration and confirmation I receive in studying the action
research literature. While I deal comprehensively with this subject in the following
chapter, I will take the opportunity here to illustrate with an example in support o f my
contention for the need to challenge the status quo.

Pyrch and Castillo (2001:380)

writing about a social project in Mexico and using participatory action research say:
Our goal was to unite knowledge generated by academic research with knowledge
generated by the community to resolve the problems the community identified as
being the most important ones to solve.
This approach mirrors my own work with the Ballymun Job Centre in particular
combined with the findings from my M.Sc. dissertation (Nolan, 1997).

The key distinction o f doing research ‘with’ as opposed to ‘on’ people is the essential
and defining mark o f the FIT process, both in its history line as a series of actionleaming projects and in the breadth o f organisations and institutions o f those currently
involved, which characteristics will be more fully described in subsequent chapters.

4.10 Summary

In this chapter, I first examine the demographic factors affecting employment and
unemployment in Ireland.

I then describe the economic dominance o f the UK and

consider Krugman’s (1997) notion o f Ireland as a region o f the EU or as a nation, while
tracking the economic growth from the 1960s to the 1990s. Referring to the revolution
in the education system, I point to the fifty percent increased participation in full-time
education in the thirty-year period 1964 to 1994 (Department of Education, 1995).

I

go on to describe Ireland’s entry to the EU and how through exposure to continental
European practices it adopted the social partnership model to help stimulate economic
progress. The advent o f the celtic tiger is then set out and with this backdrop I describe
movements in employment over the period.
unemployment trends over the same period.

I follow this with an explanafion of
I then outline the problem o f long-term

unemployment, how it is measured and the inadequacies of the methods used for this
measurement. I then consider in some detail the report of the DEP on “Solving LongTerm Unemployment in Dublin” . I quote their figure o f 37,000 long-term unemployed
in Dublin as against 8,500 officially and I describe their analysis in arriving at this. I go
on to discuss some points raised in the report, in particular the key questions of the scale
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o f the problem and strategies to eradicate it. I then set out a critique of the reports’
recommendations.

I conclude the Chapter by contending that the solution o f persistent

social problems requires challenging the status-quo by way o f both research and action,
linked in a deliberate manner and I give an example from the action-research literature
in support of this contention.

4.11 Third-Person Commentary and Conclusions:

Third-person commentary:

Whereas in the second chapter the values, background

experiences and attitudes of the first-person inquirer are presented as context, and in the
third chapter the nature and extent o f poverty in Dublin is explored v^^ith reference to its
worst area, Ballymun, in this chapter the problem o f long term unemployment and its
solution is revealed as the principal target of the research and the process. The intention
is that at the conclusion of this first part of the thesis that the reader has an appreciation
o f the first-person inquirer, and ‘the ground on which he is standing’, has a good sense
o f poverty in one area in Dublin which is an essential source o f learning for the process,
and has a picture o f the long-term unemployed in Dublin whose condition and
disadvantage as a marginalized group is the particular focus o f the process that is
evolving.

The reality of relatively large numbers o f unemployed who are sidelined by

the official statistics (Fitzgerald et al report, 2000) is a principal motivating factor in the
development o f the work. This reality influences the attitudes o f the first and secondperson inquirers.

They are not detached observers, but rather ‘m ilitant’ on this issue of

poverty and social exclusion (Hall, 2001:173).

Conclusions: The first conclusion o f this chapter is that spectacular economic growth unprecedented in the Irish experience - will not eradicate poverty or one o f its more
obvious manifestations, long-term unemployment. Nonetheless, a second conclusion is
that this vigorous economic activity of the last decade, resulting in sustained
immigration, creates a unique condition for the partnering and fiision of institutions and
energies within Irish society to focus on the solution to the persistent problem o f the
long-term unemployed.
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I shall now go on to present in detail in Part Two and Chapter Five the reasons why
action research is the appropriate methodology both for confronting this persistent
social problem of long-term unemployment and for this thesis.
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“ Science is a journey, and the existing theory is not its destination”
Evert Gummesson (2001:90)
Introduction
In this chapter I make the case for anchoring the work o f the project and the thesis in
action research methodology. I commence with a section on a summary review o f the
literature including definitional terms and an overview o f the family o f practices that
now reside under the umbrella term of action research.

In the following section I pose

the question, “Why action research for this thesis?”, to which I respond in three parts.
In the next three sections I describe in turn first-, second- and third-person
research/practice and explain how my practice o f and participation in these separate but
connected dynamics enable both the work o f the project and o f the research to be
processed and progressed.

I then write a section on the interweaving nature of first,

second and third-person research/practice.

I conclude the chapter by referencing

Friedman (2001) and how his “four main features o f action science” are broadly
reflected in the FIT project, and also emphasising that first-, second- and third-person
research/practices enabled and facilitated the FIT processes.
Action research as the appropriate methodology for the FIT project is rooted in the
processes at the BJC from the mid-1980s and in the action-leaming M.Sc. o f 1995-1997
by which the concept was developed.

However “action research...is a long-term,

evolutionary, emergent fonn o f inquiry” (Bradbury and Reason, 2001:453), and in that
sense, as revealed in Chapter Two, my practice o f the Spiritual Exercises from 1982
was a form o f first-person inquiry (Coghlan,2002) which led directly to the work and
processes of the Ballymun Job Centre and to what eventually became the FIT project.
So, therefore, it is not to suggest that I chose action research as the methodology from a
range of methodological options, but rather that, over the period o f years since the
1980s, action research in its varied forms emerged as the methodology being practiced
in both academic and project work. Although the dominant forms were participatory
action research and co-operative inquiry FIT also embodies at different stages strong
elements of community action research and action science among others. These are
detailed later in chapter eleven.
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I have chosen to structure the methodology along the lines of first-, second- and thirdperson research/practice in that sense of which Reason and Torbert (2001:1) speak:
...first person research/practice addresses the ability of a person to foster and
inquiring approach to his or her own life; second-person research/practice
engages in face-to-face group in collaborative inquiry; third-person
research/practice asks how we can establish inquiring communities which reach
beyond the immediate group to engage with whole organisations, communities
and countries.
In doing so, I propose that it will be through this particular three way lens that we will
most efficiently evaluate and assess how the FIT project came to be, how it generated
usable knowledge and what contribution that makes “toward a transformational social
science” (Reason and Torbert, 2001:1).

As the first-person inquirer I come with the values, the background, the biases, the
baggage (however well or badly mediated), the orientation as set out in chapter two. As
an exercise in critical subjectivity that is meant to clarify and signify my role in the
creation o f what became the FIT project. But it should not exaggerate it. Therefore the
‘methodological roadmap’ begins with my role and contribution as a social entrepreneur
in Ballymun seeking ways o f resolving a persistent social problem.

Second-person

activity happens quickly in the shape of regular reflective practices with the BJC
manager and the formation o f second-person group activity to enable the founding of
the BJC and related project work.
explorations

influenced

and

These first and second-person initiatives and

supported third-person

policies

and

decisions

of

government and employers beneficial to those on the margins. This thesis is about how
the knowledge was created and used for those purposes, how the energies o f the
different parties were mobilised and facilitated. A factor not to be underestimated in the
process is the M.Sc dissertation in 1995-1997 and its seminal role in determining the
shape o f both project and research.

As we move through the thesis, therefore, we should be aware of the three way lens for
viewing the material, my own contributions, the co-operative energies at second-person
level, the outcomes at third-person level and the interweaving effects o f all three.

All

three are essential to our purposes, and care has to be exercised that undue weight is not
given to any one.

They need to be held in tension, each making their appropriate

contribution for successfiil outcomes.

In their article Reason and Torbert (2001:1)
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argue for this integration so ‘that (we) increase the effectiveness o f our actions in real
tim e...

That is an apt litmus test for the project and the thesis.

5 ■1 Summary Review of Action Research
The term “action research” was introduced through the work o f Lewin (1966, 1973a,
1973b).

Its beginnings are rooted in a concern for the resolution o f social issues

(Susman and Evered, 1978).

That concern o f Lewin’s, reflected in the focus o f his

work on minority problems, has remained a core tenet o f action research for the
succeeding two generations with Reason and Bradbury (2001:2) describing action
research being essentially about “ ... the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of
pressing concern to people,” and “ ... the flourishing of individual persons and their
communities.” It is this emphasis on the social and the communal, and the potential for
solutions and for healing evident in the origins o f action research, that I have found
appropriate for the task I have set myself o f resolving a persistent social ill. Central to
understanding the origins o f action research is the concept o f linking the theory with the
action, that “ ... a theory can be rather directly expressed in action” (Gustavsen,
2001:17); or as Greenwood and Levin (1998:6) state: “Action research explicitly rejects
the separation between thought and action that underlies the pure - applied distinctions
that has characterized social research for a number of generations.”

The work of the

Tavistock Institute in England, following the second world war, in merging
psychoanalytic thinking and action orientation, mirrored Lew in’s pioneering work in
linking production processes with the realities o f human perceptions and social patterns
o f behaviour (Greenwood and Levin, 1998).

In definitional terms action research is about bringing the action and the research
together. This is described in a variety of ways by different authors. For purposes of
this summary I shall give five examples. Friedman (2001:161) calls it “a form o f social
practice which integrates both the production and use o f knowledge for the purpose of
promoting learning...”

While Reason and Bradbury (2001:1) define it as “ ... a

participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical knowing in the
pursuit of worthwhile human purposes...” Coghlan and Brarmick (2001:3) see it as “a
collaborative problem-solving relationship between researcher and client which aims at
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both solving a problem and generating new knowledge.” While Susman and Evered
(1978:587) quote Rapoport’s (1970) definition:
Action research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns o f people in an
immediate problematic situation and to the goals o f social science by joint
collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical framework.

And finally, Greenwood and Levin (1998:4) say:
Action research is social research carried out by a team encompassing a
professional action researcher and members o f an organisation or community
seeking to improve their situation.
Taken together it can be seen that there is consensus around the production of
knowledge intertwined with action for confronting issues o f social and human concern.

Action research, since the work of Lewin and the Tavistock Institute, has developed into
a family o f practices including co-operative inquiry (Heron, 1996; Reason, 1999; Heron
and Reason 2001) where persons involved in the same project become co-researchers in
efforts to resolve issues and problems of common concern, and within this process to
learn about themselves and their ways o f learning and applying their knowledge;
clinical inquiry and the work o f Schein (1987, 1999) using the consultant model with
the researcher in the role o f clinician helping to identify and resolve organisational
pathologies; action science as exemplified in the work o f Arygris (Argyris et al, 1985;
Agyris 1993, 1995, 1999), in particular and Gummesson (2000), Friedman (2001), with
the emphasis on the technology and scientific practices o f the work; participatory action
research (PAR) and the work o f Freire (1970), Selener (1997) and Hall (2001) with the
focus on the emancipation o f the underprivileged, where the researcher is a participant
committed to personal involvement in the resolution o f the problem; action learning
(Revans, 1998; McGill and Beaty, 2001) with the focus on learning from events “with
an intention of getting things done” (McGill and Beaty, 2001:11); “In its simplest terms
- it is action research without the focus on research” (Coghlan and Brannick, 2001:11).
Reflective practices in action research are emphasised in the writings o f Schon (1991)
and Raelin (2000) with the central notion that “ ... reflective practice is an alternative to
the traditional epistemology o f practice” (Schon, 1991:345). In a section titled “The art
o f managing: reflection-in-action”, Schon (1991:243) describes the practice by which
the project, the subject matter for this thesis, evolved:
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... the process by which an organisation learns from its experience, and the
effects o f an organisational learning system on the way in which organisational
problems are set and solved.
Action and human inquiry and the work o f Torbert (1991, 1999, 2001), Fisher and
Torbert, (1995); Reason, (1988, 1994); Reason and Bradbury (2001); Reason and
Torbert, (2001). In the latter paper; “The action turn - Toward a transformational social
science” the authors argue for the adoption o f the term research practice in order to
distinguish action inquiry from “action

research based on empirical positivism”

(2001:2), and also to place their emphasis on a fundamental factor for them “ ... that the
very purpose o f knowledge is effective action in the world” (2001:8).

Greenwood and Levin (1998:6) argue that action research is a “conjunction o f three
elements, research, action and participation”, and that all three must be present for
validity. They also state that the action research, “is ... for the express purpose o f taking
action to promote social change and social analysis.” In the same publication (ps:75/76)
in making the case for the epistemological foundations of action research, the authors
make the point about the complexity o f the problems addressed. They claim that action
research has the following core characteristics:
•
•

•

•
•

It is context bound and addresses real-life problems.
Action research is inquiry where participants and researchers cogenerate
knowledge through collaborative communicative processes in which all
participants’ contributions are taken seriously.
Action research treats the diversity o f experience and capacities within
the local group as an opportunity for the enrichment o f the research
action process.
The meanings constructed in the inquiry process lead to social action, or
these reflections or action lead to the construction o f new meanings.
The credibility-validity of action research knowledge is measured
according to whether actions that arise from it solve problems
(workability) and increase participants’ control over their own situation.

The authors perceive action research as being at the centre - “a form o f discussion ... to
keep the conversation going” (p.86), between the epistemological project of
realism/positivism and the pure relativism of local activism. “It... generates new and
often painful knowledge.”

This idea is mirrored by Lincoln (2001:129) in her

contribution on action research and social construction:
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...the final product of any inquiry is a co-created product, a collection of
knowledges and understandings arrived at - indeed, co-constructed - jointly
between researched and researcher.
Eden and Huxham (1996:539) set out fifteen characteristics o f action research which
strongly embrace theory and theory development as central elements. The context of
the article is the study o f organisations and therefore the application of the
characteristics may be limited in other situations. Nonetheless they make the interesting
comment (1996:537):
In writing this chapter we have been particularly interested in the difficulty we
have had in finding written examples o f action research which have been
explicitly acknowledged by the author to be action research.
They go on to say (1996:538):
However we do find many written examples o f the outcomes o f action research,
(emphasis added)
Reason and Torbert (2001:2) make the case for the ‘action turn’ in the 2I®‘ century
firstly, by taking the Susman and Evered article (1978) in the Administrative Science
Quarterly as their chronological baseline and going on to “adopt the perspective that
discussions o f research methodology in organisational and social science are trapped in
a tension between the empirical positivist view which dominates the academy and a
counter-movement which we call ‘postmodern interpretism’.” They suggest that this
postmodern intepretism draws on what is referred to as the ‘linguistic turn’ which
“views reality as a human construction based in language.” They further assert that
“neither o f these broad approaches form a satisfactory epistemological basis for action
research.” Their aim in the paper is not to have a debate between these two approaches
but rather to argue for and promote the concept o f the ‘action turn’ which they visualise
as complementing the linguistic turn and which “places primacy on practical
knowledge as the consummation of research endeavour.” :

Having provided an epistemological platform for action research Reason and Torbert
(2001:16) go on to argue trenchantly for the integration o f first-, second- and third
person research practice that supports “fiill human flourishing in community.” This
structure o f first-, second- and third person research practice promotes an integral and
holistic concept for the carrying out o f action research.
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accommodates all the various possibilities that may arise in an activity often carried out
in an atmosphere of uncertainty and dysfiinction. This particular distinction of first-,
second- and third-person action research as I have practised it myself and with others,
both matches the activity of the project and the manner of its unfolding while providing
an efficient lens through which it may be observed and understood.

Marshall and

Reason outlined the concept first thus;
All good research is fo r me, fo r us, and fo r them: it speaks to three audiences ...
It is fo r them to the extent that it produces some kind of generalizable ideas and
outcomes. ..It is fo r us to the extent that it responds to the concerns for our
praxis, is relevant and timely ... (for) those who are struggling with problems in
their field of action. It is fo r me to the extent that the process and outcomes
respond directly to the individual researcher’s being-in the-world.
see Reason and Torbert (2001:16)

5.2 Why Action Research for this Thesis?
“Action research is best seen as an emergent evolutionary and educational
process of engaging with self, persons and communities which needs to be
sustained for a significant period of time”
(Reason and Bradbury, 2001:12)
In the same introduction from which the above quote is taken the authors go on to
suggest that this "leads us to ask questions about emergence and enduring
consequence. ” And further: “What are the outcomes of the research? Does it work?

In choosing action research as the methodology for the dissertation I am keenly aware
of a number of factors. Firstly, in response to the questions in the opening quotations,
the outcomes of the research have been recognised as socially significant and the related
research, practiced over a protracted period, has been seen to work. The project, the
principal outcome of the research, is the culmination of twelve years work including a
series of initiatives which provided learning at each stage. Secondly, action research as
a methodology permits me the freedom to accommodate all of the influences and
factors relevant to the processes over the period.

In particular, the practice of an

‘upstream’ inquiry, going to the sources of my values and biases (Reason and Torbert,
2001), and what Reason calls critical subjectivity, as I explored in Chapter Two. This
has enabled me to see and understand better the powerful influence of the practice of the
Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius of Loyola (Lonsdale, 1990, O ’Malley, 1993, Coghlan,
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2002) on my life choices, and how much that practice has affected the research. I have
discovered that the practice o f action research, the habit o f reflecting continually on
actions and what may be learned from events, can also provide a clearer picture o f the
past as time goes on. The novelist, Dermot Bolger, has remarked: “Our view o f the past
keeps rightly changing as we gradually understand our lives in retrospect”
Independent, 22"^* January 2003).

(Irish

Gummesson (2000:122) refers to the value of

retrospective action science, with the caveat that “the studies should be systematic and
relate to the theory and other research; they should not result in mere memoirs and egoboosting monuments.”

My aim, therefore, will be to reveal, by way o f this

methodology, the full picture o f the project from its roots to its flowering in all o f its
clarity and colour, and the consequent generation of knowledge for action (Argyris,
1993).

Thirdly, my reason for the choice o f action research is its attraction as a tool to “help us
build a better, freer society” (Greenwood and Levin, 1998:3). As I describe in some
detail later, a strong desire I have identified in m yself is to confront inequality and
injustice. Responding to that desire I have been engaged with social projects to combat
particular forms o f social malaise notably with respect to long-term unemployment (the
subject matter for this dissertation) but also with other social problems.

That

engagement has taken the form o f a consistent effort to bring about social change by the
creation o f real and lasting links between a community o f wealth creators (the
employers) and a community o f the socially disadvantaged (the long-term unemployed).
During the preparation of my M.Sc dissertation on this subject (described in Chapter
Six) the writings o f Lewin (1966, 1973a, 1973b) in particular suggested to me how
difficult and onerous a task I was setting m yself

As I wrote then (Nolan,

1997:128/129):
If I want to bring about social change - which is what EURTASK (title for
proposed organisation) is about - then Lewin would say it will not suffice to
study it, debate and discuss it. Even in this case to spend time with the
unemployed, Lewin would say, is not going to change anything. He is saying
that you must enter into a process of learning and that in doing so you must be
aware o f the obstacles and the resistances, and be prepared for hostility.
In one sense how I interpreted then what Lewin wrote is a neat summary of what has
occurred since 1997. I entered into a process o f learning that has been ongoing; I have,
through a lengthy experience, become aware of many obstacles and resistances - some
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of them o f my own making - and have been exposed to consistent hostihty over the
course o f the venture. Finally, another reason for choosing action research is that it is
something that I do with other people - a co-generative process (Greenwood and Levin,
1998).

This sense of action research as a process is fundamental to the understanding of it; it is
a process o f momentum and change, as Greenwood and Levin (1998:93) go on to state;
The research process and the results are adjusted to each other at every point to
ensure the continued relevance o f the research process to the needs and interests
o f the local partners and to keep the broader research questions being addressed
fully in view.
It is this quality o f movement between action, research and participation that captures
the essence of what the methodology is, and what resonates with my experience o f
living with the project. To more fully elaborate on this I will describe action research as
relating to the project under discussion in terms o f first-person, second-person and thirdperson research/practice, followed by a description o f the three practices combined and
a summary.

5.3 First-Person Research Practice

Reason and Torbert (2001:17) state that
First person research/practice skills and methods address the ability o f the
researcher to foster an inquiring approach to his or her own life, to act awarely
and choicefiilly, and to assess effects in the outside world while acting.
They go on to describe how first person inquiry takes us upstream toward “the source o f
our attention” (2001:17). It is this type o f focus on my way o f thinking, on the variety
and tenor of my early life experiences, on the habits and behaviour formed at that time
that enables understanding o f the choices made to support projects involving radical
change, and an appreciation o f the practices which assisted those choices.

These

practices included regular meditation, psychotherapy and autobiographical writing
(Reason and Torbert, 2001).

For me meditation by way o f the Spiritual Exercises

created greater possibilities for making choices in freedom; psychotherapy brought an
understanding and acceptance of childhood trauma and anxieties, successfully removing
potential blocks to clear direction; and autobiographical writing instilled a habit
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invaluable for reflection and fiiture decisions.

Peter Senge and Otto Scharmer

(2001:246) speak o f the necessity o f “managerial and research action” to expand “from
focusing solely on exterior action to examining interior action”
Torbert (2001:253) concurs on the question of meditation and writing:
Daily rituals can serve as reminders in first person research/practice. One kind
o f reminder is a set time for meditative exercise. Regular journalising (three to
four times a week) is another good early discipline for feeding a sense of
identity in which inquiry in everyday life plays as big a part as any outwardly
directed actions.
One o f the dangers inherent in action research generally, and perhaps in first person
research/practice in particular, is the risk of self-delusion (Argyris, 1999). This would
apply even more so where the researcher is also a participant in developing the project
which is the object o f the inquiry, as is the case here. As Schon (1983:242) remarks the
“ ... organisation ... is both the stage for his activity and the object o f his inquiry.” The
risk, therefore, is that the decisions about the direction o f the research and its outcomes
will lack scientific objectivity and will be clouded by ego and urihealthy introspection.
A defence against this risk is to publicly test frequently our inferences and opinions.
This is at the kernel o f authentic action research and which, indeed, may suffer from
lack of constant practice. Torbert (2001:255) is emphatic on this point:
Certainly, no conversation is occurring if any o f the partners interprets what
others say and acts on that interpretation without testing his or her interpretation
publicly with the original speaker(s). (Look at that sentence carefully: few
businesses or family conversations meet its test, and that explains a great deal of
human misunderstanding, sense of betrayal and suffering.)
Although Torbert makes this observation under the heading o f second-person research
practice it has equal application for first-person. My own practices o f what Reason and
Torbert (2001) refer to as ‘downstream’ has been to write-up a journal o f activity and
reflection on that activity twice weekly; to prepare for meetings by making notes o f my
assumptions, my expectations; checking my behaviour mentally while at the meeting
and sometimes making a note; making notes at the meeting on process, on content and
on participants’ reaction to those elements; reviewing the meeting afterwards with one
or two others present, and testing my inferences and opinions about the process; writing
a note on these conclusions (Moon, 1999, 2000). I especially check the possibility o f
disconfirming my privately-held opinions about individuals attending the meetings.
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Over a long period I have found this to be a rich vein for learning and, as a
consequence, for the sustaining o f the project.

Krim (1988:165) suggests that:
One rationale for me studying me is the need I see to develop and promote selfawareness: the idea that we can study others and neglect ourselves seems to be
genuinely in-human.
It is the continual development o f this self-awareness that is fundamental to first-person
research/practice and that creates the potential for transformation at the personal as well
as at the social and organisational level. To quote Torbert (2001:251) again on first
person practice:
In order for each of us to discover our own capacity for an attention supple
enough to catch, at any moment, glimpses o f its own fickleness, we must
exercise our attention
as it evolves our first-person action inquiry will either
become increasingly energised by a concern for the quality o f our moment-tomoment experience of ourselves ... or it will cease to evolve.
My choosing to enter the Management Practice Programme (MPP) at Trinity College,
Dublin was a critical element in my first-person inquiry as it evolved. I describe the
details of this later. However, methodologically the attraction for me at that point was
the action learning nature of the programme. I identify with the sentiment o f Revans
(1998:73): “action learning is the Aristotelian manifestation o f all managers’ jobs: they
learn as they manage, and they manage because they have learned - and go on
learning.” To make this move into the world o f academia I had to overcome personal
doubts, even prejudices about the ability of an academic institution to deliver what I
sought, namely to develop a concept for an organisation to confront a persistent social
problem. Up to that point my experience o f business academic courses was akin to
what Revans (1998:74) describes as
...the corruption of a lucrative academicism, enticing honest and responsible
subjects to kid themselves that they will more effectively fulfil their missions by
listening to lectures, by reading books and being led through the simulations of
unreal or idealised experience.
My primary motivation, a very strong first-person inquiry reality, was to achieve the
goal of developing a workable concept to confront the problem. Secondary, and a long
way back, was the conferring o f any academic status, a pleasant experience though that
was at the time. In my first-person quest I set out then to test the institution - Trinity

98

Chapter 5 - A ction Research - A Suitable M ethodology

College —as well as m yself to deliver. I was well aware that I was bringing a social
project into a business school milieu and I had to be prepared for the resistances which
came. The college showed courage and foresight to accept me in the first instance given the small number permitted on that particular senior executives’ programme. As
a consequence the business school at the college now has a considerable intellectual
investment in what has become a major social project.

An example o f how I understand my first-person research/practice will serve to
illustrate its relevance to the project and to this thesis. Annotation twenty-one to the
Spiritual Exercises underscores the reason for doing them, (Munitiz and Endean,
1996:289):
Spiritual Exercises having as their purpose the overcoming o f self and the
ordering of one’s life on the basis of a decision made in freedom from any illordered attachment.
These exercises are core to my first-person activity (Coghlan, 2002), and they take the
form o f daily meditative exercises.

The key words for me in the above quotation are

“ ....a decision made in fi'eedom...” The completion o f these exercises in 1982 and
1990, as well as being a significant influence in changing a lifestyle, were also
foundational in the initiation o f a process that was to culminate in the FIT project. The
ordering o f my life, as a first-person research/practice, is best understood in the context
of the Spiritual Exercises as performed intensively on these two occasions and their
subsequent daily practice by me.

Given that the exercises focus on the realities o f your

world, the Gospel story o f the rich young man (Matthew, 19:21-22), became and remain
central for me in the unfolding of this process and thesis. The rich young man was
presented with a choice o f the accumulation of wealth versus another value, which he
desired but did not wish to sacrifice his wealth immediately in order to achieve it.

His

sadness with the challenge to let go o f his possessions suggests at least two possibilities:
either he will hold on to them and forsake the other value, being a perfect Christian,
which he craves, or the sadness will become a creative force that will eventually wean
him away from the seduction of excessive wealth and into a freer space to realise his
ultimate desire.

I entered upon the exercises in 1982 and 1990 as a relatively wealthy man. Perhaps
more significantly, by 1990 I had achieved a position from which I could add
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considerably to that wealth, if I chose.

On the other hand, I had also experienced in

that same period the awfiil poverty and deprivation o f the people o f Ballymun, which
seemed to me to be the living antithesis of a society based on Christian love and caring.
Like the rich young man o f the Gospel story the Spiritual Exercises in 1990 presented
me with choices.

Therefore my meditations and reflections on making these choices -

which is core and foundational to the exercises - focused persistently on making the
option in freedom, and all o f the ramifications o f taking a particular route.

Bearing in

mind that the outcomes from these exercises and first-person activity was the sale of all
my business assets, coupled with a commitment to work with the poor and
marginalized, it will be understood that these were life-determining choices, not only
for me but for my family also. Within that context I met many resistances, not the least
being that my business entrepreneurial gifts could continue to create jobs for poor
people.

I find that these choices are best explained and understood retrospectively. In other
words that my meditations and related first-person practices and the choices between
wealth and other values, as presented to the rich young man o f the Gospel, be observed
as a continuum between 1982 and 1990 in particular, but also subsequently, and that the
quality of this first-person inquiry should also be understood in terms o f the outcomes
from these practices: the sale o f my business, the commitment to work full-time for
those on the margins o f society for no material gain, and later to develop a practical way
o f doing that by the development and application o f a particular form o f social
entrepreneurship. There is, therefore, a direct relationship between the outcomes of the
FIT process - transformation in the lives o f many previously disadvantaged persons and the quality o f my first-person activity in meditating and reflecting on the dilemma
o f choice for the rich young man.

5.4 Second-Person Research/Practice

Reason and Torbert (2001:20) state that, “ ...second-person research/practice starts
when we engage with others in a face-to-face group to enhance our respective firstperson inquiries” . They also say (2001:21) that, “Maybe the most fundamental form of
second-person research/practice is friendship”, and that “ ...a significant form o f secondperson research/practice may be to make explicit and systematic these every-day tacit
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forms”.

Thus it was (and is) that the Saturday reflections o f the FIT CEO and m yself

are a core research activity in which the experiences o f the week are reflected upon
critically, learning takes place from both success and failure and we “develop
theoretical perspectives which inform (our) work in the next action phase” (2001:20).
We used our friendship to enhance our learning and knowledge about what was going
on in the project and about what was going on in ourselves so as to make the whole
process more intelligible in the furtherance o f its mission.

Co-operative inquiry is one example o f second-person research/practice. What is co
operative inquiry? Heron and Reason (2001:179) offer the following combination of
descriptions:
a)

b)

c)

Co-operative inquiiy is a way of working with other people who have
similar concerns and interests to yourself in order to:
i) understand your world, make sense o f your life and develop new and
creative ways o f looking at things; and ii) leam how to act to change
things you may want to change and find out how to do things better.
We believe that the outcome of good research is not just books and academic
papers, but also the creative action o f people to address matters that are
important to them.
This, as we have said, is not research on people or about people, but research
with people.

Co-operative inquiry as explained by Heron (1996:1) also serves as a usefiil description
of second-person inquiry:
Co-operative inquiry involves two or more people researching a topic through
their own experience o f it, using a series o f cycles in which they move between
this experience and reflecting together on it.
Commitment to the cycling between action and reflection is key, as is also the
development of an awareness that this process is proving productive. This will mean
the ability to observe, by way o f what Gummesson (2000:122) terms ‘retrospective
action science’, the connectedness of a series of events over a lengthy period o f time.
As will be detailed later, there was an established connection in the FIT process, by way
of first-person upstream and downstream inquiry begirming in 1982, nurtured by regular
reflection and meditation, and this followed by a second-person inquiry in the creation
of the BJC in 1986 resulting in a number of initiatives focused on the long-tem
unemployed through the period up to 1995, and which were fashioned and shaped by
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way of the Saturday reflections. And out o f that first and second-person endeavour
finally came the M.Sc dissertation, the conccpt and the project itself.

Reflection as I use it in this context o f second-person action research methodology is
not a casual practice. It requires structure to be effective. Fisher and Torbert (1995:34)
suggest that our conversations can be divided into four ‘types o f speech’. These are
framing, advocating, illustrating and inquiring. By creating and also by being aware of
these four categories we provide ourselves with the opportunity to “increasingly balance
and integrate them” .

Framing is stating the purpose of the discussion, but also,

critically, stating the assumptions that I believe are shared. (Fisher and Torbert suggest
that this element o f sharing assumptions is “most often missing” from conversations and
meetings). Depending upon responses to the declared assumptions, re-framing may be
necessary.

Advocating is a stance o f preference and an effort o f persuasion to a

particular line or option. Illustrating is most often linked to advocacy, but distinctions
are necessary to avoid conftision and misunderstanding. For instance, I may advocate
that John is deserving o f employment because he has been disadvantaged, but in my
illustration I may fail to make clear that his social skills are lacking and that training is
required before he is ready.

For that reason Fisher and Torbert warn that “it is so

important to be explicit about the four types o f speech and to interweave them
sequentially” (1995:36). Inquiring is when we try to learn from others through our
questioning. This requires patience, skill and not a little humility in ensuring by our
tone and demeanour that we really do want to learn from the other person. We also
need to take care that our inquiry is preceded by framing, advocacy and illustration
(Fisher and Torbert), that ‘all the cards are on the table’, which will reduce the risk of
defensive responses, and facilitate progress.

Reason and Torbert (2001) and Torbert (2001) create a link between the four types of
speech and what they term the ‘four territories of experience’ for personal and
organisational modes.

So, against framing, advocating, illustrating and inquiring for

conversation, they would match visioning, strategizing, performing and assessing for
organisations; and at the personal level, intentional attending, thinking (as in
Positivism’s ‘m ap’), sensing/acting and the outside world (Positivism’s ‘territory’)
(2001:14). The point here is to acknowledge the different ways o f knowing, o f gaining
knowledge, and to attend to those different possibilities in the conduct of our research.
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The practice o f second-person inquiry was central to the development and evolution of
the project. In addition to the Saturday reflections there was the initial group which
formed the management team for the BJC in the 1980s and which had the features of
what Heron calls the ‘bootstrap group’ (1996:40).

In other words it learned to be a

group itself, to be self-initiating. Although as time went on the FIT CEO and myself
became its leaders. Later in the overall process the research within the project was
extended to embrace the programme manager for FIT and the co-ordinator for the
Ballymun Local Employment Services Network (LESN). The latter person performed a
critical role in relating with the other LESNS in disadvantaged communities around
Dublin which delivered the candidates for training. This team o f four, FIT CEO, FIT
Programme Manager the LESN co-ordinator and m yself were later to form into a co
operative inquiry group. Appendix I - Forming A Co-operative Inquiry Group - details
the development, process and some of the outcomes o f this group. Thus it was that,
methodologically there was a useful structure in place both to facilitate knowledge
creation and to capture the essential learning, while not forgetting, with Senge and
Scharmer (2001:247), that “ ...knowledge creation is an intensely human, messy process
o f imagination, invention and learning from mistakes, embedded in a web o f human
relationships”. Hence the need for the continual cycling process o f action research
between what is being acted out and how this is being understood (Reason, 1999).
An important factor in all o f the FIT process was the relative positions o f the two key
players, the FIT CEO and m yself Our daily diet, it might be said, was second-person
inquiry, with constant reporting, reflection and discussion. I have often reflected upon
this relationship, and I give some detail later using battle and army metaphors etc.
However, in this methodology section, and because o f the centrality o f this particular
relationship to all o f the action, I think it appropriate to focus on it from that
perspective. I have been helped in this reflection by Fisher and Torbert’s (1995:61),
‘Governing frames at six successive developmental stages’ and by their development of
‘managerial style characteristics’ associated with these frames. I believe the FIT CEO
fits into the ‘achiever’ frame - we have discussed this - in that he is results oriented,
appreciates complexity and seeks mutuality and not hierarchy in relationships.
Meanwhile I see m yself as in the ‘strategist’ frame, although the FIT CEO feels that I
am closer to the ‘magician’ frame. Fisher and Torbert state that, “The strategist frame is
a frame that sees other frames as valid, relevant and usable... The strategist is attuned
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more deeply than managers holding any o f the prior frames to the uniqueness o f persons
and situations” (1995:78). In the context o f the FIT process, in the construction o f the
emerging project with a huge array o f players from a variety o f organisations and
constituencies, managerial skills were called for. Having a strategist who is prepared to
re-frame in order to accommodate a range o f different frames coming into a new mix
was obviously valuable for progress.

Greenwood and Levin (1998:86) describe action research as a way o f “keeping the
conversation going”. They go on to say that the methods o f action research
.. .aim to open horizons o f discussion, to create spaces for collective reflection in
which new descriptions and analyses of important situations may be developed
as the basis for new actions. This is what we mean by cogenerative learning.
The Saturday reflections, a frequent practice within the FIT process, are a good example
of cogenerative learning and second-person inquiry.

They were and are a developed

practice between the FIT CEO and m yself which commenced in the 1980s following the
founding o f the BJC.

Over a period o f years a format for these reflections has been

honed which places a strong emphasis on the process nature o f these regular
interactions.

The format commences with the exchange o f a written agenda for the

session before we meet.

Sometimes this may be accompanied by a single sheet

description elaborating on a particular item as instanced in Appendix XII. For these
reflections the effort always is to reduce or eliminate paperwork so as to maintain our
focus on our attitudes, emotions, prejudices and how those realities are affecting the
process and ultimately our decisions.

The sessions are mostly conducted in the open, often while walking and last about two
hours.

They are divided into four parts.

In the first part we deliberately allow all our

emotions and feelings about the work o f the week to surface, with anger about persons
and issues being freely expressed. This has particular relevance for the FIT CEO who
encounters, on a daily basis, many o f the resistances to the uniqueness o f the FIT
process. A deftness o f control and awareness is necessary in order to ensure that the
process is not hijacked by a combination of anger and prejudice.

This comes mostly

from the experience of reflecting upon and learning from the false starts and too-high
emotion o f the early years when our very existence at BJC was under constant pressure
from officialdom.
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In the second part o f the session there is the first discussion o f the agenda items from
the clearly understood perspective that there will not be any decisions at this point.
This for the very good reason that emotion will still, in all probability, be running high
and any decisions could be unduly contaminated.

It is this awareness that we are in a

process that is crucial to what is going on, crucial to what happens next. We know
beforehand that we are not making decisions here; what we are going to do is discuss
each agenda item, and at this stage to try to see the possible outcome that will serve the
aims of the project best: increasing the potential o f the work to benefit the lives of those
on the margins o f our society, in this case the long-term unemployed.

We are

deliberately and consciously moving from an emotionally-driven section of our
reflections to an objective and rational phase.

We are aware both o f the need for

objectivity and o f the twin dangers to it: our prejudices and our assumptions.

In part three we reflect individually on our assumptions and prejudices concerning each
agenda item, and we publicly test these in order to maximise objectivity and clarity for
future action.

An example may assist understanding.

Over the years since the

founding o f the BJC both of us, together and separately, would have had many reasons
for seeing the national training authority (FAS) as our enemies and the prime objectors
to our work and very existence.

They felt threatened by our presence. This has been

discussed earlier in Chapter Three. At the time o f the launch o f the FIT project by the
Taoiseach in March 1999 (which will be detailed later in Chapter Seven) the then CEO
o f FAS at the subsequent social function declared in conversation with others his
irritation with and distaste for FIT while prophesying that “it will not last”. Given the
power and influence o f his organisation within the government and economic structures
o f the state, this approach and attitude spelt real danger for our fledgling project. How
should we counter this thinly veiled attack? Should we use our own growing influence
within government and industry circles, or should we seek ways o f befriending and
working with the enemy? We brought this dilemma to our Saturday reflections.

Faithfiil to our process, we began with a session o f all the anger and emotion with which
our relationship with this organisation was shot through: the multiplicity o f negative
experiences we had reaching all the way back to the early days o f the BJC in the 1980s;
the many senior managers in FAS over the years who resisted and, in some cases,
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poured scorn on our innovative and creative projects for confronting long-term
unemployment; the efforts through senior civil service personnel, at the behest o f FAS,
to block our funding and which we saved only by recourse to ministerial intervention.
These were harsh and sometimes bitter memories which had scarred the relationship.
Again, in keeping with our process, we did not stay in our anger and bitterness. We
moved on to consider, but not yet decide upon the options open to us: to use the
combination o f our industrial muscle, government contacts, local communities’
influence and our own considerable experience to mount an aggressive challenge to the
attack by FAS and its CEO; or to explore more and better ways of working with that
organisation, and in particular making overtures to its CEO.

The possibility of

pursuing the latter option was most unattractive to us at the level o f our feelings and
emotions.

We were keenly aware o f this as we moved into our session o f dealing with

our assumptions and prejudices.

Assumptions and prejudices are sometimes comforting for their proposers but very
often they are deceiving and, if never publicly tested, can be in most cases lethally
damaging (Torbert, 2001).

In this example of the testing o f assumptions and the

revelation o f prejudices led us into a space where we objectively considered FAS in
terms o f its origins, firstly by way of an amalgamation o f three state agencies, and then
in terms of its treatment by successive governments, how it was the creature o f political
manoeuvrings and hidebound, in an organisational sense, by the statutory instruments of
the establishment. Its inflexibility was, for the most part, imposed.
began to see that its personnel were also trapped by this system.

Realising this, we
Just one more step

along this path o f our process provided the insight that our anger and our emotion could
be misplaced.

Deep down and in reality its real focus was, perhaps, the government as

a whole and its manner o f behaving.

What FAS manifests, as this reflection process

revealed for us, are all those difficult and unattractive features of the government
system.

Without some understanding by us that this organisation was a creature o f this

system we would continue to have great difficulty in relating to it. What our secondperson process, in the shape and practice o f the Saturday reflections, enabled us to
achieve was firstly a liberation from our emotions o f fierce anger and frustration and
secondly, as a consequence, a move into a new space where we could understand the
issues and difficulties with clearer vision and with a better chance o f making a good
decision.
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Out of this process we opted for a strategy of befriending and working with FAS and its
senior personnel in particular.

It would still not be a bed o f roses. But, because o f our

process, we understood our emotional reaction to the organisation better, we understood
our prejudices, our assumptions; we had a good conscious sense o f how they had grown
into what they are.

Our process had made us more grounded in the reality o f the

situation, less wishful and more ready and willing to achieve a working accommodation
that could be critical for the fiiture o f the project.

Thus it was that within two months

o f the launch o f FIT project by the Taoiseach we sat in the office o f the CEO o f FAS at
a meeting with him and his senior managers.

While he was openly surprised at our

request for a meeting, and he did not make the session easy for us, nonetheless, that was
the beginning o f a different type and style o f relationship between FIT and FAS, one not
without tensions and acrimony, but, in an overall sense, a working together over the last
four years which has resulted in good solid outcomes in favour o f the long-term
unemployed.

We chose process over protest and it paid off for those to whom we

wanted to give opportunity.

In the final part o f our Saturday reflections, having moved through the first part o f our
emotions around the issues, followed by the second part o f an initial consideration of
the agenda items and possible options, but no decisions, and then on to the third part of
our prejudices and testing assumptions, we now moved into the decision-making phase.
By dint of practice we learned not to rush the different stages o f the process. We
discovered that by being deliberate and faithful to each phase o f the process the option
for decision became more clear.

The frequent and constant use o f the Saturday

reflections over the years places the process at the core o f what became FIT.

We

applied it to all our relationships; to the employer group individually and collectively; to
government ministers and senior civil servants; to LESNs and local communities; to the
VECs, in addition to FAS, as the training providers; and to the long-term unemployed
themselves, the ultimate target o f all the efforts.

Each of these groups related to FIT in their own way and for their own needs.

The

appropriate form o f relationship in each case had to be worked out, negotiated in some
cases such as the training provided by the VECs and FAS.

The iterative nature of

those relationships, as between each other and also with the FIT administration are what

107

Chapter 5 - A ction Research - A Suitable M ethodology

constitutes the larger FIT process.

The co-ordination o f that process, bringing in each

of the players at the appropriate stages, is what gives FIT one o f its most unique
characteristics. The Saturday reflections, by their emphasis and focus on the process
nature of FIT, provide the fuel for that all-important iteration. This dynamic o f learning
cogeneratively is fundamental to the FIT process and was the invaluable end-product of
the second-person inquiry practices throughout.

5.5 Third-Person Research Practice

Reason and Torbert (2001:23) say:
Third-person research/practice attempts to create conditions which awaken and
support the inquiring qualities of first and second-person research/practice in a
wider community, but it does so in a specific way: through mutuality-enhancing
exercises o f power that invite third-persons into first, second and third-person
research/practice.
As we shall see in Chapter Seven, the FIT project has been put together over a number
of years through an interweaving dynamic o f first-, second- and third-person research
practice.

It is the layered nature of these action and research practices, evident in its

multi-faceted relationships with and between government, industry and communities,
that substantiates the authenticity and integrity o f the project (Bradbury, 2001).

Bjom Gustavsen (2001:22), in making the case for relationship building and the
plurality of visions as authentic research methodology, reflects some o f the features of
the FIT organisation in the latter stages of its evolution:
What emerges ... is an improved capacity for developing ideas, pursuing them
into action and generally creating a rich landscape o f different institutions,
organisations and activities that can enter into fruitful and complementary
relationships to each other.
Third-person practice creates a wider community o f inquiry (Reason and Torbert, 2001)
which has an ‘impersonal quality’ but goes about its work ‘in a specific w ay’ and which
supports and broadens the process and inquiring activities at the first and second-person
levels. Torbert (2001:256) says that
...one o f the key characteristics of successful third-person research/practice is
that it is an action inquiry leadership practice that presupposes first and secondperson research/practice capacity on the part o f leadership.
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Torbert goes on to speak about the transforming o f organisations through third-person
practices but that this can only be accomplished “under conditions of mutual
vulnerability.” This suggests that for change to occur at the levels o f power and policy
there must be some acceptance o f this requirement to be vulnerable. The strength o f
unilateral power within virtually all third-person organisations mirrors the difficulties o f
this task.

Bud Hall (2001:173) in explaining Participatory Research (PR) gives a definitional
statement from an international conference on the subject in 1978 which include: “ 1. PR
involves a whole range o f powerless groups o f people - the exploited, the poor, the
oppressed, the marginal.

2.

It involves the full and active participation o f the

community in the entire research process.” The positions o f Torbert and Hall may be
represented as two poles for the purposes o f the research methodology.

Torbert is

describing how difficult a task it is to transform organisations through first-, secondand third-person practice given their unilateral exercise o f power, while Hall, more in
the emancipatory tradition of Paulo Freire (1970), is emphasising the bottom-up power
of the people in a quasi-revolutionary stance. The two positions have strong echoes and
images for me, represented by Ballymun (Ireland’s poorest district where I helped found
the BJC) and Bankcentre (Headquarters o f Ireland’s largest bank, AIB whose Head of
Strategy and Human Resources sits on the Board o f FIT). I have stood in both places,
in exercise o f my own research inquiry, speaking the language of Torbert in one and the
language o f Hall in the other.

And all the time with the underlying question and

motivation: is it possible and can I facilitate the linking o f these two worlds?

The FIT process is part o f the answer to that question. As a result o f the knowledge
generated and the learning gained from the first- and second-persons inquiries in action,
the third-person activity has seen the development o f the project to embrace eleven
socially disadvantaged communities, five government departments and fifty business
corporations, all o f them co-ordinated and facilitated by a small independent company FIT Ltd - for the purpose. This company o f eight persons, including the CEO, is the
product mostly o f the first- and second-person inquiries o f the FIT CEO and myself, and
in its activities and practices it aligns with Reason and Torbert’s (2001:23) observation:
“... third person research/practice may aim to speak out to a yet wider audience to
influence and transform popular opinion, organisation strategy, government policy etc”.
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I have led this development in a very definite social entrepreneurial fashion, building on
the knowledge created and learning from my first- and second-person inquiries,
deliberately entering the different worlds o f Ballymun and Bankcentre, conscious o f the
chasm between them yet always believing in the possibility o f linkage and a productive
relationship. I agree with Reason and Bradbury (2001:10) when they say:
Given the condition o f our times, a prim ary purpose o f human inquiry is not so
much to search for truth but to heal, and above all to heal the alienation, the split
that characterises modem experience.
This third-person research practice brought together, over a fairly lengthy period, all of
these players from government, industry and local communities.

There were many

meetings, long and short, large and small, some in seminar and workshop style. Some
o f these smaller meetings were second-person in practice where individuals engaged at
a personal level in cycling between reflection and action. They became third-person
when decisions out o f this second-person practice were discussed and adopted by the
relevant company, government department or local community. Knowledge was being
created and learning was happening throughout these processes (Gustavsen, 2001). In a
very real sense the focus was more the process than any particular item o f content.
Again, to paraphrase Gustavsen (2001), many o f these meetings became relationshipbuilding events around the issue of a persistent social problem.

Sometimes that

problem was disguised by the language o f a government department hosting the
meeting for their own political ends, or by the CEO o f a business corporation who
preferred the stance o f ’’seeking additional skilled labour” to “training the long-term
unemployed.” But always the underlying thrust and aim o f the sessions was the same:
how to achieve training and employment leading to a better quality of life for those who
were long-term unemployed and socially marginalized.

My composite role o f social entrepreneur and researcher was very evident in thirdperson activities and inquiries. At these meetings and events, which were a key element
in the early days o f the process, I needed to be aware o f the plurality o f visions present
(Gustavsen, 2001).

And that this plurality had potential to be a positive force. At

another level I was the social entrepreneur leading the process, proposing a plan of
action and seeking consensus on it, aware that my business colleagues were in favour of
agreement and closure on issues as a sign o f progress. At the same meeting I oscillated
between the two positions, sometimes entrepreneur, sometimes researcher.

110

Early on,

Chapter 5 - A ction Research - A Suitable M ethodology

with the insights gained from my first- and second-person inquiries, I made a critical
distinction between the content of the plan we were all devising together and the
process which had enabled us to get to that point. I elected to give more time and effort
to the process, to the relationship-building within it, to the potential for transformation
within organisations and individuals (Fisher and Torbert, 1995). This recognition of
and emphasis on the relationship between all the participants is a significant factor in
the ensuing third-person inquiry practice within the process.

The FIT process gathering of participants fi'om the different worlds o f government,
industry and local disadvantaged groups can be described as a learning community. It
learned

from its experience as it proceeded, and because of the manner o f its

construction - through the evolutionary stages of first and second-person research
practice - there was a theory operating which ensured the appropriate use o f the
knowledge and learning generated at this third-person stage.

Peter Senge and Otto

Scharmer, writing on community action research (2001:239-40) use an image which,
methodologically, probably best describes the FIT process in the years following its
launch in 1999:
....w e began to think o f the knowledge creation process metaphorically as a tree.
The roots symbolize underlying theory, below the surface - yet, though invisible
to many, the ultimate determinants o f the health o f the tree. The branches
symbolize tools and methods, the means whereby theory is translated into
application. The fruit of the tree is the practical know-how whose tangible
benefits ultimately prove the value o f the knowledge. The tree is a living system.
I find this image helpful in two ways. Firstly, it reveals to me the authentic nature of
my own hidden role, doing my best work at the roots o f the project, feeding all the
different elements and constituents with the nutrient knowledge necessary for growth
and flowering.

The hiddermess of my own role has been a feature throughout.

At

various stages ownership o f the project has been publicly claimed by the Taoiseach, by
the government, by industry, by the Microsoft Corporation, but never by myself who
conceived it. This is not important; what is really important is that the relationship
building o f the third-person practice continues to flourish and, as a consequence, that
the lives o f the socially disadvantaged continue to be transformed. The second way I
find the tree image helpfial is that the roots also symbolise the underlying theory. And
because - to continue with the image - there is so much going on at the roots, the theory
is always going to be linked with the action.
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action, new theories may be generated. To quote Greenwood and Levin (1998:76):
“The meanings constructed in the inquiry process lead to social action, or these
reflections on action lead to the construction o f new meanings.”

The test for third person research practice, in the context o f the FIT project, is whether it
will have ‘lasting value’ (Reason and Torbert, 2001:28). Business corporations as well
as government departments, training agencies and local communities will require a
continual focus for their coming together and for their commitment.

Will they stay

beyond the term o f the first action plan which has just been completed?

The

transformative potential o f the process is evidenced by the fact that even though the IT
industry suffered a downturn in the last year the desire o f the business leaders to stay on
for the next phase is stronger than the original commitment in 1999. This movement
amongst the employer group, based on their experiences o f the process, is o f particular
research interest, and will be the subject of a separate analysis.

Gustavsen (2001) refers to the learning that takes place through the processes of
conferences and seminars devoted to a common theme.

Third-person inquiry and

outcomes o f projects such as FIT are in a similar vein, and while perhaps they are
somewhat less obvious in research terms than first- and second-person examples, they
are no less significant for that.

To illustrate, I am choosing three examples o f third-

person inquiry and practice of the FIT process over the course o f the last four years.
These are the political outcomes from the presentation o f FIT at the Lisbon EU summit
in March 2000, the application o f the FIT process to resolve a persistent social problem
in Vancouver, Canada in 2001, and thirdly, the interest recently expressed by AIB,
Ireland’s largest bank, in the concept and processes o f the project.

At the Lisbon EU summit FIT was presented by the Irish and British governments as an
example of a project for the modernising of Europe and specifically in the area o f life
long learning as a means to combat social exclusion (see Appendix XI).

The civil

servant who represented the Irish government at this presentation was later to be
promoted to the position of Assistant Secretary at the Taoiseach’s Department where he
took over responsibility for relating to the FIT project. He later admitted to his own
ignorance o f the wide and deep process nature o f FIT and how he initially viewed it as
an initiative somewhat akin to the type of programmes frequently launched by FAS
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which had limited life-cycles.

In particular what he had not witnessed and could not

realise at the time was the level o f commitment of the IT industry to that process and the
experience o f this was a significant influence on him.

The Assistant Secretary o f the Taoiseach’s Department has a co-ordinating role on the
government side for the relationship to FIT.

He brought together representatives from

the other four government departments and the state training agencies and, together with
representatives from FIT Ltd, they formed a steering group for the purpose of
developing and implementing government policy with respect to the whole FIT process.
This was a critical group, especially in the early days o f the project.

From his

originating Lisbon summit interest the Assistant Secretary began to see the potential for
significant gains on the social exclusion front by encouraging and sustaining the FIT
process.

Resulting from these engagements across a number o f departments and

agencies very real third-person outcomes surfaced in tenns o f government policy: loneparent allowances were maintained for the duration of FIT courses as distinct from prior
limited support equivalent to twenty-five percent o f the time; other unemployed
allowances were sustained beyond previously set limits to allow candidates to complete
their courses.
important

In the world o f social welfare supports for the unemployed these were

influences

on

policy,

and

also

a

good

example

o f third-person

research/practice supporting the first-person (myself) and second-person (Saturday
reflections and co-operative group) efforts (Reason and Torbert, 2001).

At the end of 2000 the FIT CEO and I were invited to Vancouver, Canada to assist in
implementing the FIT process there to combat a severe social problem.

A lecturer in

sociology at the Simon Fraser University had visited the FIT website and was impressed
by the process nature o f the work and the underlying philosophy for trying to resolve a
persistent social problem.

Vancouver’s extreme poverty issue was located at

downtown east-side. In that area was a concentration o f poverty that might be hard to
match anywhere in the world: mostly older single males who would have worked on
fishing vessels in the Pacific ocean and as lombardsmen in the northern forests were
now gathered in this gigantic downtown slum with all o f the attendant problems of drug
and alcohol addiction, etc.
in its presentation.

It was a problem that was both horrific and desperately sad

The city, state and federal governments and commercial interests

had come together, facilitated by the university, to confront the issue.
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asked to advise and give the benefit o f our experience in confronting long-term
unemployment in Dublin.

The initial focus o f our input was principally on process, and to establish the level o f
commitment o f the various parties to engage within the wider grouping.

Secondly, we

identified for them the need for an entrepreneurial approach with an independent
organisation to drive the process. They were very taken by a number o f the features o f
the FIT process, not least the intensive involvement by industry.

They appreciated

most the organised and business-like approach for tackling a serious social problem.

For the FIT process it was an opportunity for third-person research/practice:

the

application o f the process in a totally different environment and for a different reasons
and outcomes was both challenging and educational.

It was possible to present FIT as

an integrated project despite the number of constituencies that formed it: the
orchestration provided by the co-ordinating company stimulated this integrating
process.

The difficult task in Vancouver o f bringing this about revealed to us the

strength and integrity of our own work.

There was an additional gap which we

observed in the Vancouver project which we believed to be significant: the link between
those framing and creating the process and the poor and excluded in downtown eastside was quite tenuous.

One o f the strengths o f FIT (its most important?) is this

combination o f ground-up and top-down qualities.

FIT began as a ground-up protest

group in the 1980s in the tradition o f Freire (1970).

It then added, through a particular

type o f social entrepreneurship, the top-down quality o f the business community in
particular.
replicate.

It was this combination that the Vancouver group would find difficult to
As relayed and analysed in Chapter Three it is the difference in perspective

that comes from being immersed in poverty and that o f examining it only from the
outside.

The persistent risk for Vancouver was that the absence o f this key ingredient

would result in a weakening version o f the FIT process. In third-person terms the value
of the Vancouver experience for the FIT process in Ireland was the confirmation that
the framework had a wider application to other types o f social problems in other
regions.

The Head o f Strategic Human Resources at AIB bank declares that the reason he likes
and supports the FIT process is that in a small country such as Ireland, with a robust
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economy, FIT has the potential to resolve the country’s serious poverty issues and thus
set a headline for other nations.

Although that may sound like a grossly ambitious

claim it does represent a seriously thought-out view which has influenced the current
work and deliberations o f the strategy review group for the FIT process.

This small

group, which comprises the senior managers o f five major IT companies (including
three CEOs), the AIB strategist, the FIT CEO and myself, are formulating a strategy for
presentation to the Board of FIT Ltd early in 2004.

That strategy, it is anticipated, will

help shape and form the work and activities of FIT over the coming decade. It will be a
strategy based on the experiences and the reflections on those experiences o f the process
revealed in these pages.

The interest of Ireland’s major bank in the FIT initiative at the level o f board strategy
and corporate management is an example o f effective third-person activity where what
has been developed intensively and personally at the first-person (meditation on the rich
young man of the Gospel), the Saturday reflections (collaborating to achieve clarity,
objectivity and productivity in working relationships), moves out into more impersonal
ways of realising what is called for in the effort to extrapolate from the concrete to the
general situation.

In the words o f their Head o f Strategic Human Resources the way

the corporation that is AIB now views the social landscape, with particular reference to
poverty and exclusion, has been and is being substantially influenced by these thirdperson outcomes from the FIT process.

5.6 Bringing Together First-. Second- and Third-Person Research Practice

Reason and Torbert (2001:26/27) state:
... we wish to illustrate how different our research/practice becomes when we
seek to integrate first- second-, and third-person forms o f inquiry. This
interweaving o f first-, second-, and third-person research/practice shows us one
of the many ways that quantitative, qualitative, and action research can be
integrated....
From a methodological as well as a practical standpoint it is important that the inter
weaving nature o f first-, second-, and third-person research/practice be emphasised. It
is the combining o f efforts that produces the difference in the research. For instance it
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can be legitimately claimed that the FIT project in 2003, now responsible for the
training of some 2500 long-term unemployed and disadvantaged persons, would never
have come into being without my own first person activity of the Spiritual Exercises
leading to radical life choices such as the sale of my business and choosing to immerse
myself in the social problems of Ballymun and completing the M.Sc dissertation at
Trinity College on the concept; nor would it have come into being without the continual
second-person activity of the FIT CEO and myself, the self-initiating group which
founded the BJC, the small group of employers and the FIT CEO who worked on the
findings of the M.Sc dissertation, and the co-operative inquiry group who worked at the
centre of all the planning and activity necessary to birth a project; nor would the FIT
project have come into being without the third-person activity of government
departments, state training agencies and local communities giving their allegiance.
And, perhaps most critically, it would not have happened without the third-person
activity of the employer group which did so much to enable the launch of the project.

A short illustration may help us understand better both the breadth of the practice of
first-, second- and third-person inquiry with respect to the FIT project, and its potential
for building a better society (Greenwood and Levin, 1998).

In first-person inquiry

terms the origin of the project lies in my ‘conversion’ experience in Bombay, India in
1978. That experience triggered a series of events which led to the creation of the FIT
process, initially by way of intense second-person inquiry followed by the third-person
inquiry of wide engagement with companies, government and communities.

A

crowning experience for the whole process occurred on the 27* June 2002, twenty-four
years after the Bombay conversion, when I chaired a FIT delegation which met with the
Taoiseach (Prime Minister) and his officials in the cabinet room at government
buildings. The purpose of the meeting was to seek government approval for the next
phase of the project, 2003 and onwards. That approval was given. My sense that day
was of a landmark victory being achieved; of a beach-head being secured in the battle to
change policy, to influence the direction of government resources to support the socially
excluded, and more, to do so in a manner that engaged industry and the local
communities in the process.

None of that could have been achieved without a

methodology that interweaved between the first-, second-, and third-person research
processes as described above.
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It should be explained that stability is not the hallmark of an action research process of
engagement to change policy and perceptions (Eden and Huxham, 1996; Reason, 1993).
There is too much social exclusion and poverty out there to have it so. Our continual
task, which calls forth our methodology, is - in the words o f Greenwood and Levin
(1998:86) -

to keep the conversation about it (the process) going.” Not knowing

what is ahead is closer to the norm for projects such as FIT. Through the exercise o f the
interweaving methodology described, it achieved a certain robustness, probably because
o f its developed strengths in each part of the three-person process. This robustness
enabled it to deal with the many resistances it encountered.
certainty about the future (Susman and Evered, 1978).

But there was never
Unlike most business

enterprises, to plan beyond one year was hazardous. Action research, as a methodology,
is uniquely suited to this uncertain and sometimes even foreboding arena. Friedman
(2001:154) defines action science (one o f the family o f action research practices) thus:
... a form o f social practice which integrates both the production and use of
knowledge for the purpose o f promoting learning with and among individuals
and systems whose work is characterized by uniqueness, uncertainty and
instability.

In the same article Friedman describes what he calls the “the four main features of
action science” (2001:168) as creating communities o f inquiry, building theories in
practice, combining interpretation with ‘rigorous’ testing and creating alternatives to the
status quo. The FIT project reflects these features in its evolution and practices.

Structuring the methodology along the lines of first-, second-, and third person research
practice has the benefit of following the history line o f the project with more clarity and
ease. It is also consistent with the different types o f knowledge created at different
stages of the process, and it allows for more freedom around choices for emphasis of
one feature against another. For instance, if we imagine the whole process as a drama
or film (Coghlan and Brannick, 2001) sometimes the focus, or camera, will be on
myself as social entrepreneur, using my resources, my insights inquiring into the
activity; sometimes the camera will be on the smaller group, discussing, reflecting on
the work and on their own reaction to the process, and sometimes the camera will be on
the large group o f government and industry, pondering the recommendations and
decisions of the other two processes. The methodology as described i.e. first-, second-.
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and third-person research practice, will best reveal and produce, I suggest, the desired
outcome.

Argyris (1999:335) states that our first responsibility in producing knowledge is

to

make as certain as we can that we are not kidding ourselves or others about (its)
validity”. Reason (1999) makes a similar point. To go along with this imperative we
must be clear on stating our methods for the gathering o f the data, how that data is
interpreted, tested and used, how we engaged on our own or with others in reflection
and research cycles, and how were our assumptions and opinions publicly tested for
confirmation or disconfirmation. Coghlan and Brannick (2001:24) say:
In our view a good action research project contains three main elements: a good
story; rigorous reflection on that story; and an extrapolation o f usable knowledge
or theory from the reflection on that story.
The project under discussion, I suggest, responds adequately to all three elements.

5.7 Summary

In Part One, my self-inquiry is explored and personal transformation is revealed in the
context of understanding social deprivation and long-term unemployment. In this Part
Two, in the quest to discover a resolution to the problem, action research is presented as
the appropriate methodology which at the same time both contributes to a solution while
generating new knowledge about the processes necessary for doing so.

The structure o f first-, second- and third-person research/practices, as discussed by
Reason and Torbert (2001), has a particular application for both the project and the
thesis. With the FIT process representing important aspects o f my life’s journey and
work, this methodology enables that contribution to be explored and authenticated
through first-person inquiry, while second- and third-person research practices embrace
all o f the key players in a dual venture that simultaneously confronts a persistent social
problem and in the act o f doing so is learning how to resolve it (Lewin, 1966; Dickens
and Watkins, 1999).

Third-person commentary: Action research captures the essence of the process that is
FIT by being “ ...a potent orientation to change and transformation” (Bradbury and
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Reason, 2001:449). This is evident from the first part o f the thesis where change and
transformation are the principal tones emerging in the relevant characteristics o f the
first-person inquirer {Chapter Two), the continuous personal learning from exposure to
Ballymun poverty {Chapter Three), and the understanding o f the persistent nature o f
deprivation and long-term unemployment {Chapter Four).

Action research, therefore,

is best understood as an emergent evolutionary and educational process (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001).

This thesis is a means by which the FIT process may be better

understood, may be learned from, may be challenged. It provides a structure within
which more will be learned about the process and the project. It helps elevate
knowledge-creation to its appropriate position in the hurly-burly o f the action which
surrounds the project.

Just as the M.Sc. dissertation was not essential to the ongoing

processes at the time involving the projects at the Ballymun Job Centre (BJC) but was
critical in the formation of FIT, so this thesis while it is not essential to what is going on
in the FIT process currently, it will be critical to and will probably shape what develops
out o f the FIT process for the continuance o f the efforts to redress social imbalance.

Moving on to P a rt Three, and continuing the process o f cycling between the research
and the action and ever widening second-person activities, I will explore and explain
how the concept for the FIT project was developed, how the organisation was put
together and the key roles played by employers and by government both in the
origination stages and in the processes and work as a whole as it evolved.
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“It is more important to challenge and to discuss our assumptions than to explore all the
possible tentacles of the future”.
Charles H andy,1985:188

Introduction
The concept for what became FIT, although present in outline form in my conversations
and imaginings from an earlier period, took on a very deliberate development in the
1990s. While this development has a clear chronological line which is set out below, it
was greatly facilitated by three prior happenings, my own Spiritual Exercises
experiences o f 1982 and 1990, the founding of the BJC in 1986 and the close
relationship o f FIT CEO and myself evidenced especially in the Saturday reflections.
These exercises, diligently pursued as co-operative inquiry and second-person
research/practice - to use the current terminology - underpin the evolution o f the FIT
concept. The connectedness o f all these events is even better understood retrospectively.

In this chapter the following key points are identified as being critical to forming the
concept:
1993:

Launch o f the Workmate Programmes for the chronically long-term
unemployed.

1994:

Development o f a joint initiative between BJC and Aer Rianta the Dublin
Airport Authority focused on creating employment for the long-term
unemployed in Ballymun.

1994/5:

BJC and the government task force, on long-term unemployment.

1995/6:

The Tramlines Initiative.

1995~1997:

Completion o f an M.Sc dissertation on the concept of a project focused
on training the long-term unemployed for secure employment, and
involving industry, government and local communities in partnership.

Central to the process were first-, second- and third-person research/practices. Given
that the action around the process, as observed and experienced by the BJC Manager
and myself, was always towards sustaining the involvement o f the long-term
unemployed in relevant training for a job, and towards sustaining the interest of
government and employers in the long-term unemployed as a group worthy o f support.
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the question posed at this juncture (the mid 1990s) was: Is it possible to institutionalise
that interest and support, and what might be the shape and character of such an
institution? First-person research/practice took the form of my note-taking, journaling,
reflection exercises, etc., previously referred to. Second-person research/practice was
evident in the Saturday reflections and also in somewhat less structured and less formal
dialogue with other management at the BJC and the local LESN.

These latter sessions

were later to evolve into the co-operative inquiry group (a ‘bootstrap group’) for the FIT
project (Heron, 1996).

Third-person research/practice was reflected firstly in the

dissemination o f results of our first and second-person inquiries to a wider audience (in
this case specifically to the employers, government and their agencies) and the support
that these results generated from that audience.

Our labours at this point are well

characterised by Reason and Torbert (2001:28) “ ...third-person research/practice can be
seen as part o f an effect to create institutions and practices which, appropriately open to
continuing inquiry and transformation, have lasting value”. The phrase ‘lasting value’
captures something o f the essence o f what we were seeking.

This was to be neither a

small nor a short investment.
At the end of each section in this chapter I write a reflection related to the research
practices and the question posed.

6.1 The Workmate Programmes

In 1993 there were two innovative programmes called Workmate developed by the BJC.
They were funded initially by myself as a way o f proving to a sceptical government that
the idea had merit and would work. One of the programmes was for those between
fifteen and twenty-eight years o f age and the other for those over forty years.

The

purpose o f these programmes was to focus intensively on the most marginalised o f job
seekers in the area, identifying what were the particular blocks to job placement in each
case, and to work with each person individually in order to devise a route to
employment. Government for the most part relied upon their national training agency
(FAS) to provide solutions. In the mid 1990s the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and
Employment stated:

“At present only some forty percent o f those on the live register

are also registered with FAS and this suggests that those most in need o f assistance
remain isolated from the current active labour market measures” (DETE, 1996:82).
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Whatever projects FAS might be developing they were going to miss their objective,
bccause a large number o f the long-term unemployed were not registered with them.
This is confirmed by the M inister in the same report: “ ...the virtual exclusion of many
long-term unemployed people from the active labour force” (1996:48).

Culliton

(1992:10) who carried out a major review o f FAS at that time concluded: “With the
notable exception of its apprenticeship programmes, a good deal o f what FAS does is
seen to be o f little relevance by industry. M ajor institutional reforms seem necessary
here”.

The outcomes for the two Workmate programmes for the period 1993 to 1998 were as
follows:

TABLE 6.1 W orkm ate P rogram m es - Job Placem ents
JO B PLACEM ENTS

‘93

‘94

‘95

‘96

‘97

‘98

TOTALS

Workmate U/18s

7

9

3

33

75

75

202

Workmate 0/40s

-

-

4

29

53

60

146

TOTALS

7

9

7

62

128

135

348

Source: Ballymun Job Centre - CEO Reports

It took four years o f intensive work with the group to demonstrate that the concept
worked. The Workmate projects were subsequently funded as being successful, and
continue to be so, by both the Irish government and the European Union (EU), and they
are an important part o f the current work of the BJC.
Reflection:

I was intensively involved in the early years o f Workmate, and was

acquainted with the minutiae o f this particular initiative. I got to know some o f the
most disadvantaged job-seekers in Ballymun on a one-to-one basis.

The experience,

which was one of extraordinary leaming, affected me deeply and through my first-
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person inquiring I was confirmed in my new orientation to redress the situation by way
of mobilising resources, public and private.

The second-person practice revolved

mostly around the Saturday reflections, the content o f which was often about the acute
lack of money for projects.

I shared with the FIT CEO the challenge I felt to my own

wealth status and out o f this discourse and reflection came the sale o f my Mercedes car
to provide funding for the first two years of Workmate.

Other contributory second-

person practices were with the BJC management, other employers, the Workmate
project team and the local FAS personnel. Although these meetings were not structured
like the Saturday reflections their agendas were determined for the most part by those
same reflections and contributed to the overall thrust o f creating something o f ‘lasting
value’.
In the third-person research/practice terms Workmate, from a slow beginning,
eventually attracted support from wider interests.

Part o f the third-person effect was

ensuring the dissemination of the ‘Workmate story’ to a wide circle o f government
departments and agencies.

I noted at the time: “The department officials accepted that

the long-term unemployed were a special case and that they required unique and
tailored programmes. They admired our persistence in focusing on them as a group.
They agreed with our strategy, but had no budget for this”.
Department o f Finance Meeting, 7*'’ January 1994).

(Journal Note -

Nonetheless, although apparent

failures at the time, meetings such as this were in reality an investment for the ftiture.
When the good economic times came later in the 1990s such persistence was to be
rewarded by the same government departments.

One o f the critical learning pieces from the Workmate programmes was that there was
no substitute for spending time with the unemployed in their struggle as the best way o f
understanding the problem of unemployment. The view of the unemployed from the
perspective o f government buildings or a managing director’s chair, I suggest, is very
different from intensive daily meetings with them on a one-to-one in Ballymun.

In the

ground-up nature o f what we were beginning to develop through Workmate part o f our
vision was to try to mix and blend these three perspectives.

We did not see the

Workmate participants as a stand alone problem but rather as an extreme expression o f
the social ill which, in the context o f the evolution o f our project, served as a stage for
significant learning for us about the long-term unemployed.
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US more about the long-term unemployed let us now examine a project that taught us
more about employers.

6.2 Greencaps at Dublin Airport

From the time o f the launch o f the BJC at the end of 1986 there were a number of
efforts at stimulating local enterprise in order to improve the job possibilities for the
local unemployed.

Efforts by the Marketing Institute friends o f mine, while not

successful in their original objective, nevertheless provided good learning situations
around the basic thrust of the concept, that o f linking employers directly with the long
term unemployed in some type of common endeavour. This learning proved valuable
when another opportunity arose in 1994. One o f the anomalies o f the North Dublin
region at that time was that the largest economic unit in the state - Dublin Airport employing over 7000 people was situated side-by-side with Ballymun, the poorest area
in the country.

From the beginning o f BJC’s activities a number o f contacts between it and the airport
management resulted in a very positive and productive relationship.

Aer Rianta

provided the facilities and helped design training courses both for the staff o f the BJC
and for the unemployed people on its register. Its staff also supported the fund-raising
efforts of the BJC at that time. Aer Rianta had been going through a period o f sustained
growth since the beginning o f the decade. It did not see itself simply as an organisation
that managed airports, but rather as a customer-driven operation with increasing traffic
flows giving it expanding opportunities to provide leisure activities for a captive
audience. A m ajor challenge was for it to be innovative in the provision o f services
which its ever-increasing number o f customers required.

The concept o f Greencaps was first mooted within the BJC in 1994, and then became
the subject of discussion with Aer Rianta (Nolan, 1997). There was a convergence of
interests for BJC in the setting up of Greencaps: since 1989 it had built up a register of
5000 local job seekers for whom it constantly sought employment opportunities, as well
as providing and supporting training courses which would help improve the
employability o f those on its register.

In addition, the type o f collaboration that the

BJC modelled since its inception (i.e. local community, private sector and government
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working together), had influenced government policy which was reflected in the
development o f the twelve area based partnerships, one o f which was Ballymun. The
partnerships are government funded.

Each has a manager and a board representing

employers, FAS, government.

An important and crucial factor to emphasise is that the Aer Rianta Assistant Chief
Executive at the time was the champion within that organisation for Greencaps. He
knew Ballymun well and also knew the personnel o f the BJC, and was sympathetic to
its aims. He was fully acquainted with the problems o f the long-term unemployed in
the area. This was the key factor in the evolution o f the Greencaps initiative, and it was
often overlooked in subsequent discussions of the topic.

It was fundamental to the

evolving concept for the FIT concept, the engagement o f personnel, in particular
employers, at the level o f values and social responsibility.

The Greencaps project commenced with a six-week feasibility period in April 1994,
providing a portering service.

This proved very successful.

All the staff were

unemployed from the Ballymun area. The model was a self-managing workers’ co
operative, in order to retain independence, with a Board o f Directors that included
representatives from both Aer Rianta and the BJC in addition to representatives from
the Ballymun partnership, a trade union and a major bank.

The trade union

representation was to ensure that the workforce at the airport understood the
motivations behind the initiative in favour o f the long-term unemployed in Ballymun,
while the bank contributed sponsorship for one of the projects within the co-operative’s
activities. After three years the Greencaps initiative was employing thirty people at the
airport as follows: ten in portering, i.e. helping with baggage and wheelchair assistance;
seven people managing the taxi rank at the terminal building; four people providing a
left luggage service; four people helping passengers travelling to the USA to comply
with the requirements o f the INS (Immigration and Naturalisation Services); three
people on the post-office and two for management duties.

A reflection on the experience o f Greencaps. There were a number o f positive elements
flowing from the venture: it was a major collaborative effort involving significant
commercial and social interests directly with the long-term unemployed issue; it created
thirty jobs and had potential to create many more; it was made commercially viable; the
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workers were satisfied and were in reasonably well-paid employment; it was possible
that the model could have application to other employer/unemployed projects. There
were some negative features to the experience also: although structured as a joint
venture in effect the management o f the company was totally dominated by Aer Rianta;
the combination o f Area Partnership grants to the project and the Bank’s sponsorship
provided substantially subsidised employment to Aer Rianta for the provision o f these
services; while in theory the project was meant to be a joint operation, brought into
being by the efforts o f the different parties, in effect Aer Rianta adopted a lone parent
role high-lighted by the inability of the group to agree a mission statement.

The

breakdown occurred in the transfer o f the responsibility for its role in the project from
Aer Rianta’s Assistant Chief Executive who championed it to the airport manager who
was instructed to implement it. He was attracted more to the benefits to the bottom line
for his company than to the social thrust o f helping to solve the unemployment problem
in neighbouring Ballymun. More disappointingly he blocked efforts, by insisting on
ultimate control, to satisfy both requirements.

From the perspective of the BJC the

whole thrust o f the experiment was to explore the possibility o f a marriage between
commercial and social interests. Because o f the unilateral approach of the airport
manager the co-operative nature o f the project was undermined (Nolan, 1997).

Looking back with the benefit o f some years’ perspective the Greencaps initiative
represented an important step in the evolution o f the concept which culminated in FIT.
A major employer and the local community were brought together to confront a social
issue; services were identified which enhanced the employer’s business; jobs were
created which were satisfying and secure; the current workforce were brought on side;
the jobs created were specifically for the long-term unemployed.

But there were

ensuing tensions resulting from the airport manager’s approach. The BJC manager and I
represented the BJC on the Board for Greencaps.

One morning as both of us were

arriving together a little late for a Board meeting the airport manager was overheard to
say: “Here come the Provos!” This is a reference to the IRA. A jest, no doubt; but to
be perceived as subversives may not be too wide o f the mark in the sense that what we
were trying to achieve on behalf of the long-term unemployed in Ballymun challenged
the status quo as represented by government, industry and other agencies.
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While Greencaps was a failure in some respects 1 also saw it is a good learning
opportunity. Whereas Workmate taught us intimately about the long-term unemployed,
Greencaps gave us new insights and learning on employers.

The arrangement was

sundered by the airport manager’s interpretation o f the bottom-line needs of his
organisation. These were not able to accommodate the training and employment needs
o f the long-term unemployed in adjacent Ballymun.

While there were other bottom

line interpretations within the Aer Rianta hierarchy - most notably those o f the assistant
Chief Executive who championed Greencaps - there was not sufficient leverage
available to have the airport manager overruled.

Part o f my insight was that a

government presence might have provided such leverage.

However, in the general

thrust and movement towards institutionalising support for the long-term unemployed
Greencaps, like Workmate, provided critical momentum.

In Workmate we had learned invaluable insights about the long-term unemployed, and
even more importantly for ourselves, we had learned how to identify and ‘walk the
road’ with them; with Greencaps we had learned that while it was possible to create a
partnership with a large employer with a common focus to alleviate unemployment, that
focus and its effects could be severely limited and curtailed by the narrow perspectives
of a senior manager.
situation. (Note;

It was necessary to find a way to manage if not control the

it was some o f these experiences, along with others, that led to my

entry to the MPP programme at Trinity College to develop a concept for a separate
organisation).

Let us now examine a policy initiative by government which was to

prove significant.

6.3 BJC and Government Task Force

In 1991 the Programme for Economic and Social Progress (PESP), (DETE, 1991) stated
that “The creation o f employment and the consequent reduction o f unemployment and
involuntary emigration is the primary policy objective o f the goverrmient” (1991:43).
Despite strenuous efforts by the policy markers and government agencies, aided by
support and incentives, the unemployment figures continued to rise inexorably and were
to peak in 1993 (Tansey, 1998). Throughout this period the government were under
intense and continued pressure to be active in confi"onting the problem.
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initiatives taken in 1992 was the launch of Area Partnership Companies (APCs) on a
pilot basis for two years. The PESP programme describes the APCs thus:

... a local company will be formed to co-ordinate the response in each
participating area. The directors o f the company will consist o f community
interests, state development agency executives, Health Board and local authority
officials, and social partner representatives. Responsibility for programmes in
deciding controls and expenditure will rest with programme agencies (1991:75).
Following a pilot test in three areas (including Ballymun) the partnership concept was
extended to twelve areas in 1994. By 1997 they had been extended further to a total of
thirty-three areas o f economic disadvantage. The positive features about the APCs were
that they focused resources on specific local areas; they were a structured response to
local unemployment; they involved, at least in theory, all the major players,
government,

employers,

state

agencies,

local community representatives;

they

encouraged a co-ordinated approach, and their programmes were based on local action
plans with direct reference to the problems o f the long-term unemployed. The negative
features were that bringing all the relevant bodies together, while attractive in theory, in
practice each was still concerned to protect their own turf; employer engagement was
for the most part remote and mostly at the level of their representative organisation.
From my own perspective, as I observed the Ballymun Partnership during that period,
participation in this particular process, as a committee member,

was a lifeless

experience in terms o f creating new initiatives for the long-term unemployed, if o f some
minor value for the purposes o f networking. However it should also be said that these
were the early, stumbling years o f the APCs. As they matured later in the decade their
contributions to the alleviation o f poverty and disadvantage in their areas became more
significant.

There was a change of government in 1994.

In 1995 the Tanaiste (Deputy Prime

Minister) and Labour Party leader, M r Dick Spring, set up a task-force on long-tem
unemployment.

He invited the BJC manager to be a member o f this group.

His

appointment was considered an endorsement of what had been achieved in Ballymun
and at the BJC in particular. It was known that the process which had been practised for
some years at the BJC, that of direct engagement with employers, a strong belief in the
unemployed themselves and what they had to offer, an active linking with government
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and its agencies, had attracted the interest o f policy makers and others. Some would
claim that the BJC presaged the advent of the APCs (Nolan, 1997).

The National Economic and Social Forum (NESF) which was established to develop
policy initiatives to combat unemployment published a report in June 1994 entitled
“Ending

long-term

unemployment”.

Among

the

recommendations

was

the

establishment o f an employment service to prevent the drift into long-term
unemployment.

The brief o f the Minister’s task force was to examine the NESF’s

proposals and to make recommendations for a better service targeted at the long-term
unemployed.

The task force recommended the setting up o f Local Employment Services Networks
(LESNs). What are the LESN, meant to do? They were to:
•

be an integrated local employment service to meet the needs o f the long-term
unemployed;

•

allocate resources to target those most in need;

•

adopt a pro-active approach in reaching out to the needy;

•

have a clearly identifiable local point which serves as a gateway to all the
necessary services;

•

include guidance, counselling and access in training and education in its service;

•

house representatives o f FAS, local jo b centre, DCFSA, Vocational Education
Committee (VEC);

•

provide opportunities to secure certified general educational achievements;

•

establish links with employers about appropriate education provision;

•

involve employers in the design and implementation o f training programmes;

•

make specific skills training available to the long-term unemployed;

•

treat the young unemployed as a priority group.

Reflection:

I suggest that creation of the task force on long-term unemployment and

more importantly the setting-up o f the LESNs as the outcome o f their work, is an
example of third-person research/practice, “creating a rich landscape o f different
institutions...” (Gustavsen, 2001:22), and which supported and broadened the process
o f the inquiring activities o f myself, the BJC manager and others in Ballymun at the
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first and second-person levels.

Through our efforts, over a period of some eight years,

BJC had evolved to a position where it was looked upon by some in government as a
local model for tackling long-term unemployment.

What the creation of the LESNs demonstrated very clearly was the commitment o f the
government to support, with relatively substantial resources, meaningful activities to
confront long-term unemployment.

At the first- and second-person levels o f our

inquiries the learning was being further enhanced: Workmate was an opportunity to
learn about and better understand the long-term unemployed; Greencaps taught us
lessons about employers in the effort to form a partnership with both commercial and
social objectives; and the task-force, resulting in the LESNs, underscored the
government’s interest.

For our reflection and learning these three constituencies were

beginning to emerge as potential for a future active partnership.

It is the case, as

Greenwood and Levin (1998:86) remark that an important part of action research is ‘to
keep the conversation going’. This is what was happening here. The slow, agonising
teaching o f the unemployed at Workmate, the learning from apparent failure at
Greencaps, the government recognition o f our efforts, combined to instil positive
feelings that something worthwhile was germinating.

This was 1995.

In that year

two initiatives were embarked upon which, taken together, were to provide shape,
structure and content for the FIT project: I commenced the M.Sc. programme at Trinity
College to develop the concept, and the Tramlines project was launched in Ballymun.
Let us now examine the Tramlines initiative and its implications for the evolution of
FIT.

6.4 The Tramlines Initiative

The idea for Tramlines arose in the process of a review by the BJC o f the needs o f the
long-term unemployed in the area. This revealed a strong desire for an increase in the
level o f skills training for industry. At the same time the European Union (EU) was
promoting a programme called Horizon which, put simply, was an initiative to support
employment projects for the disadvantaged. The BJC had a concern that a proposal
with a single focus of increasing the skills level o f the long-term unemployed risked
isolating those within this group who did not wish to learn a new skill over a relatively
long period in order to become employable. Hence the Tramlines - or double-track -
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proposal, that both groups within the long-term unemployed be catered for: those who
wished to take the skills route, and those who wanted a faster track to a job with a
minimum of skills training. In 1995 the year in which the proposal was made, o f the
fifty participants who completed the workmate programme, for instance, ten
demonstrated a keen interest in and aptitude for computer application. Unsurprisingly,
this applied especially to the younger generation o f job-seekers.

The application to Brussels for funding received a positive response for the
development o f skills within the long-term unemployed, and specifically Information
Technology (IT) skills - as outlined in the proposal.

Brussels requested that BJC

concentrate on this aspect and leave the group low skills training to be accommodated
within other programmes. The original Tramlines name then became associated with
the single-track concept of providing the long-term unemployed with the opportunity to
learn marketable skills within a reasonable time span.

The Tramlines project was also the opportunity to create a strong partnership between
the Microsoft Corporation and the BJC. The idea for selecting a small group o f long
term unemployed persons for a particular IT skills training programme had first been
mooted by the BJC manager at a meeting with the country manager for Microsoft who
had previously expressed an interest in working with the BJC as part o f her company’s
community project.

Through a series of meetings between the two organisations,

following on the Brussels approval, the programme for the first Tramlines course was
developed. The core o f the programme would be the accreditation by the Microsoft
corporation called ‘Microsoft Certified Professional’ (MCP).

By means o f this

programme the corporation were setting standards and levels o f proficiency for users
and operators o f their products and technologies.

Given that they were the leading

software company worldwide the MCP had a currency o f high value within the IT
industry.

The objective o f the Tramlines project was:
•

To train twenty-five disadvantaged job seekers from Ballymun who had not
been able to access existing training opportunities to become computer
professionals with the MCP and thereby create career opportunities for
themselves.
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•

To place a minimum o f eighty percent o f the trainees in suitable employment.

•

To select by the end o f that year (1995) three local people from the course who
would become trainers for the Tramlines programme.

Everyone involved in the programme realised that the standards being set were high.
They would not be easy to accomplish. More especially when no pre-qualifications
were necessary, apart from being long-term unemployed.

The BJC advertised the

programme in the local area by way of a leaflet house drop. There was an impressive
response and high interest.

By way of a series o f interviews and aptitude-testing the

twenty-five candidates were chosen from over four hundred applicants. Both the BJC
and the Microsoft corporation were clear that this was a pilot programme and, following
the interview process, were also convinced that many more were eligible than they
could provide for initially.

It was agreed that there be flexibility in the timing o f the examinations for a programme
which lasted eighteen months. Everybody would not move at the same pace. There
was continuous evaluation o f the project using the Horizon (EU) guidelines.

For the BJC manager and m yself the development o f the Tramlines initiative was a
period o f intensity for our Saturday reflections.

It was also a period o f strong and

focused direct action with the long-term unemployed, o f discovering, with a programme
carefiilly developed to respond to their needs, whether they were capable o f rising to
this particular challenge.

We were very aware o f the barriers which existed for the

long-term unemployed, through our close and first-hand involvement.

When new training programmes were developed by government agencies - FAS and
VEC for example - they are usually presented through their local offices and training
centres in a low-key fashion. There is an underlying assumption that those without the
skills or training necessary for particular employment will respond, without undue
prompting, to the initiatives.

The experience o f the BJC - especially through its

Workmate programme - showed, on the other hand, that some o f the long-term
unemployed required different approaches in order to elicit interest. There was a need
to ‘market’ and to ‘sell’ the initiatives.

In addition if unemployed persons are not

registered at the local FAS centre (DETE, 1997), or are not in touch by any other means
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with the training opportunities in their area, there is every possibihty that such
opportunities for their fijture development will pass them by.

A DETE report,

“Participation o f long-term unemployed men in education and training” (1998), showed
that only fifteen percent o f this group participated in specific skills training in 1996.
Very often the reason for this low take-up was that the formal educational standards
required for entry to the course was beyond them.

The long-term unemployed live in a world of dependency. It is a world that is often
bounded by family, financial, personal and health problems that those who have fared
better may fear ever entering themselves, and prefer not to contemplate. It is a world o f
exclusion and barriers.

Such barriers affect attitude, foster low self-belief, prevent

engagement with authority and stifle efforts to improve their chances for employment.
These personal problems are accentuated by the lack o f institutional supports such as
childcare facilities in the case of women.

The lack o f availability o f adequate training programmes for the long-term unemployed
was a significant factor in the failure in the 1990s to confront the unemployment
problem with any degree o f success.

The available courses followed a model, in

pedagogical terms, o f the traditional skills training course with which industry had
found serious fault (Culliton, 1992). For the long-term unemployed most o f the courses
were irrelevant because o f educational requirements. Culliton (1992) argued that they
were equally irrelevant for the employers. For the BJC, and its manager and m yself in
particular, the challenge was to construct a programme or course that both reflected the
employers’ needs and yet was designed in a manner that attracted the long-term
unemployed. If this were achieved it would resolve the conundrum often referred to in
the late 1990s: the existence on the one hand of employers continuing to experience, on
an increasing scale, serious shortages in the availability o f skilled labour, while on the
other hand there existed a large cohort o f long-term unemployed with the potential to
provide the answer to these shortages.

In between these two positions there was a

question mark. Could the long-term unemployed be trained to respond adequately to
these shortages? And how precisely might this be done, over what time period and
using what methods? The Saturday reflections were focused on the answers to these
queries. We brought to our analysis and reflection the experience o f working directly
with the long-term unemployed for the previous ten years.
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training programme focused on the long-term unemployed needed to have the following
ten features

1.

The provision o f additional skills.

2.

The focus o f a job at completion.

3.

Industry-led and achievable within a reasonable time frame.

4.

Include the development of life and social skills as well

as technical

competencies.
5.

Have specialist support especially in the area of literacy.

6.

Be timed to suit lone parents.

7.

Provide affordable and quality childcare.

8.

Job entiy criteria to be adapted to enable participants to access the training
and education without entry requirements, such as the Leaving Certificate.

9.

Travel costs to be covered, especially for lone parents.

10.

A follow-up strategy to be in place to ensure that a job for the candidate
remains the focus o f the training.

At the beginning o f the Tramlines programme it was necessary to be aware that a
number of the trainees had very limited study skills, coupled with a negative experience
o f education and other training. To overcome this there was intensive monitoring and
individual support together with an emphasis on building self-confidence, and on
learning study skills. Care was taken to ensure that staff and tutors had an empathy with
the trainees, and a sense o f ambition for them. Volunteers with the requisite skills in the
area were recruited to teach the trainees a range o f ‘soft’ skills including social inter
action. In the early days the BJC staff paid close attention to the question o f personal
allowances so as to enable the trainee to complete the training. Most often these were
just entitlements for the trainee but because the Tramlines course did not originate with
a state agency it was necessary to negotiate with the relevant government department.
This was critical work because the lack o f flexibility on the part o f some administration
officials could often block a suitable trainee from completing the course and securing
employment.

Outcomes o f the first Tramlines initiative: the course was widely recognised as a highly
innovative approach to training for the long-term unemployed. While it was reliant to
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some extent on the continued buoyancy o f the IT sector, and this very fact gave the
trainees confidence in the belief that there was a job at the end of their efforts, there
were deeper issues being confronted in terms of how industry labour shortages might be
handled in the future, what were the prejudices of employers in terms o f their jobs entry
criteria, and whether the lessons being learned in this exercise were capable o f being
applied in other sectors or organisations. In an overall sense Tramlines showed that
unemployed people, if given a fair opportunity, were prepared to put in the time, to be
disciplined and to learn the high-level skills being demanded by industry. Tramlines
was geared to the MCP certificate which was not normally accessible to, or affordable
by, unemployed persons.

The outcomes were generally positive, including the self-

confidence o f the trainees which grew as the programme progressed. All o f the trainees
passed at least one Microsoft examination which was significant, not just for them, but
it was also a strong symbolic statement for the wider community at that time. By this
success they promoted the possibility o f further success within the Ballymun
population.
outsiders.

The significance o f this symbolism may not be easily understood by
For a deprived and disadvantaged community failure becomes the norm,

dependency the lifeline and the world o f adequate income beyond reach. Role models
such as the twenty-five graduates are a strong statement for such a community that other
things are possible, that their poverty need not be a permanent state.

A strong factor in the Tramlines model is the independence of its certification. Control
is not within the training organisation. The Microsoft certification requirements can
change quite rapidly in order to meet the needs o f a dynamic and evolving industry.
This requires flexibility on the part o f those who organise the programme. The need to
adapt to the ever-changing patterns in a growing industry is paramount.

For any

training programme involved with the IT industry predicting and adapting to these
changes represents a serious challenge.

The tramlines programme was considered

successful in coping with these changes, even though they made for difficulties in
establishing a structured training plan.

Employment outcomes: the project was most successful in placing all the twenty-five
graduates in suitable employment in the IT industry. In addition the initiative was
successfiil in producing three highly qualified and experienced IT trainers who found
good employment. The project as a whole comfortably passed its objective o f placing
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eighty percent o f trainees in employment.

By April there was one-hundred percent

employment, including two lone parents working part-time.

The graduates secured

employment in some high-profile IT companies. It is o f interest to observe how they
fared subsequently.

The Tramlines experience - one year on
In the unfolding drama o f the FIT project Tramlines represented a proto-type. It was
therefore necessary for its creators to discover if it worked, and if so, why and how?
The primary objective o f the exercise was to train long-term unemployed persons so
that they could secure permanent and sustainable employment in the IT industry. A
secondary objective was the development o f a training model, in co-operation with
employers, which could have applications in other industries and employment sectors.
With these objectives in mind the BJC conducted a review o f the twenty-five who
graduated just over a year after they commenced their employment.

In order to get a sense o f the group which made up the Tramlines course a profile for
the reader will be usefiil. O f the twenty-five trainees seventeen were male and eight
female. Five o f the women were lone parents.

Fourteen o f the group had Leaving

certificates (second level completion), four o f them had average marks, and ten were
below average (less than 250 out o f max. 600). The age spread o f the group was:
21 - 24 years

-

15 trainees

25/20 years

-

5 trainees

30 +

-

5 trainees

“

In terms of social welfare status at the commencement o f the programme, five were on
lone parent assistance; eighteen were entitled to unemployment assistance and two
qualified for unemployment benefit. The difference between ‘benefit’ and ‘assistance’
related to the period o f work - if any - in the previous year (Tansey, 1998).
Through the programme and training each trainee was successful in at least one
Microsoft examination that led to certification. In addition, all o f the group completed
courses in personal development, communicafions and internet skills.

It is noteworthy

that there was significant variation in the examination performance o f the trainees.
Prior second level education made a difference; trainees with Leaving certificates -
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even though two-thirds o f the group were below average - passed more tests. There
was a clear link between not having a Leaving certificate and lower academic
performance. Other lower performances were linked to lone parenthood. Nonetheless,
the primary objective o f securing sustainable
was achieved.

employment for each o f the participants

In addition there was an obvious increase in self-confidence because

they had graduated, and this in turn led to a more positive attitude to work on their part.
An important development also was that a number of the group had acquired, through
the course, a taste for further learning.
The employment situation for the graduates one year on was very satisfactory. All were
in work, twenty-one full time and four part-time (by choice).

Employers of the

graduates represented a broad spectrum o f the IT industry which was in itself an
endorsement o f the programme; they included:

Aluset, Digital, Compaq, Gateway

2000, IBM, Modus Media and Moss Technology.

The graduates held a variety of

positions, ten in technical support, seven as trainers, two systems co-ordinators, two
technical consultants and the balance in a variety of positions.

Review conclusions: the principal conclusion from the review of Tramlines graduates
after more than a year in employment was that for each o f the people concerned they
secured sustainable jobs.

More than three quarters o f them were very satisfied with

their positions and with the prospects for their future development.

Their self-

confidence had increased with their experience o f the world of work, and they were
very conscious that they had the support o f a network at the BJC which would keep
them in their careers.

Each o f the graduates was positive about their Tramlines

experience and they would universally recommend it to anybody desiring to enter the IT
industry.

In examining what were the limitations experienced the most obvious is the lack of
opportunity for future training and development. There are some links relevant to this
which are suggested by the results of the review. There is the fact that those with the
Leaving Certificate fared better, both in terms o f academic achievement and
subsequently in remuneration. For most o f the graduates the course awakened in them
the desire to learn more. Their first year’s experience in the industry, while for the most
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part positive, also revealed that other third-level qualifications could have a better
currency industry-wide than their MCP. This qualification is limited by the fact that it
is tied to the Microsoft Corporation. The realization o f this limitation fuelled at least
some o f the desire o f Tramlines graduates for further training. Opinions vary within the
IT industry on the value of the MCP qualification. For employers in the training field
an MCT (Microsoft Certified Trainer) was a requirement, even more so than a third
level degree. But the ideal was that they have both, since they could then deliver a
wider range of courses because of their general training.

Reflection: Tramlines represents, among other factors, a convergence o f perspectives,
needs and opportunity.

The Microsoft corporation has a tradition o f being socially

aware and a record o f wide philanthropic activity. They welcomed the opportunit}' for
engagement in Ballymun. The IT industry was beginning to suffer from a shortage of
skilled labour. The BJC was anxious to take fiill advantage o f the changing situation in
favour o f the long-term unemployed.

At this time we began to say amongst ourselves:

“For many years the unemployed in Ireland were a social embarrassment, relieved by
emigration, now they are being seen as a potentially untapped resource!” The improved
economic condition was providing an opportunity.

If the learning from Workmate, Greencaps and the government task force was valuable
and enriching for our sense of creating a new entity for confronting the problem, the
experience o f Tramlines convinced us that this entity could both have real purpose and
could gain significant support. Some additional pieces were falling into place but our
search, and indeed our research, had to continue in order to give organisational shape to
our visions.

The actors in the emerging drama that was to become FIT were now ranged on the
stage: the long-term unemployed, about whom we had learned more through Workmate;
the employers, perhaps poorly represented by Aer Rianta but redeemed by Microsoft;
the government, making new policy through the LESNs.

Potentially, we at the BJC

were the producers/directors for this drama. However, we were missing a script.
was to come in the form of the M.Sc. dissertation which we will now discuss.
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6.5 An M.Sc Dissertation to Complete the Concept

I refer in an earlier chapter to how I was reluctantly persuaded by the Jesuit Provincial
o f the day that if I could assist him to change the direction o f the whole Jesuit Order in
Ireland towards the marginalised in society then I would be doing a far more effective
job than just confronting unemployment. For a period o f three years I subsequently
chaired a group called the “Ministries Commission”, which represented most of that
O rder’s works in Ireland.

Through this position I was introduced to the worlds of

theology, philosophy, education, parishes, communications, youth work and various
social projects.

One o f my tasks was to develop and co-ordinate an annual plan

covering each o f these sectors.
Initially my hope was that I could fiilfil my own ambitions to confront long-term
unemployment with my Jesuit friends.

Eventually I realised that organisationally this

was not going to be possible for them. The trajectory of my career and experiences up
to this point - through the worlds of business and social work - suggested a personal
initiative was necessary if my dream of an organisation to confront the problem was to
become reality.

Early in 1995 I did an image exercise of what my dream was for this organisation. I had
discussed with some friends how I might bring this dream to reality, and concluded that
to develop the concept further, and critically to test its viability, I should explore the
option of an academic course.

I sent details to the three universities in Dublin, the

University of Dublin (Trinity College), University College, Dublin (UCD) and Dublin
City University (DCU). All three expressed interest. However, in the case o f UCD I
would have been doing research work on my own, which I did not favour for such a
topic; while at DCU the programme on offer would have meant working only with
people in the voluntary/vocational sector. The course at Trinity College attracted me
and seemed to suit my purposes. It was run jointly by Trinity and the Irish Management
Institute (IMI), was an action-learning programme, had been running since 1975, had a
limited number o f senior managers from industry participating, and was specifically
designed to promote the development of a new project or initiatives concerning changes
in organisations. This management practice programme (MPP) including a dissertation
for an M.Sc degree, would enable me to develop and test my ideas for this new
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organisation in the milieu of senior business managers. It proved to be a significant step
on the road to finalising the concept and thus enabling the construction o f the FIT
project.

1995 was a critical point both in terms of my own development and also in terms o f my
ongoing project with the long-term unemployed. The five years since 1990, spent
working full time with the Jesuit Order, had provided new and demanding challenges at
a personal and organisational level.

It was a type o f interlude between being business

entrepreneur and social entrepreneur. Retrospectively, I now see it as preparation and
training for what was to follow.

Also, I sensed that the concept that was evolving

around the project, especially that piece which suggested a new and separate
organisation, required the type o f challenge, analysis and dissection that only an
academic forum could provide. In addition, the businessman in me wanted to relate
again to that world, to challenge its values or absence o f them at one level, to applaud
its potential for enriching lives at another and critically at a third level to create an
organisation that would link wealth-creation and poverty.

There were a number o f features o f the MPP which were impressive and which suited
my purposes.

Its long pedigree meant that it had a tried and trusted programme for its

action-learning modules.

It was limited to eleven participants which resulted in a high

level o f interaction for everybody. In effect the class was constructed as an actionlearning group - in second-person inquiry terms - so that the experiences, struggles and
issues related to the individual’s organisation and also her/his expectations from the
course were healthily aired with good opportunity for learning. The programme was
also confined to senior managers and this ensured a broad-based level o f experience as
well as the potential for serious and reflective challenges to the concept.

The action

learning nature of the MPP stimulated very fertile and vigorous debates on the concept I
was proposing.

It also enabled the composition o f employer focus groups for the

purposes o f my research. I developed criteria for the selection of employers for the
work. These criteria were: 1. That they be ‘significant’ employers; 2. That they have a
record o f commercial achievement; 3. That they have some social concern; 4. That they
are sympathetic to the unemployed; 5. That they are prepared to try something new; 6.
That they will give a little o f their time (Nolan, 1997).
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The outcome was a group of senior management executives who met with me at
intervals for breakfast meetings at Trinity College. This further second-person activity
was very influential in developing the concept. My reflection on the overall experience
o f the MPP is that it had a central and pivotal role in the development of the concept
that ultimately became FIT. There was a combination o f experiences that produced this
positive result: the action-leaming structure of the programme, the quality of the inputs
and the supervision from the faculty at the Business School at Trinity College, the
strenuous and challenging class debates with experienced business colleagues, the
opportunity to present oral and written work to the class and faculty for critique and the
stimulus, in my case, o f having an additional business focus group.

All of this, together and separately over the two-year period, helped shape the concept
that is in a very real sense the product of that particular academic exercise. This is why
I believe that the intellectual investment in the FIT concept by the University of Dublin
should not be under-estimated.

The name ‘FIT’ came at a later stage.

During the MPP I developed and used the

acronym EURTASK to describe the concept;

Figure 6.1

EU R T A SK - An Acronym
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(through)
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The M PP between 1995 and 1997 was a first-person, second-person and

third-person inquiry.

It was first-person in that it had those first-person features of

coming out of and being consistent with my own journey up to that point.

It seemed to

make sense to me to put some intellectual flesh on the bones o f all the street experience
o f Ballymun from the previous eight years.
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learning from the experience could be preserved and built upon so as to put in place a
structure that would both achieve the desired results and facilitate ongoing learning
about disadvantage and deprivation.

The MPP was second-person inquiry in the

sharing, debate, discussion and challenge o f the class group o f senior managers and the
faculty o f the Business School at Trinity and more specifically in the processes of the
employer focus groups as more deliberative research, and it was third-person in the
presentation o f the dissertation, in the challenge o f examiners and in the general testing
of the ideas with a variety o f groups.

In each situation my first-person inquiries were

being enhanced (Reason and Torbert, 2001).

The MPP was an important staging post on the journey to the FIT project.

It was a

critical two-year period which enabled the work with the long-term unemployed, with
government departments and agencies, with employers to be processed, analysed,
dissected and better understood.

In addition, it enabled the disappointments,

fhistrations, tensions and ambiguities inherent in this kind o f work to be accommodated
psychologically in a calmer and more reasonable fashion.

Working with the deprived

and the disadvantaged all o f the time is mostly a thankless task, unremitting in its
doumess and greyness.

Occasional, exceptional moments provide a burst o f colour to

make it worthwhile, or more precisely, to put the work into perspective. The MPP was
an oasis, a place to retreat, to ponder at regular intervals over a two year period how to
fashion, with others, a project that would have relevance for and give hope to one of the
most disadvantaged groups in our society.

6.6 Summary

In this chapter, I trace the development of the concept for FIT in five parts. In the first
part I set out the creation o f the Workmate programmes in Ballymun for dealing with
chronic cases o f long-term unemployment. I refer to how unemployment had peaked
nationally at this time (1993), and also to how poor were the responses fi’om FAS, the
national training agency. I describe how personal finances were used for fiinding in
order to prove the viability o f the venture.

In the second part I outline the creation and development o f the joint initiative between
the BJC and Aer Rianta at Dublin airport called Greencaps. I suggest that the venture
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would have been impossible without its champion at Aer Rianta, the assistant C hief
Executive, and how when it became the responsibility o f the manager at the airport it
lost a lot o f its life to the needs o f the airport company. It, nonetheless, especially in
terms o f the learning from working directly with employers, represented an important
step in the evolution o f the concept.

In the third part I describe how the unemployment problem was then the primary focus
o f government policy, and how, following a change o f government in 1994 a new task
force on long-term unemployment was set up to with the BJC manager as a member. I
suggest that this appointment reflected an endorsement o f our work at the BJC, and also
was an indication o f the influence o f our work on new policies from government on this
issue. I outline the role o f the LESNs, the result o f the work o f the task force, and how
they make a useful if minimal contribution.

In the fourth part I set out the development o f the Tramlines initiative and the
partnership with the Microsoft Corporation. I describe how this became the proto-type
for the FIT project by focusing on a small number o f the long-term unemployed and
training them for secure employment in the IT industry.

Reference is made to the

necessity to ‘market’ such a programme and how this contrasts with the failure o f the
FAS organisation to design creative projects that meet the needs o f the long-term
unemployed and their irrelevance to industiy. In this latter respect I refer to Culliton
(1992) and his criticisms o f that organisation. I conclude with a description o f the MPP
and underline its centrality in the development o f the concept.

6.7 Third-Person Commentarv and Conclusions:

Third-person commentary: The early years o f the 1990s was a period of great learning
for those involved in the process which became FIT. Unemployment peaked in 1993
(Tansey, 1998). The learning is reflected in the launch o f the three projects. Workmate,
Greencaps and Tramlines and in the membership o f the government task force on long
term unemployment.

Perhaps the most important decision at that time was to take

those collective experiences, with what went before in the previous decade, and to
subject them to reflection and analysis within the structures o f an action-leaming M.Sc.
This degree, with business peers, provided a pole around which to gather all o f those
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experiences and insights, to reflect upon them, to debate them and to hone the outcomes
from these processes into a proposition for an organisation that was subsequently to
become FIT.

Conclusions; A principal conclusion o f this chapter is that action learning and action
research processes can be pivotal and fundamental in the evolution and performance of
social projects. Allied to this is the centrality o f the second-person processes related to
the activities in launching the projects at Ballymun, the continuing Saturday reflections
and critically, the intense second-person process which was integral to the M.Sc
programme and the employer focus group as part of that. W ithout the M.Sc process
there would not have been a FIT project.

A second and related conclusion is that

because FIT was birthed by way of action research processes it follows that its marmer
o f developing and growing will be along these familiar paths.

Consequently, in

addition to the regular reflective practices inherent in a good action research project FIT
has discovered that there is also the need to take larger chunks o f time, perhaps twice a
year, for corporate and group reflection processes.

In that sense also the writing and

construction o f this thesis is part of the evolution of FIT, facilitated by action research
processes.

The above sets the scene for the following chapter which will describe how the
organisation was put together.
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“ ...in action research new knowledge is created by active experimentation. The
results are always tested in real life because they aim to find solutions to real
problems. The results are justified by their workability. This creates significant
learning opportunities because the workability criteria become the criteria on
which new learning is judged”.
Levin and Greenwood (2001:107)
Introduction
There is a need at this juncture to underline the fact that FIT - as an action research
project - is an ongoing emergent process.

The reader will understand, therefore, that

these descriptions embody two perspectives:

one with the benefit o f journal notes,

reflection and learning exercises, memos and reports of meetings, etc.; and the other
with a retrospective understanding of the events being described. The latter is not to be
underestimated.

W hile due care must be taken that signal events, especially with a

successful project, are neither over-elaborated nor romanticised, the passage o f time can
bring a sharper focus as well as greater clarity to the picture as a whole.

In 1997, the

year o f my completion o f the MPP, the celtic tiger was emerging ever more strongly to
drive forward the Irish economy (Tansey, 1998).

The political climate, as a result, was

favourable for addressing problems of social concern.
initiatives would be a much lesser obstacle than before.

Financial resourcing of
The socially entrepreneurial

project which I was struggling to fashion had a greater chance o f acceptance in this
more positive economic and political atmosphere.
In this chapter I commence with a description o f the meetings with two business friends
and the BJC manager to test the concept for EURTASK which had emerged from the
M.Sc. dissertation, and I follow this with a detailed account o f meeting with the
Industrial Development Authority (IDA).

I then set out the presentation to the IT

industry, followed by a description of the working group meetings which produced the
FIT action plan.

I provide the detail of this plan and I conclude the chapter with an

account of the preparations for and the launch o f the plan by the Taoiseach in March,
1999. The presence and interweaving of first, second and third-person research/practice
are critical to understanding the evolving process which is being described. As with the
MPP which we discussed in the previous chapter, I did not know nor did I have any
sense o f the shape o f the outcome before we commenced those meetings in July 1997.
Like the experience with the BJC, Workmate, Greencaps, Tramlines and the MPP, now
spanning a decade in time, we entered into this new space not knowing what lay ahead.
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but at the same time confident in and faithful to a process o f knowledge-creation and
learning which had brought us to this point and was now leading us further.
question posed at this time was:

The

Could an organisation be constructed that would have

government, industry and local communities in partnership for the common cause of
solving a persistent social problem and what precisely would it do and how would it be
managed and run?
So as to keep us alert to the nature of the ongoing research practices and processes
involved that both continually inform and give direction to the work, I reflect and
provide insight at the end of each section.

7.1 Testing the Concept

In the summer o f 1997 I arranged what I termed the first “EURTASK meeting” . I was
completing the M.Sc dissertation for submission in August o f that year, and I included
as an appendix in that piece o f work the memo from m yself to the participants
concerning this meeting. There are three relevant points about this proposed meeting,
the original idea for bringing the group together, the personnel invited and the purpose
of the meeting on the day (Nolan, 1997).

During the course o f the MPP from 1995 to 1997 the idea began to surface for me of the
need for some kind o f extended reflection and consideration on precisely how to go
about creating the organisation which was the subject matter o f my thesis. Together
with the manager at the BJC I was also intensively involved during this period with the
Tramlines project. The Saturday reflections continued for both o f us and through these
especially I slowly came to the conclusion that it would be wise to have a period of a
year for this process o f consideration. My major concern was around how to influence,
persuade industry to come into partnership o f a project that was primarily social in
objective. My focus group research (Nolan, 1997) with the employers had indicated
that the solution o f social problems was of interest to only a minority of industrialists.
Nonetheless, as I also spelled out in the thesis, I wanted to take the longer view, to
begin by hopefiilly influencing employers one-by-one if necessary and to go on from
there. Despite the good results from the Tramlines project in Ballymun, which were in
some measure a confirmation o f the value o f our work at the BJC for over a decade, the
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experience o f the MPP at Trinity College and the IMI, honing the concept through
debate, discussion and dispute, I had become more realistic about the prospects for
creating such an organisation with the single focus of solving the long-term
unemployment problem. My sense at the time was o f travelling hopefully. I was going
to be satisfied with small gains, just so long as we were moving in the direction of
meaningfiil results in the longer term.

The personnel invited to the meeting were the BJC manager, the CEO for Irish Life, the
largest insurance company in the state, and the CEO of Irish Intercontinental Bank
(IIB). Through private conversations with the CEO o f Irish Life I was aware o f his
personal interest in questions and issues o f social injustice and inequality. He was an
admirer o f my work at the BJC. The offices o f Irish Life are located in the centre city
and he had shown a keen interest in the social problems of the area. The CEO o f IIB
had led and developed that very successfiil merchant bank enterprise since the mid1970s. He had served with me on the Board o f Belvedere College (1992-1995) when I
was chairman and he headed up the finance committee.

In the memo calHng the meeting the purpose is set out as follows: “ ... to explore the
general thrust o f the work of EURTASK, and to examine the type o f structure that is
required in order to test the viability of the project over the course of the year
September 1997 to September 1998” (Nolan, 1997: 173). The four o f us committed as a
group to meet at least monthly.

We began with an all-day meeting at a congenial

location outside o f Dublin.

The EURTASK meetings of 1997/1998 were not easy or straightforward.

We had

agreed that we would take as our departure point the findings from the MPP work and
thesis which they read.

I became aware at the meetings o f conversations and

discussions at different levels, mostly very relevant and within an environment o f a
healthy tension. At one level the two employers were the voices o f industry, practical,
dispassionate, seeking the benefit for the business community, noting its social
contribution by creating wealth (Butler, 1985; Friedman, 1970), while the BJC manager
and I were the social workers immersed in battles for the unemployed, conscious always
o f society’s imbalance (Freeman, 1999).

At another level the employers made

contributions to the discussions on behalf o f their companies which were close to the
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Kanter (1999) idea o f industry’s involvement in the community, while the BJC manager
and I tended towards a line which saw legitimacy in stating that people should come
before assets and profits (de Geus, 1997). At yet another level it was evident that there
was some kind o f shared value which provoked in all o f us the desire to be faithful to
the meetings and thereby to continue the search for answers, and for a means of
constructing a viable response to an intractable social problem.

In those meetings I was keenly aware of cycling backwards and forwards between two
worlds; between the world o f industry and the world o f the long-term unemployed. I
could identify with the language, the perspectives, the views, the sentiments, the
pressures, the tensions, the priorities and the prejudices o f the business community
represented by the two employers. I could find m yself having some sympathy with the
view of Milton Friedman (1970:25): “ ... there is only one social responsibility in
business - to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so
long as it stays within the rules o f the game.” Also the view which emerged in the focus
group of employers when developing the EURTASK concept that business people paid
their taxes so that government would solve social problems such as long-term
unemployment (Nolan, 1997).

On the other hand I knew the reality of the world o f the unemployed: the desperate
situations we had mediated and supported through the Workmate programmes; the
struggles of many o f the participants in the Greencaps project at the airport and the
difference a regular income made to their lifestyles; the transition o f those on the
Tramlines project and how some o f them had articulated so well for the rest o f us the
transformation wrought by that programme on their lives. It was through these cyclical
processes that I began to understand how it was to occupy these two different worlds
simultaneously.

In the one there was a ‘comfort zone’ which enabled debate and

discussion which, given the topic, sometimes focused on economic theory and ensuing
government policy as the sole arbiters of both employment and unemployment, with
industry relegated to a secondary role; and sometimes focused on the business
entrepreneur as the essential cog in the wealth-creating machine. In the other world of
deprivation the clarion call was to survival, and the different ways in which one coped
with that call. Through these experiences and reflections I was reinforced in the view
which had emerged for me through the MPP process, that the new entity, the subject
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matter of these meetings, must somehow accommodate these two worlds o f wealth and
poverty, o f business and exclusion, and that it must also accommodate the policy
makers as critical influencers in those two worlds.

The importance for the project of m yself being able to move between these worlds
cannot be over emphasised. It was fundamental to the choice of the academic course. I
had developed a credibility in both worlds. I was accepted as a peer in the business
community, and in Ballymun I was a significant promoter o f social activity through the
BJC. The experience for me was that I held these two roles in tension for the deliberate
purpose of creating an entity the sum o f which would deliver on a value that would
make society as a whole less unequal and less unjust. In a culture that is comfortable
with labels for positions on politics and economics it was not the easiest space to
occupy. To the employers and business colleagues I risked being perceived as a social
rebel whose ideas were not worthy o f support; while with many o f the poor and
deprived I would have still represented that community o f wealth creators who were
essentially greedy even if they proposed opposite values. “Nobody does what you do,
with your money, unless there is a buck in it for him”, was a remark made to me in
Ballymun and the inner-city more than once.

Reflection: These meetings between July 1997 and June 1998 were some o f the most
difficult times in the evolution of the process that became FIT.

My reflection is that

they were difficult because o f the inherent tension that persists when you try to hold two
opposing realities together, in this case wealth creation and poverty, employers and the
long term unemployed, two groups at either end o f the social spectrum.

In some

respects this mirrors Lewin’s (1973a:201) observations on work in the field of group
relations:
Two basic facts emerged from these contacts: there exists a great amount of
good-will, of readiness to face the problem squarely and really do something
about it.
If this amount o f serious good-will could be transformed into
organised, efficient action, there would be no danger for inter-group relations in
the United States.
The FIT concept had attracted good-will.

The CEO o f IIB and the CEO o f Irish Life,

as significant employers, were two superior examples o f this. What I was trying to
achieve at this stage was the transforming o f that, “into organised, efficient action”. But
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I was also becoming more aware, by way o f this process and series o f meetings in
1997/98, that the very involvement of employers in the issue was critical and pivotal.

I was beginning to see my role at this stage as ensuring a continuous process of
engagement by employers.

I was choreographer for this dance, movement, actions.

Answers and solutions would flow from the process and the consequent “organising of
efficient action” .

In the evolution of the FIT concept process was being identified as

the key element.

The challenge was to stay with the difficulties and to keep holding the tension.
was my first-person reaction, to remain focused on the importance o f the process.

That
In

second-person research/practice terms the small group realised the necessity for some
action; the employers in particular felt enough time had been given to the concept; it
was time to create and to construct: “Look, we like your concept, we think it can work,
so let’s move on to doing it!” - CEO IIB. (Journal entry, EURTASK Meeting 27*’’
April 1998). This impatience was not unreasonable, given that we were some eight
months examining and debating the concept. The problem was how to start. We were
soon to be helped in a manner that none of us anticipated.

7.2 Meeting the IDA

In June 1998 the CEO o f IIB boarded a flight at Dublin airport for Vienna, Austria. He
had recently been appointed Chairman of a major Hungarian bank and was on the first
leg o f his fortnightly journey to Budapest. By coincidence the passenger seated next to
him was the CEO o f the IDA. That chance meeting was to prove significant in the
unfolding story o f the FIT initiative.

Seven years previously, in the early days of the CEO’s tenure in leading the IDA, I had
sought a meeting with him, firstly because I had known his two predecessors in that
position, both as an entrepreneur and as heading up the Marketing Institute o f Ireland,
and secondly because I wanted to explore with him the problem o f the long-term
unemployed specifically in Ballymun but also nationally. It was my experience that the
IDA was sympathetic to the plight of the long-term unemployed more so than other
state agencies. This may be because, given their remit o f developing industries by way
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o f attracting overseas investments, they are accustomed as an organisation to
confronting and overcoming serious obstacles. Certainly at that time in the early
1990s the IDA CEO displayed a sensitivity and goodwill to the particular problems of
the unemployed in Ballymun. However because the nature o f our proposals at the time
required direct intervention from the IDA, and would have cut across the remit o f other
state agencies, notably FAS, nothing of any significance resulted from our efforts.

On the flight to Vienna the CEO o f IIB spoke to the CEO o f the IDA o f his experience
o f working with me, and of his overall support for the concept which I had developed
through the MPP. The IDA CEO recalled his own previous encounter with m yself and
the BJC manager in Ballymun and the IDA’s inability to intervene at the time. As two
very practical and pragmatic businessmen their conversation inevitably turned to the
possibilities and opportunities that lay ahead in a changing Ireland.
explosion in jo b opportunities.

There was an

Some industries were now finding it difficult to fill

vacancies. The IDA was having to encourage emigrants to return. In particular, the
IDA CEO noted, the IT industry was beginning to suffer, and was most concerned that
the supply o f labour would prove inadequate for its needs. The question emerged: was
it possible that some of those needs could be met by the long-term unemployed? The
IDA CEO suggested to the IIB CEO that I get in touch.

The following month, together with the BJC manager, I met with the IDA CEO at his
office. After some discussion it was agreed that we would prepare a presentation for the
senior management team at the IDA on the viability o f training the long-term
unemployed for positions in the IT industry. This presentation would be made as a dry
run for senior managers from the industry. If the IDA management liked it we would
go to the next stage. Although we knew that we were in a favoured position with the
CEO we were by no means certain of the rest o f the team.

Therefore we put

considerable resource and energy into the preparations for this presentation. We would
use the Tramlines model as the proto-type o f what we were setting out to do.

We

believed we had demonstrated that a significant number o f the long-term unemployed
were capable o f being trained for the IT industry. The attraction for the employers - the
key selling point fi'om our perspective - was that here was a potential new stream of
recruitment for the industry.
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The IDA itself was not unaware of the particular problems o f the unemployed. In the
introduction to its annual report for 1997 their Chairman stated:
... there remains an unacceptable overall level o f unemployment, especially o f
those unemployed more than twelve months. This situation presents a serious
social challenge which our community must address with determination. This is
a challenge for the business community as much as it is one for government and
its agencies ... IDA Ireland will itself make every effort and w ill encourage our
client companies to take innovative action in contributing to long-term
sustainable solutions to the employment needs o f this group.
Therefore in devising our strategy for the key meeting with the IDA senior management
team in July 1998 we were conscious that the organisation already had a stated policy o f
supporting the general thrust of our work.

In our preparation we drew upon the

resources o f the BJC and also of the local APC which was now a source o f funding for
the job centre in Ballymun. Although the whole process for the most part would be co
ordinated and driven by the BJC manager and myself it was necessary to develop a team
for this piece o f work, firstly to spread the load o f responsibility, and secondly to avoid
the initiative being perceived narrowly as just the preserve o f two people. We were
very aware of this danger throughout the process. We called ourselves the ‘Ballymun
team ’. The team comprised the manager o f the Ballymun APC, the co-ordinator
Tramlines project, the co-ordinator for the LESN in Ballymun, the manager of the BJC
and myself.

In devising our strategy for the IDA presentation we were carefiil to reveal that we
understood

and

appreciated

the

different

state

interests

in

the

problem

of

unemployment. The DETE had overall responsibility for both the IDA and FAS; the
Department o f Education and Science had some o f the responsibility for training
through the VECs; the Department of Community, Family and Social Affairs (DCFSA)
paid the unemployment benefits and allowances; and the Department o f Finance had a
major influence in determining the budgets and expenditure for all o f these. Over the
years at the BJC we had developed an awareness of the many and varied relationships
between these agencies and government departments, and how these relationships
would strongly influence and sometimes determine political decisions.

At that time

long-term unemployment had high political capital (its solution was the primary
objective of government). We were close to that problem for many years and we had
something to offer the government in political terms. Our strategy in the forthcoming
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deliberations was to maximise the return for the long-term unemployed, while
recognising and encouraging the contributions o f others.

Everybody was bringing

something to the table: the five government departments were critical in any
coordinated action, the DETE was responsible for employment training through FAS,
Education and Science for training of the disadvantaged through the VECs, DCFSA for
ensuring flexibility in benefits and allowances in any creative proposals focused on the
long term unemployed. Finance for granting overall expenditure approval and the
Taoiseach’s department for authoritative political support.

The challenge would be to

choreograph the involvement o f all these interested parties in any plarmed action.

In the discussion on the flight to Vienna the IDA CEO had focused solely on the labour
shortages emerging in the IT industry. Our presentation to his management team was in
similar vein. To reinforce this we added to our team the country manager for Microsoft
Ireland with whom we had worked closely in developing the Tramlines project. This
was also a tactical move on our part. Microsoft were an important client company of
the IDA employing some 1800 people in Ireland at that time. They have a world-wide
policy o f engaging with problems in areas o f social disadvantage and they use this
involvement to promote their corporate identity o f being ‘socially responsible’. We had
clashed with them mildly during the Tramlines partnership.

The distinction in

budgeting helps explain. Expenditure for Tramlines came under the heading o f ‘social’
not ‘recruitment’. The ultimate objective for Microsoft with that initiative was good
public relations (PR). Their emphasis on this aspect o f the partnership during the course
o f the project we found uncomfortable. They also promoted the concept internationally
as a Microsoft initiative.
Through our Saturday reflections at that time we became very conscious o f how a trade
off emerged which allowed Microsoft to have their requisite PR while preserving the
concept for a much wider and productive engagement by the whole of the IT industry.
We would have the continuing challenge of accepting fiinding from Microsoft in order
to stay in existence, while maintaining the independence necessary for growth and
creativity. The breadth o f vision and concept may be noted, and the benefit o f having
developed these through the MPP; this was larger than any one corporation or any one
government department.

We were not about to be shackled by the relatively narrow

perspectives of either.
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For the presentation to the IDA bringing Microsoft on board gave us a strong
commercial flavour.

The core o f our message to the IDA management that July

morning was simple: on the one hand there was a serious developing shortage of skilled
people for the burgeoning IT sector o f industry; on the other hand there was this large
cohort o f long-term unemployed persons, an adequate proportion o f whom were capable
of being trained to fill those vacant positions.

And in Ballymun we had already

demonstrated, with the Microsoft Corporation, that it was possible to train long-term
unemployed persons for such jobs.

Following our presentation the discussion was

lively, positive and focused on the future.

In essence the IDA wanted us to give a

similar presentation in September to a group of senior management personnel from the
IT industry whom they would invite. The principal objective o f the meeting had been
achieved.

At the conclusion of the meeting we agreed with the IDA management team that we
would have two graduates from the successful Tramlines programme tell their
experiences to the September meeting o f moving from the world o f long-term
unemployment into the world of permanent work.

Reflection: With respect to the conversation they had about unemployment in Ireland

on that flight to Vienna, the common denominator between the IIB CEO and the IDA
CEO was their knowledge about me and my work for the unemployed in Ballymun.
My first-person research/practice, the source o f and trigger for my efforts for the long
term unemployed over a lengthy period, was now being supported by the tacit secondperson activities of them both.

In the meetings with the IDA management personnel, and the subsequent presentations
to them and to the IT industry senior managers, there was an interweaving o f second
and third-person research/practices which again supported my own first-person inquiry.
Through the tacit second-person inquiry the dialogues with IDA personnel led to the
dissemination o f information about the process to government departments and state
training agencies.

This third-person activity was widening the circle and influence of

the process, was supportive o f the second- and first-person activities and was helping to
create the conditions for the launch o f a unique initiative.

In terms o f the methodology

as set out in Chapter Five, the confluence o f the three levels o f activities may be
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observed here.

My first-person inquiry had been strengthened and enhanced by

developing the concept through the M.Sc. dissertation and the follow'-on second-person
lengthy dialogue with the BJC manager and two employers.

These second-person

dynamics then led directly to the third-person level arena of influence, decision and
action.

7.3 Presentation to the IT Industry

During the months o f July and August the BJC manager and I especially spent a
considerable time devising a strategy for the whole process, not just the one meeting. It
was necessary to see many steps ahead in a situation where support for our work was
going to be more widely based. What began to emerge w'as that, if properly managed,
there could be wirmers all round in the process. The IT industry would have a new
stream o f recruitment; the long-term unemployed would have permanent well paid jobs;
the IDA could maintain its primary selling point for investment in Ireland, the existence
o f a young, well trained workforce; and the government would have the handsome
political dividend o f alleviating long-term unemployment. Although we realised that
the BJC - in effect m yself and BJC manager - would have to coordinate the process, we
also knew that it had to be seen to be led by industry, especially by the government and
its agencies. Our experience with employers at the BJC over a period o f years proved
valuable. I was aware that their buy-in to such a process would not be uniform, that it
would be possible to gain allegiance in various ways, some monetary, some by time
some by equipment. The critical piece at this time was to have their commitment to join
forces in devising a strategy and plan for partnership.

All the companies liked the

oxygen of publicity for their companies, and the government appreciated likewise
positive exposure for their efforts to confront the issue o f long-term unemployment. So
in developing our strategy we were quite deliberate in trading off PR advantages for IT
companies and political kudos for the goverrmient in return for obtaining secure
employment and opportunities for the unemployed.

The invitation for the key September meeting was decided by the IDA management. In
its role as the government agency responsible for persuading overseas industry to invest
in Ireland, and the resulting negotiations which involved substantial grant-aid support,
the IDA was conscious that they could exercise leverage in getting senior managers to
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attend m eetings for particular concerns o f their choosing. The IDA had participated in a
recent report by an “Expert Group of Future Skills” (FORFAS, 1998) for the industry
which had indicated that the shortfall in available skills would grow over the coming
years. It specified numbers and made recommendations on how the situation might be
redressed. Central to these recommendations was a greater emphasis on the provision
o f ‘relevant’ courses and programmes through the universities and regional technical
colleges (RTCs).

It also makes reference to the need for what it terms “bridging

programmes” for those who are unemployed and untrained. But the latter is not a major
theme in the report and nor is it developed in their recommendations.

The IDA for their part was anxious to quell the belief in some government circles that
this report was the definitive word on the subject, and this influenced their choice of
invitee for the September meeting.

The salient point for the IDA from the July

presentation - and which it wanted the IT industry representatives at the September
meeting to accept - was that our proposal focused solely on this group o f long-term
unemployed persons, living in areas o f social disadvantage in Dublin who, it had been
demonstrated, were capable o f being trained as competent, computer professionals.

We agreed w ith the IDA CEO that, following our representation, he would invite
employers to participate in a working party to produce an action plan focused on
training three thousand five hundred long-term unemployed from the Dublin region in
IT skills.

The thrust of the plan would be to fiirther develop the model fi’om the

Tramlines experience with Microsoft.

To underpin this two o f the graduates o f the

Tramlines course gave convincing testimonies. Our team from Ballymun would be the
secretariat for the work.

Reflection: Both as a CEO o f a multinational corporation and as a developer o f a new
business venture I had received grant monies from the IDA in the past and I found this
experience usefiil in this endeavour to persuade them to support a project high in social
content. I had an appreciation o f their mindset as an organisation and was aware that as
an initiative concemed about social exclusion we were also attractive to them for
political reasons in their dealings with government.

The boom years of the celtic tiger

economy placed social exclusion and disadvantage in sharper relief and tended to push
these issues up the political agenda.

Any state agency, therefore, in a position to
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facilitate an easing o f these problems would earn approval from their political masters.
The IDA’S contribution at the initial stage was crucial.

In addition to inviting the

senior managers from the IT industry to participate it was the host for the working
group meetings.

What I began to sense at this juncture was my own role in shaping a project that would
be entrepreneurial in construction and culture but social in intent. Two years later I was
to meet the IDA CEO at a social event when he described the FIT project as “the best
project of its kind to deal with a social problem that I have ever seen; bringing business
and government agencies together in the way that you did must be unique” (Journal
note 9* June 2001). A key point here is what motivated employers to engage, and then
stay engaged, with the FIT process.

The challenge o f trying to find a solution to a

difficult problem had attractions, even without the sophisticated awareness of social
issues that might be called for in this instance. Developing a detailed plan to confi-ont
the issue would also attract, more especially if the marmer o f achieving it was spelt out
and acted upon.

With particular reference to staying engaged there was the more

indefinable quality o f leadership in the project, as represented and exercised by the BJC
manager and myself.

These elements combined to help employers stay engaged.

7.4 Working Group Meetings

The Ballymun team met frequently to plan the first working group meeting set for
October 7*. An indication o f the comprehensive nature o f these planning meetings is
given in Appendix II, “Background notes for Ballymun participants only,” which was
prepared for the initial meeting. We felt that unless certain pieces o f the overall strategy
were put in place rapidly then the whole process would quickly unravel. These pieces
were: a strong chairperson fi'om the industry; a target date (three/four months hence) for
completion o f the action plan; brisk, focused meetings which would engage senior
business managers; and getting a prominent political champion in order to deal with the
inevitable difficulties involving government policy across different departments.

We had identified the CEO o f Corel Corporation as a likely chairman for the group.
Corel was a relatively young Canadian software company whose Irish operation then
employed some four hundred people. The CEO agreed, with the consent o f the rest of

159

Chapter 7 - Putting FIT together

the group, but he could not attend the first meeting. I would chair that meeting. The
suggestion o f co-chairing emerged from this experience.

This took account o f the

intense involvement of the Ballymun team, and also suited our purposes concerning
strategy and planning in particular. But we were insistent that the project be seen as
industry-led, and be presented as such.

I proposed that we meet fortnightly for the months of October, November and
December, and that we complete the task by the end o f the calendar year. Meetings
would be hosted by the IDA at their headquarters every second Wednesday, to
commence at 8 a.m. and finish at 9.30 a.m. All relevant materials would be circulated
in advance o f the meetings. The attempt here was to make the meetings task oriented
and focused. The proposals were quickly agreed.

We then had a presentation o f a summary of the “Expert Group on Future Skills” report
(Forfas,1998) and moved on to the key question o f identifying the specific skills and
labour requirements within the industry currently.

We agreed an IT industry

questionnaire drawn up by industry personnel to be used in interviews with twenty
companies. From this exercise we hoped to determine the requirements o f the sector.
This was the demand side of the equation. On the supply side we had to identify who
and where were the 3500 long-term unemployed persons to fill the vacant positions?
We initially targeted eight areas each with an LESN, Ballyfermot, Clondalkin, Finglas,
Coolock, Ballymun, Blanchardstown, inner city and Tallaght.

The BJC manager

outlined the methods, assessment criteria and selection process used for the Tramlines
project and these were agreed as the benchmark for the action plan.

An important

feature of our work from the beginning was the engagement o f industry personnel in the
work between meetings.

At these early stages this was particularly relevant in

establishing the needs of the industry and the consequent matching process with the
planned availability o f trained people from the designated areas.

At our second meeting in October we were able to show significant progress on work
with the industry on identifying skills gaps and how our proposed plan could fill them.
We also agreed the shape o f the plan and how the contributions from the key
participants - industry, LESNs and government would be made.

Our decade of

experience in developing the BJC was a key factor in these processes, and our co-
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ordinating role pivotal. The first November meeting saw Microsoft offer to underwrite
the public relations (PR) costs for the project. While this was accepted the group was
fully aware o f the underlying conflict - in PR terms - between the needs o f the project
and M icrosoft’s appetite for singular exposure.

The subsequent meetings saw the working group gather the fruits o f the work from the
sub-groups working with industry and the LESNs.

On the industry side needs were

identified and curricula developed to match these; while the LESNs in the eight areas
developed their plans to target and supply the candidates.

The inclusion o f ‘soft skills’

modules in the curricula - a significant learning from the Tramlines project - was given
prominence.

Reflection: The BJC Manager and I created a sense o f urgency and momentum around
these group meetings. My reflection is that the success o f the work stemmed from how
we structured and planned those sessions.

They were regular (every fortnight), they

were early (Sam), they were focused and task-orientated (to produce an action-plan in
fourteen weeks) and they were run to a strict timetable (90 minutes).

I believe that it was this efficient and business-like approach that both attracted and kept
the industry involved.

We showed that we understood the business way of working.

Also it was clear that they were being invited into a partnership to which they could
contribute and from which they would receive benefits.

In and from these meetings first-, second- and third-person research/practice was clearly
evident.

The format, construction and direction o f the meetings were heavily

influenced by my first-person inquiry into my own experience and conduct as a
businessman interested in social issues. Over a lengthy period I would have frequently
tested my assumptions with others, especially in the co-operative inquiry group and at
the Saturday reflections.

The second-person activity o f and through both these

processes shaped and determined each working group meeting. For us the emphasis
was as much on learning from the process as on fialfilling the agenda o f the session.
Through our second-person practices of testing our assumptions and prejudices about
FAS and government departments in particular we were enabled to produce positive
proposals that facilitated progress. A key insight o f my own from these reflections was
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to separate the individual from the ‘system’.

For instance, government department

officials could be personally persuaded at the level o f the objective value o f the FIT
concept and related industry involvement before moving on to the issue o f government
backing.

As one DETE official remarked to me at the conclusion o f one o f the

working group meetings, “Patrick, I really like the ‘can-do’ approach in all o f this - I
think it can work!” (Journal note 18”’ November 1998). The instance and quality o f the
second-person research/practice contributions is not as obvious or as easily captured in
the case o f government personnel.

This is because o f the nature o f the government

system and the way it operates, which we shall discuss more fully in Chapter Nine.

A

key factor in government involvement was the approval o f the Taoiseach and the soonto-be Secretary to the government. That approval enabled second-person contributions
at these critical planning stages. Because o f their superiors’ approval sometimes these
contributions were benign, unlike the employers’, since senior managers mostly were
present.

Nonetheless government second-person involvement was real and beneficial

to the process.

Third-person research/practice was evident in the results from these working group
meetings which supported the first and second-person practices o f myself and the
groups. Opinions within the IT industry and government policy were being influenced
by the diffusive effects o f our work.

The coalescing and strengthening o f common

purpose by industry, government and social communities arising from these meetings
reflected quality third-person research/practice.

7.5 The Action Plan

The focus o f all the deliberations and efforts o f the working group was to produce an
action plan within a relatively short time-span (fourteen weeks) that would set out in
some detail how our objectives were to be achieved. It should also be capable o f being
accepted and launched by a high profile political champion and have the approval of
each o f the players in the process, IT industry, government departments and state
agencies. The Ballymun team proposed that the writing o f the plan should commence
early on and that the working group should have ample opportunity for comment and
amendments. I was firmly of the view that one person should take charge o f the actual
writing and then circulate drafts for comment. Otherwise there was a danger that the
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plan would lack cohesion and focus, and consequently be severely weakened for our
purposes.

While the action plan was a means to an end, i.e. to find, select and train 3500 long-term
unemployed persons for the IT industry, there was also a sense in which it had a
purpose and use o f its own. The government would favour a plan, o f which they could
speak in political fora, which showed them in partnership with industry addressing one
o f the state’s most intractable social problems, long-term unemployment.

The PR

people, for both industry and government, would like a plan that could be launched at a
major media reception, and that would make for attractive TV and press coverage, more
especially given its political relevance. The IT industry were keen to have a plan which
presented them as good corporate citizens which at the same time was a means to
solving their skills shortage. And finally the LESNs saw a good plan as a way by which
they could link more closely to employers in addressing long-term unemployment in
their areas.

With all of this in mind I agreed a strategy with the BJC manager for writing the action
plan. I would write the early drafts with input from the rest o f the Ballymun team, as a
way o f confirming that there was one author; as we got closer to the finishing line he
would take charge, but still consulting with the working group and the Ballymun team.
In essence, whether he or I wrote the words, the thrust o f the document would come
from the same combination o f our shared experiences and learning from the BJC and
the Saturday reflections, and the multiplicity o f the projects and endeavours over a
twelve year period.

There was also another agenda operating here. In our thinking we

saw the BJC manager as the CEO o f FIT if and when it gained the necessary approval.
But it was much too early to reveal that part o f the plan to the rest o f the working group.
When it happened the CEO would be charged with delivering on the plan. It made
sense, therefore, that he had a significant influence on what went into the document.

My proposals for writing the plan were agreed by the working group. As is very often
the case, not everybody around the table took an equal interest in the written words and
the drafting. Some, especially those from industry, took very little interest once they
were assured that the essential elements were in place. The employers and the LESNs
together were the axis upon which the whole project would function. The significant
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insight here, in terms o f developing the concept o f FIT, was the bringing together of
these two groups, the employers and the long-term unemployed, who in many ways
were strangers to each other and yet each had a need that the other could satisfy: the IT
industry was short o f skilled labour, and the long-term unemployed could supply it.
The other parties who needed to accept and endorse our plan were the government
departments and agencies, in particular the departments o f Finance, DCSFA, Education
and Science, DETE, FAS, and the IDA. While DETE and the IDA were represented
on the working group, and FAS came within the control o f the DETE, we were very
aware o f the danger, given the range o f participants and varied concerns, that the
concept might not survive this process. It was because o f these fears and also because it
was always going to be a difficult task to get such an eclectic group facing in the same
direction that we decided to approach the Taoiseach M r Bertie Ahern and invite him to
be our political champion. A meeting was arranged through contacts.

What we were seeking came down to two significant factors: with our plan to train and
employ a large number o f long-term unemployed persons, backed by the IT industry,
we were offering the Taoiseach clear political advantage, since the long-term
unemployed were recognised in several government policy documents as a group
requiring special focus. In return we sought the support o f his department to ensure that
the other relevant government departments provided the training facilities and finance
necessary for carrying out our action plan.

We were well aware that for training

programmes for the unemployed budget allocations were controlled by FAS. However,
the Government Secretary indicated, as a sign of his and the Taoiseach’s enthusiasm for
the plan, a preference for FIT receiving a separate budget heading, albeit to be
administered through FAS.

It was at this meeting also that we picked up signs o f competition between the
Taoiseach’s office and the DETE headed by the Tanaiste (Deputy Prime Minister) and
Progressive Democrats’ leader, Ms Mary Harney (the government was a coalition of
two political parties). It became evident later in the process that the whole thrust of our
work appealed very much to the Taoiseach, and he knew from his experience in the old
Ministry o f Labour that creative initiatives around the issue o f unemployment had,
almost by definition, to run counter to the policies and programmes o f FAS. They were
implementers, not creators. As the Government Secretary stated at our first meeting “
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... the combination of employers and the long-term unemployed coming together,
facilitated by an experienced local community organisation is irresistible ... nobody can
th

argue against it” (Journal entry 26 Nov. 1998). However this very real strength could
also be our Achilles heel; it could pose a threat to FAS who also held the purse strings.
Ms Mary Harney would be disposed to listen to FAS and to be influenced by them. In
what was obviously a many layered relationship between Mr Bertie Ahem and Ms Mary
Harney, including possibly different perspectives on the long-term unemployed, we
were sufficiently hard-nosed to understand that in a dispute involving much larger
issues our project could be quickly sidelined, or forgotten altogether.

As a consequence o f the foregoing it became an imperative in the whole process that the
DETE and FAS in particular be kept on side even though all o f us recognised that they
were unwilling partners. The action o f the Taoiseach’s Department Secretary in liaising
with his counterpart in the DETE following our meeting was crucial to managing this
particular dependency. He also arranged for us to meet with the Taoiseach in early
December. Mr Bertie Ahem endorsed and supported our work, and he agreed to launch
our plan early in 1999. He gave us an assurance that he would recommend to the other
government departments, and the DETE and Education and Science in particular, that
they facilitate and support the FIT plan. We knew that we would have to follow up the
detail on all of this, but the backing o f the Taoiseach was a vital part of our strategy to
make the plan work.

I was already thinking ahead to the post launch phase. I considered the writing o f this
particular plan easy compared with the problems o f fiilfilling it. The really difficult part
was to come. For me, the most critical and important part o f the action plan was the
section on the management o f the project. The BJC manager and I had reflected upon
this long and often. FIT would be a separate entity, a company limited by guarantee,
and initially funded by the IT industry for the administration o f the work. It was this
separate company that gave FIT its independent status, and would in the future
guarantee its creativity and flexibility. It would need to relate in different ways to all
the parties in the process, and indeed it was dependent upon each o f these for its
success. Managing these dependencies would be a feature o f its work as illustrated in
Figure 7.1.
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Figure 7.1
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The creation o f the separate company for carrying out the action plan represented the
culmination o f the idea that I had been working on for a number o f years and the
maturing o f which was the principal outcome of the M.Sc. thesis in 1997: putting
together an organisation, with a significant involvement o f employers, that would have
as its focus the solution to the problem o f long-term unemployment.

Reflection:

The crafting and production o f the FIT action plan in such a short time

span was a major achievement.

It was an achievement at two levels.

At one level the

BJC manager and I were well ready to do the hard work, which was the culmination of
twelve years learning and endeavour.

In first- and second-person research/practice

terms it represented in a certain sense the fruits of that long knowledge-creating activity,
now enhanced and supported by wider third-person contributions. At another level, the
production o f the FIT action plan was a major achievement in that it was a document
produced by a coalition o f government, industry and community interests who were
now making a firm commitment of partnership in the resolution of a social problem.
The personal support o f the Taoiseach gave additional credibility to the project among
various constituencies.

But for me, the real long-term strength o f the project lay in its
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action research practices which embraced all o f the activities within and around the
initiative, and which processed these activities deliberately and productively in order to
ensure continued evolution and progress.

These action research practices, in the

production o f the FIT action plan, had revealed their interweaving strength by the fruit
o f my own inquiries being connected to the industry, government and community
groups. Continuity in the evolutionary process o f FIT was being seen as the key factor.
Employers and government were now becoming significant stakeholders in that process.

1.6 Launch of the FIT Action Plan

The launch of the FIT action plan tested both the co-ordinating abilities o f the group and
the integrity of the concept. The day itself called for a number o f competing needs to be
satisifled: the Taoiseach’s office wanted maximum political advantage for addressing
social exclusion with a unique project; individual corporations wanted to be seen as
good corporate citizens; the LESNs wanted to show themselves competent in finding
employment for a previously excluded group; and we in the Ballymun group were
primarily focused on the following day when the work o f implementing the plan would
commence.

In all o f this swirl o f activity I became conscious o f how the M.Sc programme, in
creating a space within which to struggle with the issues, had provided a perspective
and direction, and a focus on the bigger picture. Being secure in the concept enabled a
quick transition to the next active stage.

Reflection: The launch o f the FIT action plan brought together on one day and in one
place all o f the influencers, promoters, supporters and originators o f the project.
a supremely collaborative entrepreneurial and partnership affair.

It was

M y reflection was

that I did not want it personalised, by the Taoiseach, by Microsoft, by myself or
anybody else.

I wanted its distinguishing marks to be the mobilising o f energies from

powerful segments o f society to focus on redeeming a social ill.

Despite the efforts of

the Taoiseach’s department and the Microsoft corporation to claim personal credit,
thereby diluting somewhat the collaborative nature o f the initiative as presented, the
overall reception for the project was positive with its objectives well understood. The
fact that the action research nature o f the whole process, which underpinned the project.
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was not referred to on the day did not trouble me.

For m yself and the BJC manager in

particular part o f what our reflections and learning throughout the process had taught us
was that great care had to be exercised in our current cultural climate concerning values
and beliefs and actions based on those.

We were assiduous, especially with the

employer community, in not proposing values and belief-based concepts as reasons for
supporting the FIT project. Our learning was that they should be allowed to emerge as
part o f the ongoing process.

One remark by a Trinity College colleague after the launch o f the FIT action plan,
although humorous and somewhat outrageous, did contain a certain truth:
Patrick, you must be the first researcher in Ireland to have his thesis proposal
launched by the Taoiseach!
A major insight from the production o f the action plan was the confirmation that the
really important learning here was about the process. It was about how first-, secondand third-person research practices were enabled to interweave by means o f the process
and to be productive.

While establishing the motivations for engagement by the

different stakeholders may be important, perhaps even more important is how those
motivations were sustained and thus ensured continual evolution in the process. We
will pursue this point further in Chapter Eight.

7.7 Summary

I commence this chapter with a description o f the first meeting o f a small group o f four
which was committed to work on the findings o f my M.Sc dissertation, and developing
fiirther the concept for a new project.

I include in this description the productive

tension o f subsequent meetings between the two high profile employers, the BJC
manager and m yself I then go on to relate the critical meeting aboard a flight to Vienna
o f the CEO o f IIB and the CEO o f the IDA and how this led to a presentation being
made by us to the executive board o f the latter organisation. This presentation won for
us the opportunity to present to a meeting o f IT senior managers, to explore the
possibility o f creating a new organisation in partnership for the purpose of training and
employing long-term unemployed persons.
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I then outline how this seminal meeting agreed a working group, drawn from the
industry, government departments, the IDA with ourselves as the Ballymun team having
the role of secretariat. I describe how this working group met every fortnight for four
months to agree and produce an action plan for implementation from early 1999, and I
give a detailed account o f the process and o f the issues which arose within the group. A
description of the production of the action plan follows.

I then spell out some details o f political relationships leading up to the launch of the
action plan, and how we were at risk of being caught between the competing needs o f
the Taoiseach’s and the Tanaiste’s departments.

I describe the uniqueness and

importance of the separate FIT company as part o f the plan and the need for it to
manage its dependencies. I conclude with a description o f the competing needs on the
day o f the launch.

7.8 Third-Person Commentary and Conclusions

Third-person commentary:

The period described in this chapter spans just eighteen

months, from September 1997 to March 1999. It was a time during which the results of
all the learning and experiences from the previous decade were brought together,
institutionalised and given a coherent shape in one organisation.

However, critically,

the organisation was enabled to emerge out o f the process and its shape was ultimately
determined, not by any one person or single group, but by the needs o f the target group
o f the long-term unemployed and the needs o f an expanding industry which sought their
skills and saw their potential.

FIT is both an action and a learning organisation which

has grown out o f the original experiences o f trying to face down poverty and
unemployment in Ballymun.

Its defining mark is its ability to learn from those

experiences in developing new applications in confronting exclusion and deprivation.
This is evident in the transfer o f the FIT framework to confront similar problems in
Vancouver, Canada and Naples, Italy.

(See appendix III - Extract fi-om Naples

Community Agreement)

Conclusions: As in the previous chapter the strength o f second-person activity may also
be noted here as an important conclusion: the significance of the small group of four
reflecting for a year on the outcomes of the M.Sc, and the intensive work o f the selected
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employer group, with others, in producing the action plan.

These second-person

processes were core and foundational for what followed. In addition to the qualities of
learning which helped shape the organisation launched by the Taoiseach in March 1999,
another conclusion from this chapter is the entrepreneurial thrust necessary for putting
FIT together - as an organisation - in such a short time span.

In the evolving story

embracing prominent businessmen, CEOs of government agencies, the Taoiseach o f the
country and senior civil servants, a very intense and sophisticated networking was
called for in order to deliver the project in its final form.

A high proportion o f that

networking, from a FIT perspective, was organised by m yself using contacts and
replying on relationships that stretched back many years.

While I was being socially

entrepreneurial in that sense o f which Waddock and Post (1991) speak o f tapping
resources, etc., there is a distinct difference betw'een this activity and that employed for
promoting and developing a business.

The distinction lies in the multi-layered nature

o f the FIT processes, reflecting action research practices at the three levels and knitted
together over a lengthy period o f time. This form o f entrepreneurial activity was not
about the promotion of a business linked to a solo personality; it was about the
promotion of a process that could deliver a social good, namely secure jobs for the long
term unemployed.

In the next two chapters I will examine and consider in more detail the critical
participation in the process o f employers and government. The attitude o f these two
powerful groups and the manner in which they responded to the invitation to be
involved in the creation o f what became FIT, were and continue to be crucial elements
in determining its shape, content and evolution.
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Chapter 8 -

Em ployers as key players

“We are creatures of many capacities and you can live on a thousand levels without
dishonesty” .
Seamus Heaney, Poet (Irish Independent, 21®‘ April 2001).

Introduction
In the partnership that is the FIT project the employers are dominant players. This is so
for a number of reasons:

the project is entrepreneurial in spirit, being innovative,

creative and embracing change. It is about satisfying some unmet needs o f employers
concerning recruitment and related policy; the initiative also provides opportunity to the
employer community to exercise general corporate social responsibility in a practical
way, (Frederick et al, 1995) and finally FIT, because o f its objectives, presents a unique
structured environment within which employers can contribute directly to a correction
o f a serious social imbalance.

However, the question always about the employer group

was: how could their interest be maintained?

When the HR European Director for Personnel at Microsoft in February 2002
exclaimed with some passion at a meeting with government on continued funding: “For
God’s sake give these guys (myself and the FIT CEO) the money, they have the DNA
for solving social problems!”, he was, in addition to making an emphatic demand in
rather dramatic style, declaring a vote o f confidence in the processes that are FIT.

His

reference to a DNA was a description for the second-person research/practices of
employers within the process. These took a variety o f forms since the beginning: the
focus groups in the MPP at the concept stage who engaged in mutual inquiry in 1996/7;
the small group of four which included two senior Dublin business figures, and which
for a period of a year (1997/98) deliberated, as a type o f co-operative inquiry group, on
the appropriate next steps following the findings o f the M.Sc dissertation; the central
role o f and engagement o f the employers in the working group meetings to deliver the
FIT action plan (1999); the regular participation o f a group of FIT Board members in
the preparations for and meetings with government.

All of this continual employer

activity and commitment is a second-person research/practice that is “intimately
connected” with the first-person and second-person research/practices o f myself and the
FIT CEO (Reason and Torbert, 2001:23).
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All of the employers on the Board of FIT are senior managers, a number o f them at
CEO level and/or holding pan-European responsibilities. This has been pivotal to the
process, not least in negotiations with government for whom the major investments by
American multinational IT companies was a defining factor in the celtic tiger boom
years.

From the commencement of the working group meetings at the IDA to produce the
action plan, retaining the interest of senior managers was a feature in the first-person
and second-person research/practices of m yself and the FIT CEO and in our Saturday
reflections. This led to a vast amount of netw^orking by the two o f us with individual
Board members generating a mixture o f social and business events and meetings which
helped bond the group.

This process of interaction strongly influenced the agenda for

and the conduct o f Board meetings.

Retaining their interest meant - among other

factors - that Board meetings had to be focused, well-run and with an informative
agenda.

In this chapter I am describing the engagement with the employers as a second-person
activity for the most part, with their significant contributions to the processes of
planning and preparation, and with their connectedness with myself, as peer, in my own
first-person research/practice (Reason and Torbert, 2001). Over the course o f the four
years of the FIT process I have had many one-on-one conversations with the employers
involved in the course o f which they have questioned me on my motivations for moving
out of business and on how the FIT project came to be.

Their questions and my

responses form part o f the fabric o f the employer engagement in the process.

These conversations have assisted in maintaining the interest o f the employer in the
project. When another Microsoft executive referred to FIT in the following terms: “I
have never seen a project that is so holistic, so well worked out at all the levels, in the
community training the unemployed for jobs, at the executive meetings (he is a member
o f the executive committee) making the decisions on courses and on updating the
curriculum, at the Board level dealing with the governm ent...” (Joumal entry 28*
March 2002), he was really referring to the fruits of the interweaving of first, second
and third-person research/practices faithfully conducted over a period of years.
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I commence the chapter with a general description o f employers’ participation in the
process since inception. This is followed by a section on the em ployer group as
advocates as a way o f understanding their commitment to the project. I then outline the
employers’ perception o f the evaluation o f the FIT project - by the government in the
period September 2001 to March 2002 - and 1 follow this with a description of their
response.

I then summarise their meeting with the government before concluding the

chapter with a section on the co-researcher role of employers in the total process. As in
prior chapters, at the end o f each section I reflect on the nature o f the inquiry as it
proceeds.

8.1 Employers in the Process
In August 1997 I wrote in my M.Sc dissertation (1997:56):
While 1 envisage EURTASK embracing diverse groups in time, I see employers
playing a central role in its beginning phase. At that crucial stage the project will
need the energy, creativity, pragmatism, vision and courage normally associated
with commercial start-ups. The key to the concept of EURTASK working will
be the successful marriage o f the entrepreneurial spirit o f business people with
the aspirations o f the unemployed, in co-operation with their local communities.
It will be for this unique partnership to bring forward solutions for the complex
problem that is long-term unemployment.
And so it has come to pass. Employers and the long-term unemployed together have
brought forward solutions, many permanent jobs have resulted and many lives
transformed. In the lengthy process o f discovery, reflection and learning on this
problem from the beginning phase (1986-1990) o f the Ballymun Job Centre (BJC)
through the series of pilot projects. Workmate, Greencaps and Tramlines (1992-1997),
development o f the concept (1995-1997) to the launch of the FIT project (1999)
employers have played a central role. Some of those employers have been linked
through personal association and friendship with myself, some through their association
with others at the BJC initially and/or through their personal interest in making a
contribution to redress the serious inequalities in the area.

From the commencement the effort has been to seek the support and engagement of
employers as a group conversant with creating wealth who might challenge the endemic
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nature o f poverty in society, and to do so in a particular way linked with my own and
others’ research inquiries, always recognising that the heterogeneity within that group
would mean uneven outcomes from that effort. Therefore, as part o f the M.Sc. research
in 1997 I set out to discover the likely level of support among the employer group for a
FIT-type project.

Following a series of one-on-one meetings and discussions I finally settled on an eight
person focus group which met fortnightly over a four month period, and I report on the
findings in the dissertation (1997:56-59). In summary I discovered a range o f employer
opinion that showed about twenty-five per cent strongly in favour o f the concept, about
twenty-five per cent strongly opposed, and a floating middle group o f fifty per cent
open to persuasion either way. Six years on, with the experience now o f having worked
closely with a new range of employers, all of them coming cold to the concept, the
breakdown in attitudes revealed by the original focus group research has been largely
confirmed, with two critical additional pieces o f learning: one that the middle 50 per
cent can be persuaded to positively support the project and two, that ‘servicing’ this
support and allegiance requires sustained and innovative effort.

Reflection: Greenwood and Levin’s reference (1998:86) to “keeping the conversation
going”, as a descripfion o f action research activity, is especially apt for the employer
group in the FIT process. By the nature of their work - making many daily decisions they are much more content than process oriented.

Even if they admit to the value of

reflection on their actions they may not take or have the time to do it.

Sometimes they

may not listen well, and their assumptions may be rarely tested (Argyris, 1993; Torbert,
2001). The insight, developed through my first-person inquiry and the Saturday
reflections by m yself and the FIT CEO, that the employers needed to be reminded
frequently about the FIT process, why and how it worked, and that repetition o f these
explanations would pay dividends, proved to be accurate.

When the CEO for AOL -

TimeAVamer in Ireland complained to me that he had placed a FIT meeting at
government buildings ahead o f a preparatory meeting for a visit to his corporation’s
Washington head quarters I knew that we had succeeded in moving the project up his
scale o f priorities.

Repetition therefore with employers is a central tenet o f the FIT

process. That is repetition of the need for FIT from both an economic and social
perspective, repetition on the need to devise our own curricula to match industry’s
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needs, repetition on the opportunity and need to exploit the available state training
resources, and repetition on the need to have an independent company to deliver the
programmes.

I believe that it was this use of repetition by us that cemented the relationship with
employers within the process.

8.2 Employers as Advocates

In my discussions with employers and industrialists about the FIT project my first
assumption is that not all businessmen or businesswomen
(Drucker,1985) much

less social entrepreneurs.

Many CEOs

are entrepreneurs
o f multinational

corporations in particular are not especially entrepreneurial and are not chosen for that
quality. Their task very often is to either progress or maintain an operation as laid down
in corporate manuals on local and divisional management. Quite often they are expected
to behave in a manner which is reflective o f a sophisticated form o f Taylorism (Taylor,
1967) i.e., “tightly controlled and supervised lest they make a mess o f things”
(Weisbord, 1987:5). It was precisely this form o f dependent multinational culture that
eventually impelled me to depart from the Associated British Foods group as their CEO
for Twinings Tea. However, in forming the employer group to participate in the FIT
initiative we were not seeking a band o f entrepreneurs, social or otherwise, in the first
place. We were looking for the commitment o f corporations to a new venture that could
be beneficial to them, to the unemployed and to the community at large. In doing so we
were very aware o f our reliance upon the local CEO and her/his interpretation of
company policy on community-type projects. In addition, and because o f the multi
layered nature o f our contacts, we were not unaware o f mission statements emanating
from multinational headquarters on the question o f the importance o f local government
and community relationships.

In all my meetings with business people about the project I inevitably found a common
ground, and that was the shared desire to do something, to move forward in confronting
the issue. Covey (1992:75) captures this sense well: “Our basic nature is to act, and not
be acted upon. As well as enabling us to choose our response to circumstances this
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empowers us to create circumstances.” In assessing employers’ commitment and
allegiance to the project we must always be alert to Milton Friedm an’s (1970:25)
argument:

What does it mean to say that “business” has responsibilities? Only people can
have responsibilities” and “there is one and only one social responsibility of
business - to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its
profits so long as it stays within the rules o f the game, which is to say, engages
in open and free competition without deception or fraud.
I recall Freeman here because there can be vestiges o f this thinking abroad generally;
and also because in the attempt to bring the long-term unemployed into the world of
work there will be the temptation for employers firstly to see them in Theory X terms
(McGregor, 1960; Weisbord, 1987), lazy, irresponsible, passive and dependent, and so
there is a need to put forward the explanation and arguments that the long-term
unemployed are not homogeneous, that many of them seek secure employment and that
their status encourages them to adopt a variety o f coping strategies which, in turn,
enable misleading perceptions (Leisering and Leibfried,1999).

In our discussion earlier the original occupiers o f the advocacy positions were two
employers, the IIB CEO and the Irish Life CEO. They believed strongly in the concept
and their signal contribution to its development was to push for substantial numbers and
for significant government support. They had a midwife role in enabling the birth of the
project; it was most critical at the time, and they afterwards departed the scene while
still being very interested in the growth o f what they helped bring into being. One o f the
transforming aspects noted early in the process was the manner in which employers
could become more committed through engagement with the project. Bearing in mind
that at board level the representation was CEO/senior manager this development
assumed great importance. There were a number of factors that revealed this change: a
desire to promote the project publicly on behalf o f their corporation; taking a personal
interest in the FIT graduates employed by their company; hosting board meetings and
being conscientious attendees; sponsoring particular items of expenditure such as
annual reports, training brochures and prizes for performance; being readily available
with advice on government relationship and negotiations and for the subsequent
meetings; providing introductions to other management and government personnel.
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The concept o f positioning as used in marketing is relevant. Positioning as understood
in relation to the selling and marketing of a product, especially where a TV campaign is
involved, is by w ay o f strong images and suitable storyline to position the product in the
mind of the consumer so that a bonding is developed betw'een the product and the life
style of the recipient. So in terms of the evolution of the FIT project what we have
discovered with respect to employers is first o f all to realize the necessity to interface,
converse with them on a regular basis and secondly, from this particular mode of
exchange to realize that some form o f educative process is ongoing. While we may find
it difficult to name the educative process in any kind o f logical detail, nonetheless there
are a number o f very tangible results. For instance, the boom years of the celtic tiger
economy came to and end in the middle of the first phase o f the project - 2001. The IT
industry in particular suffered from the effects o f this downturn. Yet during this period
up to the present the interest o f the employers has strengthened rather than waned.

In a period when observers would have expected that since the original stated reason for
employers’ involvement in the FIT project- shortages in skilled labour - had been
largely removed by the downturn in the economy that the industry group would
disengage, the opposite has occurred. To explain fully this phenomenon there is some
fiirther research reported on later in this chapter, but there are already established
patterns o f behaviour among the employers, reflecting a maturing sense of purpose that
perceives the holistic value o f the project as distinct from it being just another training
programme. The government-sponsored review o f the FIT project in the period
September 2001 to March 2002, and the manner in which it was framed and conducted,
had the effect o f galvanizing employer support and stimulating a greater understanding
o f the FIT process. Although paid for by the government the review process had been
initiated by the FIT board. The first phase o f any such government supported project
would always be pilot in nature. Any request for continued financial support presumed
a review. Although fioistrated by the structure and manner o f the review process, it was
at this time that the employer board members in particular became truly proprietorial
about the project. Ownership was assumed in a maimer not evident before. It was a time
o f crisis, and because it was so it revealed the strength-in-depth o f what had been
created over such a long period. Employers were tested on their belief in the FIT
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concept, on their allegiance to its methods and practices, on their commitment to its
values, on their endorsement o f a process and not just a programme. The crisis became,
at another level, an opportunity for the employers to declare their position
unambiguously.

Reflection: While it is clear that the employers entered into a process in 1998 on the
basis o f a skills shortage in their industry, it is equally clear in 2003 that they are staying
in the process for more than that. And the ‘m ore’ has to do with how they engaged with
the process from a wider social perspective.

For instance, they were quick to approve,

as part o f the second phase o f FIT (2002 - 2005), a project in Ballyfermot, Dublin for
teaching IT skills on a community-wide basis as distinct from a jobs-specific training
programme. This ‘social tendency’ of employers is interesting to track and may be one
of the more notable findings from the FIT process. The original finding in my M.Sc.
dissertation (Nolan, 1997) o f twenty-five percent opposed, twenty-five percent in favour
was generally confirmed in this ensuing process.

However the middle fifty percent, I

have discovered by way o f the FIT experience, are open to positive persuasion
especially by way o f repetition o f the stated aims and methods o f achieving them.

8.3 Emplovers and the Evaluation

The seeds o f the crisis concerning the evaluation were sown at the launch of the FIT
project by the Taoiseach, M r Bertie Ahem TD in March, 1999. As referred to earlier
the then CEO of the National Training Authority (FAS) forecast at this launch that FIT
would have a short life. There is a history of antagonism between FAS and the
employer community, who have often questioned the relevance o f their work (Culliton,
1992). FAS wields considerable political clout partly because o f its size - some 2000
staff and a budget o f €900m - and partly because the development o f the partnership
model o f government, industry and trade unions in negotiating national agreements in
pay and economic development since 1987, dovetails with the FAS Board structure
which by statute comprises those same three constituencies. Thus it is that even though
Culliton (1992:10) stated: “ ... a good deal o f what FAS does is seen to be of little
relevance by industry”, nothing subsequently happened to assuage those concems by
employers. The suspicion was that trade union leverage within FAS prevented reform.
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While FAS had an obligation to work with FIT and to facilitate the programmes the
attitude of its personnel was mixed; some very obviously wished to see their C EO ’s
forecast - that our life would be short - come true, and to hasten our demise. We were
dependent upon FAS and managing this dependency became a major task o f the first
phase o f the project. It was also a rich vein of knowledge and learning in terms o f our
first-and second-person research/practice in particular. We were very conscious o f the
turbulent relationship between ourselves at BJC and FAS which stretched back to our
beginnings in 1986. In a sense we were the same perceived threat to them now as we
were then, (i.e. not obliging the unemployed from the Ballymun area to travel at
considerable inconvenience and expense to the FAS offices at Finglas), only now a
bigger version and representing a community group linked to employers declaring a
position independent o f FAS structures and proposing a new project focused on the long
term unemployed. They saw us as invading the space that was theirs, allocated to them
by government. We represented not just a challenge but also a statement by some, at
least, in government that FAS was failing in its remit in respect of the long-term
unemployed.

In the development o f the action plan for the first phase o f the project a mid-term
review was envisaged. Part of the structure for the FIT process was an interdepartmental
steering group which, in addition to the five government departments, also included
representatives from FAS, the VECs and FIT Ltd. It was this group which agreed the
terms o f reference for the review. For our part we argued strongly that FIT be presented
and understood in the terms o f reference as a process, and not just as a programme.
Anybody reading this thesis up to this point will understand that distinction very clearly:
FIT was nothing if not a process, had been that since 1986 and was continuing to be so.
To have that accepted by the steering group required argument and persuasion.
However the next step, briefing the evaluators, would be critical to ensuring that they
understood the clear distinction between process and project. If they did not the whole
value o f their work would be undermined. For example in reviewing the process they
would be assessing the relationships between all the parties to each other and the
quality o f those relationships in contributing to the project. This would mean that the
non-compliant stance o f FAS on many occasions would be exposed. It would also mean
that the evaluators would be assessing the quality o f the contributions of government
departments to the process.
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It would appear that the government people were unable to handle this kind of global
process analysis, or else were persuaded by others that the more traditional method of
reviewing a project or programme within more narrow and safer limits was preferable.
In the event the FIT personnel were excluded from the selection and briefing o f the
evaluators and were, in effect, assigned to the role o f representing a project or
programme to be evaluated by the government and its agencies. We were now to be
examined on behalf of our own partners in the process. While this obviously suited FAS
more than the other partners, it unleashed an unhealthy dynamic from the
commencement of the evaluation which contaminated all o f our discussions with the
evaluators, seriously damaging the outcomes and rendering a lot o f the analysis
irrelevant.

The fundamental distinction o f being evaluated by a section o f the process as a
particular programme instead of participating in an evaluation o f the whole process
created a highly artificial situation for all o f the FIT personnel. The evaluators from the
beginning were less than professional in their conduct o f the review, no doubt
considerably hindered and controlled by the original briefing. While we made our
objections clear from the beginning we still offered to work within the limitations of the
briefing to the evaluators. W hat surprised us were their unfreedoms around the issues
we raised. This may be partly explained by the fact that both were former staff members
o f the Department o f Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE) who are the
paymasters o f FAS. As a further unfreeing complication the cost o f the evaluation was
being bome by this same government department. The reader will understand, therefore,
the concerns o f FIT personnel for the potential loss of objectivity in the conduct o f the
evaluation. To put it bluntly FAS who, at least in some guises, wanted rid of FIT were
now going to be part o f a group that was to pronounce on FIT’s future viability. None of
the interviews with the evaluators gave us at FIT any cause for comfort. Quite the
reverse. We disliked their obvious lack o f preparation for the meetings, their failure to
record most o f the points made, and their almost total disinterest in following-up on
recommendations to increase their knowledge o f the project. The evaluators met with
me as the Co-Chairman of the board of directors, but showed little or no interest in the
history line o f the project as previously described. Although I recommended to them

181

Chapter 8 - Employers as key players

that they meet with both myself and the other Co-Chairman from industry - the CEO of
AOL/Time-Wamer - together, as a way of discovering more about the strong links with
the employers, this recommendation was not taken up.

Reflection: The employers’ reaction to the crisis caused by the evaluation is a measure
of the depth o f their support and commitment.

That a number of them were engaged at

the level o f their emotions was evident in their expressions o f anger and in their
willingness to attend meetings at very short notice. Their sharing in the second-person
processes o f the many meetings and dialogues in and around the project had obviously
engendered in them a type o f espirit de corps concerning FIT which also reflected a
growing belief in and ownership o f the initiative.

Their own names and those o f their

corporations were being now freely used and exchanged in correspondence with the
Taoiseach’s department in particular with reference to the continuation of the FIT
process, and they vigorously supported these endeavours. What makes the employer
reactions interesting is not, I suggest, that they expressed emotions such as anger at the
consultants’ work and behaviour, but rather how and why they had taken on ownership
of the project which produced such emotion and anger?

I believe the answers to these

questions are in the intense level o f their second-person involvement over a lengthy
period, and are made explicit in the section below on the findings from the employer
interview process.

8.4 Emplovers’ Response to Evaluation

Having commenced the evaluation in September 2001 the evaluators produced a draft
report for discussion in February 2002. Its general quality was so poor that we did not
believe that any right-minded person or group would be swayed by its recommendations
to pursue any of the proposed options. Nonetheless, the onus was upon the board at FIT
to show clearly to the government departments that the document was deeply flawed,
anc that the manner of the conduct o f the evaluation alone was so inefficient that to
allow the ftiture of the FIT project to be determined by this report would be gravely
unj'ist. It was a situation fraught with danger for us. Government departments had
selected the evaluators and briefed them; they had gone along with the project review as
aganst a process-type review. The arguments had to be made by us, not on the lack of
integrity of the evaluators, but on the quality of the outcomes which they had produced.
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The board decided to brief a consultant on social issues, a respected professional who
had carried out a number o f govemnient projects. He was given the task of evaluating
and assessing the report on the basis of the methodology used in the conduct o f the
review, the resulting data analysis and conclusions, and the links between this analysis
and the recommendations made. In a comprehensive report he was severely critical of
the quality o f the work on a number of key issues, the most relevant being the failure to
establish links between the data analysis and the recommendations. All of this had to be
achieved within a tight time scale. The follow-on meeting with the government
departments to conclude on the draft report was within days o f its production. A special
board meeting was convened to consider both the evaluators’ report and our response.

This was the point o f crisis. It was evident from the evaluators’ report that they were
clearly on the side o f those who wished for the project’s demise. It might hobble on for
another year in its own, but it was then to be embraced by FAS for certain smothering
and eventual death. The board were unanimous in their analysis o f the position. As a
board they had met with the evaluators, and while they had been praised for the level of
their commitment and involvement in the report they were nonplussed by the lack of
professionalism in the ensuing work. An extract from my journal on the day o f this
meeting captures my own feelings o f distrust with the evaluation: “when Anne said ‘I
realize you are very committed’ it just sounded patronizing. I don’t think she or her
colleague picked up the level o f the board’s commitment at all. They have missed the
pearl in the whole thing- certainly the board has strong misgivings, which they
expressed after they left - 20 Feb 2002”

In March 2002 a key meeting took place at the Taoiseach’s department to discuss the
evaluators’ draft report and also to discuss how the review process could be concluded.
This event followed our receipt o f our own outside consultant’s analysis of the draft and
a subsequent board meeting to discuss ftilly the contents and conclusions of both pieces
o f work (see minutes o f this meeting Appendix IV). It was in the effort and preparation
for this Taoiseach’s office meeting that the employers showed their true commitment to
the FIT project, and how their knowledge and understanding o f it had developed since
the autumn of 1999. I cannot say in one sentence or encapsulate in one notion or idea
what this greater commitment and understanding is. It is a collection of signs and
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gestures o f words and acceptance when put together create a bond, a sense of unalloyed
endorsement. Just turning up for meetings is a statement; being there at Sam at a
location distant from your own office is a stronger statement still; if you are the CEO of
a corporation it is also a significant sign on its behalf Responding to e-mails on strategy
issues is a statement o f commitment. Hosting board meetings, including breakfast, is a
statement of interest and involvement going far beyond a casual connection; being
available at short notice to meet on urgent FIT matters reflects an unremitting
allegiance. It is all of these together, felt and experienced in the marrow by the FIT
CEO and myself, that gives credibility to the statement, “We have a group of very
committed employers here!”

Reflection: Over the period 1998 to 2002 the particular group o f employers serving on
the Board o f FIT exhibited some o f the features o f a co-operative inquiry group. These
features were o f the ‘bootstrap’ quality referred to by Heron (1996:40) where the
practices o f participative decision-making and authentic collaboration evolve over a
period and are peer directed: “A group may exist, or form, that chooses to be entirely
self-initiating, and pulls itself up by its own bootstraps into the practice o f co-operative
inquiry”.

This group persona was especially evident in the reflective and collaborative

manner of their preparations for key government meetings, and in their taking
ownership of those particular processes. My principal reflection on what is termed here
a ‘crisis’, namely the efforts by the consultants carrying out the review to close down
FIT, is that this provided a unique opportunity for the employer group to demonstrate
their ownership o f a process in which they had been engaged for the previous four
years. All o f what they had learned about and with the process contradicted the
evaluators’ analysis. They are an integral and intimate part o f what makes the process
that is FIT work. The evaluators missed this crucial piece (mostly because of the
inadequacy o f their briefing). The manner and strength o f the employer responses goes
to the heart of what action research (and this thesis) is about:
evolutionary

and

educational

process

of

engaging

with

“ ...a n emergent,

self,

persons

and

com m unities...” (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:12). The employers did not separate - as
the evaluators did - their own intimacy with the process from its outcomes. They did
not separate the thoughts from the actions. There was not “a radical separation between
the researcher and the subject” (Levin and Greenwood, 2001:103). They were part o f a
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learning process in which their involvement was key to its progress and continuance.
Their responses in this situation showed their awareness o f this role.

8.5 Employers meet with Government

The meeting at the Taoiseach’s department was attended by senior officials including
the secretary to the government and representatives from the other departments, DETE,
Finance, DCFSA and Education. The evaluators attended also, but only after the board
made its presentation and response to the draft report. This was part o f the strategy we
had developed. We had to steer a course between acknowledging the freedom o f the
goveniment departments to commission an evaluation o f the process and to choose the
people to carry out that work, and the board’s opinions, based on expert advice, that the
draft report was deeply flawed most particularly in the failure to link the
recommendations to the data analysis.

This was a partnership process — not ego-centred - that had worked, that had the
potential to work better, but that had already produced some very good results. All
parties to the process could claim credit in their own way so long as it was not at the
expense of the other partners. It was not a “Patrick Nolan” project. If it were presented
as such it would be killed off much faster than the adoption o f the evaluators’
recommendations would guarantee. The insight and the humility to see and accept this
was a foundation principle honed from the years o f action and reflection and consequent
understanding o f the meaning of co-creation. Our principal role was to bring together, to
co-ordinate, to propose vision and mission based on our experiences and reflections,
and after that to invite participation and eventual partnership. M ost o f that had occurred
in the period leading up to the launch in 1999. The seed had been sown. From that point
on we began to witness growth, small signs at the beginning, but stronger as time went
on. Senge and Scharmer’s (2001:239) image o f the tree comes to mind again.
Knowledge was being created and applied while life was stirring in unseen forms at the
roots. A major part o f the role o f the FIT CEO and m yself was not to kill off the young
plant, but to nurture it, and to discover new ways for doing this. In the first place we
needed to practice our humility by not presenting ourselves as any kind o f originators or
inventors of the concept; secondly, we ensured that employers got frequent
opportunities to meet directly with the long-term unemployed whenever possible, and
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hear the individual stories o f many of the FIT graduates who had made the successful
transition to the world o f work. Part of our role also was to be moderators between the
worlds o f disadvantaged communities, business and government.

The clearly worked out and relatively simple performance- indicators for business tend
to create a mindset that is decision, result and fact oriented, and that can show
impatience with the very different pace and set priorities of the civil service world.
Years of contact and negotiations by the FIT CEO and m yself had taught us to
appreciate the government mindset and its motivations. This moderating role between
government and industry was facilitated somewhat by the fact that we were working
with a number o f large multinational corporations who found Ireland a congenial,
productive and profitable location for doing their business and who also had been
financially supported by the government to set-up there. Having the IDA as the original
sponsors of the concept, and indeed at the level o f the CEO, continued to pay dividends
in partnership terms long after the launch. Out o f our preparations for the critical March
meeting with goverrmient emerged a two-layer strategy. Firstly, we wanted to ensure
that the long-term view was accepted, that the model o f partnership between industry,
government and local communities coordinated by an independent company and
focused on finding solutions to a social problem would survive. Secondly, we had the
short-term objectives of agreeing the financial support for the balance o f the current
year and agreement in principle for similar support for the succeeding year.

The meeting at the Taoiseach’s department was in two halves. In the first period without the evaluators being present - the FIT delegation presented a strong case and
the employers in particular showed their impatience with a review process that was
proposing a form o f existence in the future that they had difficulty in comprehending.
One factor seemed clear: the evaluators did not see FIT existing beyond another year
except within the FAS structure. Probably the strongest point from the employers on
the FIT board was the unhesitating nature o f their reaction to the recommendations;
they were moving on, irrespective of the review, and they had already committed to the
next three year phase with an agreed plan for the period.

Throughout this meeting the most revealing lesson for me was the extent to which the
employers made the running and the arguments while the FIT CEO and I remained
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silent. I experienced a sense o f a cause having being adopted o f a truth having being
intemahsed. 1 wrote in my journal that evening “I felt m yself quite moved this morning
in the Taoiseach’s department listening to Manus, Ann, Tom and Mark as they argued
so passionately and persuasively for the FIT idea and concept, that it gave opportunity
to those on the margins - they were so good I began to feel, maybe my job is done! “8*'’
Match ’02 (Note : Manus Hanratty, CEO, AOL/Timer- W arner Ireland; Ann Riordan,
former country manager, Microsoft; Tom Rourke, CEO, CSC; Mark Keane, HR
director, Europe, Microsoft). Our common feeling at the conclusion o f the meeting was
that our two objectives were largely achieved: the unique partnership that is FIT would
survive, and that the current fiinding support would be forthcoming.

Reflection:

The wedding o f wealth and poveily, in whatever form, will attract

interest. Creating an organisational structure around this contract to ensure continuance
and growth is even more interesting, I suggest. The presence o f employers at these
deliberations and the prior planning sessions is indicative o f the level o f interest and
commitment that grew over the course of the process. How and why this occurred are
questions for further probing, and some explanations will be forthcoming in the
conclusions. However we do know some o f the features in broad outline, and we have a
good sense o f what it is not. It is not a casual, slightly cormected acquaintance with the
process; it is not a charity stance by the employers to assist the poor; it is not a forced
involvement as part of a national agreement on economic and social progress; it is not
token.

None o f this is to suggest that there is an evermess or uniformity in the approach and
attitude o f the employers to the project. It may be premature to try to name too much at
this point o f the process. Corporate and organisational value systems have a long
tradition (de Geus 1997), and part of what FIT is about is giving opportunity to the
business world for new ways o f expressing what may be in some cases at least, inherent
values. In certain conditions FIT may complement the values o f a corporation. Some of
our experiences to date would suggest that this could be the case with Microsoft. They
have a reputation for a strong interest in the wider social community, and their founder.
Bill Gates, is a philanthropist o f world renown. As described earlier we have been
encouraged by the interest and support o f the Microsoft Corporation fi'om the early
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years o f our operations at the BJC and more especially by their later involvement and
partnership in the Tramlines project, which presaged FIT. Over the course o f the
development o f the process, since its launch in 1999, Microsoft has been singularly
supportive by way o f cash donations, equipment and sponsorship. It is clearly part of
the value system in their organisation that they actively support local communities.
However, as we have stated before we are not a charity case and Microsoft have been
quick to acknowledge that even to the point o f changing the budget heading under
which we are supported by them from “social and community” to “recruitment.” That
kind o f change is a metaphor for the FIT process and its success. We are about adding
economic value, not drawing from it. Understanding this key insight is ftindamental to
an appreciation of the project.

I have reflected with the FIT CEO many times on the education process o f the
employers within the FIT experience. One of our insights is the direct correlation
between their exposure to activities on FIT and, critically, exposure to discussions with
ourselves, and their ongoing commitment to the project. Somewhat akin to the
Microsoft manager commenting upon the holistic nature o f the process what has seemed
to occur is an unspoken attraction for employers towards an initiative that speaks to
them at different levels, maybe for some unconsciously, but that makes sense for them
personally, corporately and socially. Perhaps - like the poet says - the attraction is that
they can do this at FIT “without dishonesty”.

The employers were also aware - because of their closeness to the activities - that the
process was working and was being productive, that the long-term unemployed were
making the transition to the world o f work, and that the lives o f many were being
transformed.

8.6 Emplovers - the FIT Experience
I have already noted and referred to the focus group work with employers for the M.Sc
dissertation (Nolan, 1997) at the concept stage for what subsequently became the FIT
project.

Six years on from that research the same concept, following a further two

years intermediate gestation, has developed to be a ftilly grown robust project with four
years o f experience o f confronting and grappling with the same social issue.
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experience o f the evolving FIT process the employer community, represented in this
instance by the IT industry, has played a pivotal role. Senior executives from a range of
companies have engaged with the process in a variety o f ways, negotiating with
government, regularly hosting meetings in their board rooms, committing HR personnel
for curriculum development, donating valuable software and hardware equipment.

In

all, some fourteen senior managers have been engaged in this manner over the period
1999-2003.

A core number o f six of seven have been available at short notice for

strategy meetings at more regular intervals, and for government negotiations in
particular.

Given this extensive involvement by the employer group I wanted to discover what the
experience has been like for them. And to do this both for the purposes o f this research
and, linked to that, for the benefit of the ongoing learning within the project itself

I

wanted also to discover if they believed that the commercial objectives were being
achieved; whether their corporations had social missions and, if so, whether
participation in FIT enabled those missions to be fulfilled. On a personal level for them
I wanted to discover if engagement with the FIT process had altered in any way their
own perceptions o f the long-term unemployed, and if they believed them to be a new
credible stream o f recruitment. For these purposes I interviewed the fourteen senior
managers listed on Table 8. The questionnaire used for the interviews is exhibited as
Appendix V with a sample o f qualitative responses shown in Appendix VI and three
tables o f quantitative responses in Appendix VII.
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Table 8.1 Employer Interviewees
Organisation
AOL - Time W arner (IRL)

Personnel
CEO

Alchemy Ireland

CEO

CSC Ireland

Operations Manager

Dell Ireland

General Manager, Sales

Hewlett Packard

Operations Manager

IBEC

Director o f Enterprise

Lotus / IBM

Operations Director

Media Labs - Europe

Board Member

Microsoft

HR Director - Europe

Microsoft

Director o f Finance

Oracle Ireland

Vice President

Pivotal Ireland

HR Director - Europe

Smartforce

General Manager

Symantec Ireland

Managing Director

Commentary on outcomes from employer interviews:
Quantitative analysis:

As set out on Appendix V this analysis is divided into three

sections in order to capture the employers’ views on the commercial, social and
personal aspects o f their experience. In Appendix VI, the analysis o f the responses to
the commercial type questions reveals answers to the first three questions that are
almost universally positive, a feature to be repeated throughout the exercise. For these
employers this was a project that worked.

General Commentary: Although semi-structured in the manner reflected in the
questionnaire, the interviews were also consistent with the nature o f the inquiry and the
iterative process that is FIT. There was a great willingness to co-operate, an eagerness
to contribute, an appreciation o f the value and the relativity o f the research which, I
believe, enhanced the objectivity of the work.
an early point.

Some limitations became apparent from

The most obvious was that very few o f the executives at this senior

level o f operations had any first-hand knowledge o f the negative and positive
experiences resulting from the hiring of FIT graduates.
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a deliberate and conscious trade-off within the FIT process: to retain and develop the
energies and commitment o f senior managers for the purpose o f moving the project
forward as a whole, and critically, at certain times to ensure the very survival o f the
initiative as against the first-hand knowledge and experience o f line management. An
example

of this

is

the

illustration

earlier

in

this

chapter

o f the

employer/government discussions following the evaluation o f the project.

intense
For the

purpose o f this research senior executives for the most part at this level were reliant
upon reports from line management on the performance of FIT graduates. Nonetheless,
any disadvantage or limitation in this regard is somewhat offset by their level o f interest
and inquiry into the subject which is evident in the excerpts in Appendix VI.

Another minor limitation was where people had changed their positions since the
inception of FIT.

The most notable example o f this is the Corel operation being

dramatically downsized and the CEO and HR Director, both strong proponents o f the
FIT project, moving out to other corporations.

In each case they retained their interest

in FIT and continued their vigorous support, but were unable to affect employment of
graduates to the same extent as they had been at Corel.

The negative experiences referred to in Appendix VII were mostly from the early days
o f adjusting to a new process in recruiting. In all cases they were balanced by positive
experiences.

The overall content and thrust o f the interviews is positive.

This should be understood

from the perspective that each of these executives, on behalf o f their corporations,
entered upon this process four years previously in 1999 not knowing if it would work.
There was the risk o f failure.

Therefore, in reflecting upon the results o f this research

the entrepreneurial spirit inherent in the FIT project should not be forgotten. Four years
later, in the eyes o f these employers, FIT spells success. That is their overall experience
and it is this perspective that informs their responses.

8.7 Summary
I signal in the introduction to this chapter that my explanation o f the employers’
engagement with the FIT process is from the perspective o f their second-person
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research/practice activity and how that is linked to and supports the first- and secondperson activities o f myself and the FIT CEO.

I follow this with a description of the involvement o f employers in the process from the
earliest times, and I then outline their advocacy position within FIT.

I use the crisis,

which resulted from the government’s evaluation o f the project, and the manner o f the
employers’ responses to illustrate both the depth o f their commitment and the strength
of their engagement. I suggest that these go to the heart o f what action research and this
thesis is about.

I then go on to briefly describe the M arch 2002 meeting with the

government and how we achieved our objectives.

I conclude with a report o f the

outcomes from a semi-structured interview process with the employers engaged with
FIT which suggests a measure of transformation for some o f them resulting from that
engagement.

8.8 Third-Person Commentary and Conclusions

Third-person commentary:

The potential for transformation has been identified as a

critical dynamic in the FIT process with trainees, employers and m yself

While its

raison-d’etre is transformation in the lives o f the long term unemployed, it has the
potential to transform the lives of all those engaged in the process.

The employers

most intimately involved, those who serve on the Board o f Directors, have sustained
their interest, without exception, over the last four years.

While this feature is explored

three observations concerning the attitude and stance to FIT by the employers may be
made. All o f these were evident before the interview process was commenced:

1.

The principal reason why employers came into FIT - to solve a skills
shortage - is not the reason why they are staying.
process

whereby

a previously

intractable

They have experienced a

social problem

is being

successfiilly confronted.
2.

They have taken ownership o f the project - evident by their decision to go to
a second phase without government support if necessary.

3.

The employers have recognised and sanctioned the need to have projects as
part o f the second phase which are not job-training specific.

192

Chapter 8 - Em ployers as key players

Taken together these point to transforming signs within the employers, and they also
underpin the process nature of the initiative whereby such transformation can be
enabled.

Conclusions: The principal conclusion o f this chapter is that the engagement with the
FIT process by the employers has resulted in significant change, even transformation in
them, and that this change is related to four interdependent factors: one, exposure to the
real-life situations and potential o f the long-term unemployed group (in other words
they were names and faces not just numbers on a page); two, exposure to and
interaction with goveniment on an issue that simultaneously embraced both commercial
and social issues; three, they were instrumental in creating and maintaining a structure
(the FIT company) that both enabled and co-ordinated those two factors and four, the
fact that over the period they grew into being a vigorous second-person co-operative
inquiry group (Heron, 1996).

Another conclusion is that the employers are the unique feature o f the FIT process.
The other parties in the process, government, training agencies, local communities and
the BJC have been engaged with the issue o f long-term unemployment for many years.
However, it is the entrepreneurial approach, the presence, interest, belief, behaviour and
positive attitude o f the employer group in the FIT process that is the lynchpin which
both attracts government and gives hope to the disadvantaged communities in their
search for economic security and support for the most marginalized o f their citizens.
This is the belief that a secure job for a previously long-term unemployed person will
lead to life transformation.

In the next chapter we go on to consider the role o f government engagement in the
process.
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“In building relationships, the issue is not to be original but to be understood”.
B. Gustavsen (2001:23)

Introduction
The principal argument of this thesis is that the application o f action research as a
methodology, and in particular the adoption o f first-, second- and third-person
research/practices, has enabled the creation and then the evolution o f the FIT process to
a point where it has produced significant results in confronting the serious problem of
long-term unemployment in Dublin, and, as a consequence, this framework has
attracted overseas attention for its potential to address other social ills. In all o f the
work with and through this process since the mid-1980s the most difficult, the most
testing, the most challenging relationships have been those with government.

Our long

experience o f working with a cross-section of government departments suggests a
number o f reasons for this.

In part it arises from the covert nature of political

establishments, only a very few know all of the facts; in part it comes from the many
agendas operating simultaneously, those between minister and department officials,
those between minister and colleague ministers, and those between the party policies of
partners in government; and in part it arises from the quality o f the relationships - good,
medium or bad - between senior civil servants in the different government departments,
and between these and other third parties.

From the early days o f the process a large proportion o f research energy was focused on
the relationship with government. My own first-person research/practice reinforced the
need for networking at senior government levels in order to fiirther the process.

This,

linked especially to the second-person practice of the Saturday reflections, established a
pattern o f carefulness in testing assumptions frequently about government personnel,
and about making distinctions between the person and the system.

It is the

overpowering dominance of the system which makes inquiring into how to work with
government so difficult.
short notice.

The system is a monster that can crush any relationship at

An example: we are working with a civil servant who, over a number of

years, has come to appreciate and value our work; he enables and facilitates
relationships with his department very well; suddenly, with no notice or any reason, he
is transferred to another department totally outside our orbit o f work. The impersonal
nature of such acts are part of the reality o f dealing with government, and we learned
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that it is critical to understand this in order to make progress.

In dealing with

government, all o f us, including government people themselves, are dealing with a beast
that is the system. It is a beast, from our experience, that requires enormous persistence
if engagement is to be prove fruitful; that creates regular and enduring ambiguity and
tension; that will yield support very slowly and often grudgingly; whose many divisions
creates confusion and complexity; and which, in order to influence, it is necessary to
mobilise other significant sectors in society. It is because o f these challenges that I
invested so much o f my research time into grappling with the issue o f relating
effectively to government. The question posed was: Could government be seriously
engaged with the process that is FIT and for the long term?

This chapter then is divided into sections, which highlight and explore these difficulties.
If I were asked how I chose the topics for these sections I would have to respond that
resulting from the process o f engagement with government over the last seventeen years
on this issue of long term unemployment these are the topics that suggest themselves.
To explain;
In relating to government the principal objective o f all our efforts was and is to
influence the shape o f government policy in favour of disadvantaged job-seekers
(9.5).
Since the requirements o f those job-seekers is for employment, training,
education, social welfare benefits, budgeting for costs and project coordination
span a range o f government departments it is necessary to relate and to interface
with each o f them (9.4).
-

Government funding is both a necessary ingredient for sustaining the project and
also a metaphor for the state’s approval o f and willingness to participate in the
whole process (9.3).

-

Obtaining funding fi-om government will incur lengthy, imprecise and often
tortuous negotiations because the nature o f government is to be covert with
many agendas competing for satisfaction.

This will inevitably give rise to

ambiguity and tension (9.2).
The single most necessary quality in dealing with government, given all o f the
above, is persistence. Without it the most innovative o f state dependent projects
and initiatives, in my view, will not see the light o f day (9.1).
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The chapter commences with the need for that persistence before going on to examine
the ambiguities and tensions inherent in the relationship.

The difficulties and

frustrations which can surround government funding are then described and this is
followed

by

some

insights

from the

experience

simultaneously with five government departments.
influence government policy are considered.

and

challenge

o f working

Finally, the efforts o f FIT to

There is a short reflection at the end of

each section which illustrates the continuity o f the research process and a summary,
followed by a third-person commentary and conclusions, completes the chapter.

9.1 Persistence in Engagement

As seen in the course of Chapter Six, when describing the development o f the concept,
the relationship with government was always infiased with a fair degree o f ambiguity
and tension. However we were not ambiguous within ourselves, on the contrary, we
were crystal clear about our mission, about our objectives, in the realisation o f our
rootedness in the community and in our desire to form productive partnerships with
others in pursuit o f our goals. Ambiguity arose in our efforts to form relationships.
With a clear focus on our objectives, creating and developing opportunities for those
who are long-term unemployed and those on the margins o f society to be trained for
secure employment, we were open to any reasonable means to achieve these ends, and
we looked to the major power brokers in society, the government, politicians, industry,
trade unions as potential partners. Ambiguity arose partly because we were a bottom-up
alliance, coming from the community, in this instance the poorest in the state, and with
which the government might feel obhged to negotiate, partly because we were not
tagged politically, we did not have a socialist-driven agenda in an ideological sense,
partly because we had a serious level o f input from industry from the earliest days,
partly because we were continually innovative and creative with new ideas on
confronting long-term unemployment and partly because we wanted to retain our
independence as a means o f maintaining our influence.

The frequency o f the Saturday reflections for the FIT CEO and myself assisted us in
maintaining an equilibrium in the midst of ambiguities and tensions. They also created
in us a continual awareness o f these feelings, how reasonable and natural they were, and
how they might also be used in some circumstances to achieve some of our objectives.
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There is always a high degree of tension and ambiguity, along with frustration,
disappointment and pain when you are working with and for those on the margins o f our
society. It goes with the territory. Working with and for the poor is very often hard,
tough and thankless. There is nothing romantic about it. We knew the reality and we
vere committed to be there for the long term.

We immersed ourselves, cloaked

ourselves in that real-life culture of the long-term unemployed through endless weeks,
months and years o f debate, discussion, dispute, workshops, concepts, initiatives and
projects with and for those exiled from the nation’s labour force. The CEO of the IDA
captured the sense o f this when he remarked on meeting the FIT CEO and m yself in
Julv 1998 for the initial FIT planning meeting: “are you guys still at this! - the last time
we met on long-term unemployment was in 1991 when you asked me to help in
Ballymun!”. (Journal note -

July 1998).

We are there for the long haul, our

experience has taught us some essential lessons, and one o f these is that in order to
progress we must be persistent and, in being this, we need to befriend ambiguity and
tension.

Reflection: The persistence referred to here is not o f the grinding type required for a
marathon or the Malin to Mizen walk, which I did for Open Heart House (HIV/AIDS
Project).

The essence o f what was going on here was the persistence in the practice o f

the Saturday reflections in particular, which I see retrospectively as the interweaving o f
first, and second-person research/practices.

The weekly interaction and cycling o f

myself and the FIT CEO between activities and negotiations with government, industry
and community on the one hand, and the Saturday reflection exercises, where we tested
our assumptions and gave priority to the learning irrespective o f the outcomes, was
where transformation was taking place and where FIT was begirming to take shape
(Reason and Torbert, 2001). It was the persistence in this regular practice that provided
the knowledge and insights necessary for the task.

When every meeting with a

government minister or official is perceived and used as an opportunity for leaming as
well as for negotiation and discussion then the potential to effect change is vastly
increased.
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9.2 Ambiguity and Tension as Part o f the Process.

Our relationship with the government was always fraught with tension hence we
persistently tested the boundaries o f their interest in and care for the long-term
unemployed.

We did this on the basis of justice first, innovative ideas second and

lobbying for financial support third. We discovered consistently over the period that if
the ideas were sufficiently creative that the arguments on justice and fiinding were more
easily won. The FIT project itself is a good example o f how an idea could be developed
and formulated to a point where funding it becomes a very worthwhile investment for
government and industry. Perhaps the key difference about the FIT project, and the
pedigree of projects and initiatives from which it emerged, was the entrepreneurial
nature of it in that sense o f which Drucker (1985:236) speaks, “innovating and
embracing change”.

So going to the government in the first place to found the

Ballymun Job Centre (BJC) in 1986 was not a lobbying exercise for charity or hand-out.
We sought financial assistance, yes, but only after we had shown clearly the need for
the service and how it would be managed.

When Dr. Garrett Fitzgerald as Taoiseach in 1986 agreed to give initial funding for the
creation o f the BJC he did so in the teeth o f opposition from the national training
agency, FAS, and from some within government departments.

But part o f what the

Secretary to the government was to find ‘irresistible’ in the late 1990s was also there at
the BJC in the 1980s, a combination of the long-term unemployed and industry interests
working together. It was this fiision o f wealth creators and the deprived that produced,
at first in embryonic form, the entrepreneurial thrust which created the energy for the
successive initiatives bora out o f the early BJC project. Nationally known companies
such as IBM, Switzers and Goldstar Meats were seriously engaged in the process and
this was evident in the discussions with government.

Government relies upon

community groups to innovate in confronting social problems (Boyle and Butler, 2003).
Although it is responsible for massive expenditure on an annual basis the very culture of
the civil service has not been developed around the notion o f irmovation. Responsible
public administration is the important and critical role that civil servants play on behalf
o f their political masters.

They can and do contribute significantly to innovation in

public services by making good judgement calls on the plethora o f proposals which they
regularly receive.

However their own role is not to be innovative.
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definition is the preserve o f the few, so it follows that government has to be reliant upon
some o f this minority to initiate in the public service arena. That was how we perceived
ourselves at the BJC in 1986 and it is how we perceive ourselves at FIT in 2003,
making a contribution to the public good by initiating a project that meets a need and
that has potential for growth and application elsewhere.

Reflection:

We understood the ambiguities and tensions arising from our dealings

with government as being part o f the reality when dealing with the beast as described in
the introduction: the covert behaviour, the many agendas, the uncertainty of
relationships. The Saturday reflections and consequent learning enabled us to be active,
not passive, in the face o f such realities.

We learned to structure our meetings with

officials as a form o f second-person inquiry, both sides examining together the long
term unemployed and how they might be addressed.

I was always aware o f the

intimacy in the connection between the first and second-person inquiring nature o f these
meetings and the Saturday reflections.

9.3 Government Funding.

Our relationship with the government for budget and payment purposes is mostly
through FAS. However the funding has to be triggered through the DETE. For all of
the first phase o f the project - three years - we never received any payment with
supporting documentation. The cheque was posted on its own, in a brown envelope,
without any cover note. The delays in receipt of monies were interminable. As an
example Appendix VIII is a copy o f a letter fi-om the FIT programme manager
requesting monies in July 2001 for the period from the pervious April on foot o f an
agreement made in the previous November with the two co-chairmen o f FIT. This
request was ignored as were the repeated phone calls and e-mails which followed.
Appendix IX is a copy o f a letter in September 2001, when I took up the issue as one of
the people who made the agreement, and also as co-chairman knowing that we were
facing closure within months unless we received this finance. Again this letter was
ignored as were my follow-up phone calls and e-mails.

The payment was eventually

received towards the end o f the year - the first portion - and the second portion in the
early part o f 2002. Such behaviour creates enormous problems for a project such as
FIT. At that time we were in the throes of the government-sponsored evaluation, being
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able to demonstrate that we were performing and delivering on our objectives, while at
the same time, the DETE were, by omission, almost closing us down.

The dominance and the inflexibility of the system is the principal barrier to progress for
innovative projects such as FIT which are partly dependent upon government funding.
By dominance and inflexibility I am attempting to describe the beast rather than just
criticise it. Governments and civil servants are an easy target for criticism, and our
overriding desire was to work with the system, to befriend it in order to achieve our
objectives. So we endeavoured to comprehend it for these purposes. We understood
early on - indeed from the time o f the meeting with Dr. Garrett Fitzgerald - the
distinction between the motivations of government ministers and politicians and the
civil servants who work at their behest. The government ministers, with intimate daily
knowledge o f the community and its needs, will want to act very often on the basis of
what the people from the community are saying is now necessary, and often that need is
glaringly obvious. The civil servant on the other hand is keenly aware o f a number of
factors: firstly that the government has a general policy on the issue under discussion,
secondly, that there has been a budget allocation to address this issue and thirdly, that
there is already an institution in place whose specific remit is to resolve this problem.
The government minister, not unaware of the civil servant’s relevant points, tends to
believe the evidence o f his or her own eyes, whatever the system has in place is not
working in this instance and s/he wants to support the initiative being proposed from the
community. The civil servant can recount, from many years experience, the number of
projects and proposals from communities that ministers wish to support and how, if they
were all to be allowed, the system would be undermined.

Costs would rise out of

control and the annual goverrmient budget would become meaningless.

From our experience in dealing with the government we suspect that their method for
resolving this dilemma is to allocate to the government minister a discretionary sum,
which has been accommodated within the budget, for new or pet projects.

The

allocation of these discretionary sums does not mean that the state will continue to
support the initiative on an ongoing basis. In the case o f the BJC when they were given
the initial monies by Dr. Garrett Fitzgerald as Taoiseach the payments had to pass
through FAS, as the state body responsible for solving the unemployment, but we had to
subsequently argue our case on an annual basis to be included under a budget heading.
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Similarly, in the case o f FIT the project was considered a pilot for three years, the
argmments for the financial support had to be made again and again, as the
conrespondence shows. M ost likely this is because we do not enjoy, in civil service
language, a “budget line”. Without this there is a sense in which, for the civil servants,
we do not exist. This is what I mean by the dominance and inflexibility o f the system.
It has great difficulty in accommodating projects such as FIT. Also it helps explain how
we received our monies without any supporting documentation. We did not have an
abode within the structure and administrative processes o f government.

Part o f the

tliru.st of the evaluation and its recommendations were to allocate to us a very temporary
position and then to have FIT subsumed by FAS, all part of a rigid form of
organisational culture. The evaluators themselves were a part o f the system and their
objective seemed to be to have the FIT project neatly accommodated within it. They
even assumed in their recommendations that they could have the IT employers
partncipate in the new structures without the independence that they currently enjoyed.
It was the independent, limited company that was FIT that the system found most
difficult to digest. The strong emphatic statements o f industry eventually convinced the
civil servants that they were dealing with a partnership that was both public and private
indu stry and that had to have this type of recognition.

Given the culture of budget and fiscal dominance the role o f the Department o f Finance
is superior in the discussions and negotiations conceming new projects. It was included
in our processes once the initiative was launched in March 1999. At an early stage we
realised that it understood its role to be to ensure that the state got value for its
expenditure. In saying this it was also very aware o f and descriptive about the many
other projects within the state system which purported to do the same task and for which
the taxpayer was already paying out large sums. We decided to invite the Department
o f Finance personnel to visit the project for a whole day and to see for themselves the
diverse nature o f its activities.

This proved beneficial and the civil servant seemed

genuinely impressed with what he encountered. This kind o f relationship - building is
central to the work and processes of FIT; it is a mark o f the entrepreneur to be reliant on
networking to tap resources (Waddock and Post, 1991). However in working with the
government and the civil service this can be made very difficult because people are
simply changed from their positions at short notice. In this the civil servants reflect
somewhat the provisional nature of the politicians career: while the politician is there
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always at the mercy o f the electorate, and must be constantly aware o f the public’s
w'hims, the civil servant is there at the mercy o f the system, this massive impersonal
bureaucracy which deals in issues, policies and budgets and which is dominated by a
rigid adherence to rules and principles difficult to fathom. With that type of culture it
becomes next to impossible to build an iterative process o f working that is progressive
and meaningful, even with goodwill on the part o f the civil servant. Perhaps with an
organisation such as the civil service, bred on statutory instruments and government
legislative acts, the result has to be this faceless presence with little space for human
interaction if the system is to work. Hence the need for the project to have this magic
budget line if the system is to recognise it. In my experience the civil service works in
an opposite way to business organisations: in the civil service you are dealing primarily
with the system and far less with the individual, while in business you are dealing
primarily with the person and far less with the company. This is what makes social
entrepreneurship such a challenge.

Reflection: Even though the seeming inertia o f government departments in following
through on commitments made was frustrating to the point o f near despair, when one
begins to understand the nature o f the system it does bring some relief. For us to get to
this point, however, required not just persistence but great patience in understanding the
principal characters involved.

Out o f our reflection exercises and practices we were

constantly befriending and cajoling, in addition to persuading civil servants about the
nature and relevance o f our work. One insight I gained from this was that the task of
securing in the first place the monies from government for FIT and then trying to ensure
their regular flow following commitment, required far more energy, dedication and
persistence on my part then any one o f the many multi-million pound transactions that I
conducted during the course o f my business career.

9.4 Working with Five Government Departments.

In Appendix X I respond to the question “what is FIT?” by illustrating in a flow chart
form the links between the five government departments, the employers, the LESNs,
FAS and the VECs. The sequence and ranking are deliberate and it may be claimed
legitimately that the process would not work if any one o f the participants were
excluded, with the possible exception o f one from either FAS or the VECs. (Though it
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would be considerably weakened by the withdrawal o f one o f these).

The whole

process o f course is driven by FIT Ltd, but we must exercise care in how this is
presented because in our culture and its prevailing sympathy with hierarchical forms it
would be easy to create the perception that we are the self-professed leaders o f a group
instead of the co-ordinators and choreographers o f a process, which we are. The choice
o f the Taoiseach as the champion and his willingness to accept was central to
subsequent progress. O f course we at FIT had to deliver the industry which may well
be in their eyes our most notable achievement. We came to realise later that our arrival
also provided political sustenance for the Irish government on a much bigger stage. At
the EU special summit in Lisbon in March 2000 the UK and Irish governments issued a
joint statement in which they say: “Full employment through enterprise is the essential
foundation o f social justice and inclusion and we must do everything we can towards
achieving that goal”. They then go on to give examples o f projects in “education and
lifelong learning” within which the Irish government present the FIT project as one of
their contributions (see Appendix XI). In the words o f the IBEC representative on our
Board of Directors this inclusion at such a high profile political event was “a firm
acknowledgement by the government of both the relevance and credibility o f the project
and its potential for delivering good results in the future” (Journal note 1

Dec. 2000).

In dealing with the government mostly through the department o f the Taoiseach in the
early months o f the project a favourite saying of the personnel there was, “o f course you
know that we do not have any budget for projects such as yours; you have to find a
home at DETE” . At the same time we were conscious o f the Govemment Secretary’s
original remark that “ ...usually if a Taoiseach wants something to happen then the civil
servants will try to make sure that it does.” (Journal note - 10* December 1998). As a
strategy therefore we tried to ensure from the beginning that opportunities to attract the
Taoiseach’s support were exploited. An example o f this was the announcement o f the
appointment o f the Board of Directors in January 2000. As it transpired this date was
conveniently close to the upcoming Lisbon EU summit, so it also suited the purposes of
the Taoiseach in the wider political sphere.

We discovered that the Taoiseach was attracted very much to the idea o f senior business
management people being identified with social inclusion; equally senior management
people, we realised, liked the idea o f being identified with the Taoiseach in a common
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objective and quite favoured a visit to government buildings for lunch and a photo
opportunity with Mr. Bertie Ahem. For a number o f them it made good copy for their
reports back to headquarters in the U.S. In our plans and strategies for such events we
deliberately used these preferences to gain advantage and credibility for the project and
our work in general.

It also had the benefit o f cementing in the minds o f senior

government personnel the fact that FIT had high-level backing from major multinational
corporations. Part o f the hard work referred to was the effort to ensure that the industry
group stayed senior - in other words that the CEO did not get the habit o f appointing a
substitute thus risking an overall dilution o f the group in terms o f seniority. I knew
from my business experience and my knowledge o f its culture that a group dynamic
could begin to operate whereby senior managers could resist mixing too much with
middle managers. It was a possibility that could have had serious consequences for the
whole process. Our strategy and hard work paid off and we retained the interest o f the
senior managers.

In the first two years - 1999-2001 - we were able to retain a

sufficient level of interest by the Taoiseach’s department to guarantee continued
financial support, from Finance and through DETE. After that period the Taoiseach’s
personnel began to hint strongly that we should plan a new ‘hom e’ at DETE.

Relating to the DETE was and is a far more complex issue than working with the
Taoiseach’s department. Firstly, it was responsible for FAS, some o f whose persormel
denounced our very existence; secondly, it has overall responsibility for industry and
employment and might have wondered why we did not approach them in the first
instance instead o f the Taoiseach’s department; and thirdly, their minister was Ms.
Mary Harney, Taniste (Deputy Prime Minister) and leader o f the junior party in the
coalition government whose policies would strongly favour the business and enterprise
culture even at the expense of social services investment. Nonetheless we at FIT were
always carefial to include Ms. Mary Harney at every possible opportunity. She had been
at the original launch in March 1999 and while we always knew that at some point we
would have to move out from under the protective cloak o f the Taoiseach’s department
we wanted to do that at a time when the project was sufficiently sturdy to withstand the
criticisms from within the system. That time was to come with the completion of the
evaluation process.

205

Chapter 9 - Securing government engagement

The complexity in dealing with the DETE for us was mostly around the relationship to
FAS. We could not presume that they were in favour o f all the policies and practices of
that organisation. A former Assistant Secretary o f the DETE was appointed the new
CEO o f FAS in 2001 and the current Assistant Secretary serves on its Board. The new
CEO had made some positive statements about FIT to me, as referred to earlier, and the
current Assistant Secretary has an equally progressive approach. The problems resided
at the lower management levels reflected in the negative experiences concerning the
funding.

It is interesting to observ'e that we had a similar problem with a middle

manager in the IDA when we explored the possibility o f extending the FIT concept to
the banking services who were experiencing the same difficulties in recruitment as their
IT colleagues. Despite clear presentations and clarifications he was unable to see (or
choose not to) the benefits to the banking industry. He accepted the evidence o f our
success with the IT industry in training the long-term unemployed for permanent
positions but was unable to proceed to implement the same benefits for banking.
concluded that the barrier was prejudice.

I

I was reminded at the time of Lewin’s

(1973b:62) description:
French and Marlow tell the story of a forelady’s attitude toward older workers.
She clings to the conviction that older workers are no good, although she has
older workers on her floor whom she considers very efficient. Her prejudices
stand in direct opposition to all her personal experience.
Later discussions and negotiations at the DETE, following the completion o f the
evaluation process, have been conducted almost entirely with one person - the Assistant
Secretary. The outcomes so far have been positive and his rank is sufficiently high to
give us comfort that we will not encounter the same difficulties as in the past. At our
FIT Board meetings we have discussed the possibility o f inviting him to join our group.
In the original agreed structures for FIT there was meant to be government
representatives on the Board. This was never taken up by any o f the departments. The
evaluation recommended that the Board be extended to include, in addition to
government departments, FAS and VECs representatives.

However, one o f the

reflections from the current Board is that it has worked extremely well and that this is so
because it is totally business in composition. This does give a pragmatic and decision
making flavour to our deliberations, and may well be the principal reason why we have
progressed so well.

The focus is principally on the action and the achievement of

agreed targets. So we are concerned whether the addition of public service personnel
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will unduly upset the dynamic o f a group that is focused and efficient. Exercising care
and attention in such matters is critical to the success o f the project, and it is precisely in
these situations that I find the wisdom and experience o f senior executives to be most
valuable.

In terms o f the five government departments (flow chart - Appendix X) our relationship
with the final two - Departments o f Education and Science and Community, Family and
Social Affairs (DCFSA) was entirely different.

In my view this was because our

discussions were not soured by the ever-present issue o f financial support and, thereby,
survival.

The approach o f these departments revealed another side to government

behaviour: when departments were not responsible for the budget in respect o f costs that
created a reasonable and conducive atmosphere within which to negotiate the far more
important issues o f facilitating the training o f long-term unemployed persons. I should
perhaps clarify what is meant by costs here. The controversy from the beginning of the
project with the government side (as represented in DETE and Department o f Finance)
was about our ‘core costs’. Core costs were our administration expenditure, and we
looked to the government to provide about forty percent o f these, the balance to come
from the employers and fees which we charged for some services which we carried out
separately from the courses. So core costs went to the heart o f our way o f operating as
an independent company. It was and is this independent company that runs and co
ordinates all o f the activities described, and it operates like a business with a Board of
Directors meeting regularly to examine and assess how this operation is or is not
making progress in confronting a previously intractable social problem. There is no
equivalent entity, I suggest, within the state sector formed in this manner and operating
in this way. For the civil servants - particularly within the DETE and Department o f
Finance, we are a strange little beast which they have difficulty in accommodating.
This is why the arguments and disputes about core costs are seminal, even though the
actual amount o f money (€0.3m p.a.) compared with the total cost o f the FIT
programmes (€ 14.0m p.a.) is relatively minor. The disputes are seminal because they
are about whether we stay or go; whether we remain within the embrace of the
government and state system or become totally independent. The FIT CEO and myself
were keenly aware of these distinctions and points o f dispute fi'om an early stage in the
process; they were often the subject matter o f our Saturday reflections. Irrespective of
the contribution to core costs the state should be a partner in such a process.

207

Chapter 9 - Securing government engagement

We knew at the level o f the Taoiseach and his most senior civil servant that they wanted
the state to be an active partner in this. Given this positive disposition we asked the
Taoiseach for the money. On the day of the launch o f the project the Taoiseach and his
officials agreed the core costs - our interpretation o f this allocation was that it related to
the whole of phase one of the project, the three years - which were detailed in the action
plan being launched.

It was this interpretation that gave rise to subsequent disputes

especially with civil servants in the DETE. They claimed not to have any budget for
this expenditure and so the battle commenced.

Our recourse was always to the

Taoiseach’s people and pressure from there usually worked after a period. We saw our
agreement as being with the Taoiseach on behalf o f the state, but we also knew that for
budgets the reality w'as that the ultimate source for our fiinding was the DETE. In these
disputes money was a metaphor for our existence. We were probably seen by some as
provisional players, people who come and go, as the CEO o f FAS had predicted on the
day o f the launch o f FIT. Similarly the attack by the consultants in their evaluation was
on the entity of FIT Ltd; they did not see it as having any future, they refused to assess
it as a process and wanted instead to consign it as a programme - and certain death - to
FAS.

We always tried to confine our real battles in all o f this to the high level of

ministers and senior department officials. The Taoiseach granted us the initial funding
in March 1999. In June 2002 when we again met him as Board at government buildings
he agreed to provide their portion o f the core costs for a disputed six-month period,
April to September 2002. This was because the initial three-year period had run out to
three-and-a-half years due to a preparatory period o f six months following the launch.
Industry had decided to fund their portion o f these costs but the DETE principal officer
had insisted that it was not part o f the original agreement. The manner in which the
Taoiseach made this concession to the Board on the day suggested that he well
understood the significance and meaning apart from the amount involved.

At the same meeting the Taoiseach also made it clear that he was cutting the umbilical
cord with his Department: he was still most supportive of the project - describing it in
his press release as a “model of best practice”, but he wanted us to form appropriate
relationships with the relevant bodies. He was not direct in his language - claiming at
one point “not to know what the dispute was about”, but he gave us unambiguous
messages about his continuing support into the next phase, and the requirement for us to
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negotiate with others as a part o f this second period.

It was from the time o f this

meeting that, as a Board, we began a process for relating in a new way with the DETE,
and with the Assistant Secretary there in particular.

Forming an ongoing and productive relationship with the DETE was the new challenge
for FIT following the Board’s meeting with the Taoiseach and his officials in June
2002. Immediately after that meeting I consulted with the Assistant Secretary of the
Taoiseach’s Department.

When I told him that my next move was going to be

arranging a meeting with his equivalent at DETE to negotiate the details for the second
phase o f FIT he confirmed to me that I had read the remarks o f the Taoiseach perfectly.
That was where progress would be made from now on. We arranged a meeting with the
Assistant Secretary a couple o f weeks later. This was attended by the co-chairmen of
FIT, the CEO o f AOL Technologies and myself, plus the CEO o f FIT. The FIT CEO’s
memo of that meeting is exhibited as Appendix XII. In passing it should be said that it
is typical o f the kind of note that the FIT CEO and I would often use for a Saturday
reflection: it tries to give all o f the detail but at the same time endeavours to capture the
sense o f where the person might be at. For instance, in this case we were not sure going
into the meeting where the Assistant Secretary stood on the outcomes o f the evaluation
or, more importantly for us, how he rated that piece o f work. As observed in the memo
he did not appear “overly attached” to the evaluation, and, significantly for us, he was
aware o f our detailed and formal response. At the time o f writing - seven months on he has finally confirmed, on behalf of the government, that it is financially supporting
the second phase o f the FIT initiative. In a time o f severe budgetary constraints, and the
withdrawal o f the celtic tiger, this is considered by the Board of FIT to be a very
substantial endorsement of the process by the government. There is a growing interest
within government on the potential to be garnered from public/private partnerships.
Boyle and Butler (2003:19) observe:
An increasing voice for civil society is a common espoused value in many
countries. There is recognition that government carmot act alone, but must
interact with markets, voluntary organisations, civil society and individual
citizens to deal with issues o f public concern.
Public/private partnerships have become a catchphrase that is supposed to reflect
progressive policies in a number of spheres o f economic development. But, like all
catchphrases, it can suffer from a lack o f real-life examples. In the social sector FIT can
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make up this deficiency. Here is a project of steel-like quality, tested in the fires o f
extreme poverty and deprivation, cooled thi'ough the processes o f negotiations with
industry and government, and showing itself unbreakable in face o f the consultants’
onslaughts. The framework that is FIT has the potential to be a significant resource to
any government wishing to confront serious social problems.

The budget-driven nature o f government policy results at times in departments having
resources to spend on projects which are not performing to capacity. In other words
there can be money available for unemployed people to be educated or trained but the
courses are not being filled for a variety o f reasons and the money remains unspent.
The VTOS (Vocational Training Opportunities Schemes) can be such a programme.
The VEC which run the VTOS programmes welcome the FIT project because it helps
them fulfill part o f their mission which is to educate and train the disadvantaged in
society.

Therefore the VECs in Dublin provide FIT courses as part o f their VTOS

programmes. They have been very successfiil at doing so over the course of the first
phase. The Department o f Education and Science has always been very supportive o f
the FIT initiative and from the beginning they saw its relevance in offering the
opportunity o f education to those on the margins. The role o f the DCFSA in the project
most often had to do with the question o f allowances and social welfare benefits for
those doing courses. The objective here was to ensure that unemployed persons doing
the FIT courses were not penalised by any loss of benefit or allowance in the course o f
training. Over time, and with some negotiation, we discovered that there was a degree
o f flexibility inherent in most o f the regulations and conditions governing allowances.

Reflection: Appendix X which is the flow chart responding to the question, ‘What is
FIT?’ illustrates and suggests the third-person research/practice quality of the overall
process. Representatives from all of the departments and organisations listed on the
chart would meet at intervals, as a group, to debate, discuss and influence the evolution
o f the process.

Progressive changes ensued, some o f which influenced government

policy, for instance in the area o f lone parents retaining allowances while completing
FIT courses.

The outcomes from such meetings are reminiscent o f Reason and Torbert

(2001:24) describing Gustavsen’s approach:
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...the knowing resides not in written reports but in the conference dialogue itself
and the subsequent discussions and actions undertaken by the participants to
bring about changes in regional /economic community policies and practices.
The agenda, discussions and outcomes of these meetings were clearly linked to the first
and second-person research/practices o f myself and the FIT CEO through our leadership
roles, and the manner by which we conveyed the outcomes and insights of our own
reflections. This is referred to by Torbert (2001:256) as follows:

...one o f the key characteristics of successful third-person research/practice is
that it is an action inquiry leadership practice that presupposes first- and secondperson research practice capacity on the part o f the leadership.
One o f the sustaining features o f the FIT process is the quality o f the third-person
activity of many interdepartmental and inter-agency dialogues which were generated by
the vigorous first- and second-person research/practice activities o f m yself and the FIT
CEO.

9.5 Influencing Government Policv.

At the BJC we were always aware of the potential to influence government policy in
favour o f the most disadvantaged job-seekers. We tried to do this mostly by ensuring
that the model o f partnership at the BJC - community, industry and state agencies
working together with a common objective - performed its task outstandingly and met
all its targets. We resisted the temptation to serve on committees or Boards o f state
agencies in the belief first that any dilution o f our energies would adversely affect our
primary task at the BJC and secondly, that the strong belief and conviction that what the
situation required was to be entrepreneurial, to be innovative and creative in the area of
social exclusion and disadvantage. Accepting this role of working in the background,
using our contacts to bring industry and community together, understanding that
effective organisations, especially in the commercial world, are often grown to be very
successful without the blare o f trumpets or the glare of publicity, was consistent with
how we had gone about the creation of FIT from the beginning. Ego had to be there
somewhere, but co-creativity was the mantra. An exception was the FIT CEO serving
on the government’s taskforce on long-term unemployment in 1994/1995 which led to
the creation o f the LESNs. That initiative provided a signal opportunity to influence the
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direction o f government policy in favour o f the disadvantaged, and the creation of the
LESNs are an expression o f that bias in the form of a local dedicated service. They are
also a declaration by government that they are willing to invest resources to confront the
issue o f social exclusion, particularly in the shape of unemployment

For myself, I declined an invitation to join the Board o f the government’s Combat
Poverty Agency (CPA) for the same reasons.

I felt this would risk blunting my

entrepreneurial edge in the fight against disadvantage. I w ent to some trouble to explain
to the government minister (Prionnsias de Rossa) at the time how I saw m yself making
the best and most appropriate contribution. If I was being asked on to this particular
Board as part o f a more global effort to reform and refocus the agency - which was
hinted - I saw that as a potential repeat o f some prior frustrations in working with the
Jesuit Order.

Essentially I saw myself - in vision terms - as ‘going w est’ (Etzioni,

1995), breaking new ground, creating a new paradigm and while using all the available
resources for its construction, not getting caught or stuck in the old, outdated paradigm.
Joining the Boards of agencies such as the CPA was just that for me at this time. Vision
is fed by images. Our vision for FIT really came out of the original EURTASK concept
of the 1997 M.Sc. dissertation and we often returned to it. There is an inherent dynamic
to it which expels the notion o f permanent shape. If pressed for an explanation which
best describes it I would most likely say, “it is about harnessing human resources and
energies within a democratic state to focus on the needs o f those most disadvantaged,
with the intention of providing them with employment as the best means o f alleviating
their poverty.” As we have already noted (Appendix X) such a statement o f mission
cuts across the activities of many government departments and agencies, and few
politicians would disagree with the general sentiment expressed.

However, there

remains the questions of how much resources ?, for what initiatives ? and how effective
will they be ? As I have stated, vision is fed by images, and one particular stark way in
which my vision for FIT was illuminated was the reference by the Taoiseach to his
bafflement that more progress had not been made in the battle against poverty given the
significant investment by the state in recent years. Why am I not baffled? Because
working on the ground I witness so much waste o f government funding, so much lack
o f accountability. To take the LESNs as an example, as a government initiative with
whom FIT works very closely. There are eleven LESNs in the Dublin region. O f the
eleven, from our experience o f working closely with them over a sustained period, four
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are very good and efficient, three are mediocre and four are inefficient and resourcewasting.

Recent developments on accountability (Boyle and Butler, 2003) and

suggestions that changes may be unilateralist will put at risk the work o f the better
LESNs.
The government shares the view that the best way to tackle social exclusion is a
job.
(Government Employment Action Plan,
(DETE, 1998)

Taking this sentence as a summary o f government policy in the area o f social exclusion
it can be seen how FIT is in concert with it. There is no doubting the government’s
desire to confront long-term unemployment. We see it as part o f our task to remind the
government how closely the FIT process engages with their policy preferences in this
respect. We believe it important that the iterative process as between FIT and those at
the highest possible policy-making level is maintained.

So it was that we took the

opportunity - as a Board at FIT - to write to the Taoiseach in April, 2002 when coming
towards the end o f the first phase for the initiative to report directly to him on how we
viewed the process (see Appendix XIII). Apart from the content o f this letter what
should be noted is the number, range and senior executive level o f those who are
signatories to it. We suspect that this also impressed the Taoiseach. It was in response
to this letter that the Board was granted the subsequent June meeting already referred to.

Reflection: The extent and frequency o f contact with the government departments was
intense throughout the process and required high-level maintenance.

For long periods

it was a question in action research terms o f “keeping the conversation goin g ...”
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998:86).

This is a key insight for me. Every contact, every

meeting is a learning opportunity.

The inquiry process is constant (Marshall, 1999).

This has a particular application to dealing with government because o f the nature o f the
system as described earlier. It is like the critical distinction in understanding that FIT is
a process and not just a programme.

It happens to include a programme, but if it is

only perceived as that it is totally misunderstood. That was the mistake o f the
evaluators, to refiise to examine the nature of the process that is FIT. Its particular
strength lies in the constancy o f the research process at the heart o f the initiative

213

Chapter 9 - Securing government engagement

practiced daily at the levels o f first- and second-person research/practices and being
diffused to an ever-widening circle by way o f third-person practices at regular intervals.

I believe that one of the principal reasons that FIT survived the onslaughts from the
evaluators and from its enemies within the government system is that at the highest
level in government - the Taoiseach, Mr. Bertie Ahem, and the Government Secretary there was recognition of the process nature o f FIT and, more importantly, because of
this they saw that constituencies from opposite ends o f the social spectrum, employers
and the long-term unemployed, could be successfully contained within this process.
They may not be able to give this process its research title, but they have recognized the
substantial and productive outcomes for redressing social inequality that are apparent
because o f it.

Perhaps even more relevant is that they recognize the potential of the

process for the future.

9.6 Summary.

I commence this chapter by signaling the necessity for persistence in engaging with the
government and to be clear on the FIT organisation’s goals and objectives. I go on to
speak of the ambiguities and tensions inherent in the relationship with government, and
how a keen awareness o f these can be used to progress the project. I cite the importance
o f remaining entrepreneurial and creative consistent with our pedigree from the BJC
days. I give the example o f FAS as an organisation so constructed that it could not have
creativity in this area. I then go on to describe the continual difficulties with respect to
government fiinding and in this connection I illustrate the dominance and inflexibility of
the government system as a barrier to progress.

I refer to the necessity to have a

‘budget line’ and that government polices and projects suffer from a lack o f adequate
self-correcting measures when value is not being obtained.

I describe then some o f the difficulties in working with five government departments,
and the dominant role o f the Taoiseach’s department for the first phase o f the project,
and the complexity inherent in our dealings with the DETE because o f their
responsibility for FAS. I refer to prejudice and give an example o f Lew in’s (1973b)
theory on this in relation to extending the FIT process to the banking industry. I go on
to speak o f how, because o f our uniqueness, we are difficult for the system to

214

Chapter 9 - Securing government engagement

accommodate and how, therefore, modest government financial support became a
metaphor for survival.

I conclude with the examples o f how FIT endeavours to

influence government policy and I illustrate this with appendices o f correspondence
with the Department o f the Taoiseach. Throughout the chapter I reflect on the research
process at intervals, and I conclude with the observation that it is government
recognition, at the highest level, o f the process nature o f FIT that has secured its future.

9.7 Third-Person Commentarv and Conclusions

Third-person commentary: The difference in relationship to the FIT process as between
employers and government will be noted: employers saw themselves as part o f the
process from the early stages and as results flowed in from their engagement they
embraced the process with some enthusiasm; government departments, on the other
hand, resisted the notion of a process that would relegate them to a position of equality
with the other partners and make them subject to examination as part o f the process, as
was evident in the brief to the evaluators {Chapter Eight).

The distinction between

process and programme to describe FIT goes to the heart o f the work and also this
thesis.

When the Taoiseach launched the FIT action plan in March 1999 it was

presented in the media as a programme. In fact what was also happening that day was
that he and his government were also entering a process o f engagement with an
excluded group in society that intimately involved other third parties.

There is

evidence, reflected in this thesis, that the process has flowered. However, against the
nature and behaviour pattems o f the civil service system outlined in this chapter,
persistence and patience are required qualities if government are to make the necessary
steps o f embracing the process with more enthusiasm. There is fiarther evidence that
some senior government persormel have begun to see that FIT is akin to what Selener
(1997:35) describes as “ ...a continuous process o f reflection and action, in which
knowledge and practice form part o f the same dialectical unit” . We should not be
surprised that this image (reality for FIT) o f knowledge and action residing together,
each informing the other in iterative cycling between the two, will be resisted by many.
It is foreign territory, is not the conventional and traditional way o f confronting social
problems and because it is unknown it is more likely to be feared or ignored.

That

may hamper but it does not dissuade or deflect those involved in the FIT process from
their task.

Two thousand five hundred voices of the previously long term unemployed
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now testify to FIT’s authenticity and will now command that this position be maintained
and that the process continues.

Conclusions: The principal conclusion of this chapter is that successful working with
government in a process such as FIT requires considerable investment o f time and
energy together with a constancy in adhering to the action research practices which are a
critical part of that process.

A part o f this conclusion is the awareness that second-

person dialogues with government personnel are qualitatively different, but no less
essential, than those with other parties to the process. What will assist and facilitate the
important second-person dialogues is a developed awareness that in dealing and
transacting with government one is entering into complexity, into a system that can
overwhelm its own personnel as well as its clients, that can be dour, grey, impersonal
and inhuman. The creation o f relevant and quality second-person dialogue with
government personnel in the FIT process was facilitated by developing this awareness
about the dominant system.

First-person reflections, coupled with the second-person

Saturday reflections, were also critical in developing this awareness.

A related insight as part of this conclusion is that this system will only change slowly, if
at all, for many political, administrative and social behavioral reasons. The need
therefore, for FITs purposes, is to understand the beast and to have it sufficiently
domesticated that it yields some good.

I will now move on to the fourth and final part o f the thesis where, in revealing the
essential social entrepreneurial quality o f the evolving process, and my own central role
in that, and also the development o f a resulting framework to combat persistent social
problems, I make evident that action research, and in particular first-, second- and thirdperson research practice is the methodological cornerstone that provides integrity both
for the work and for the thesis, and thus enables the creation o f a framework to confront
these problems.
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“Just Do It - the Nike Spirit in the Corporate World.”
Katz, 1994

Introduction
This chapter is largely conditioned by an advanced form o f my first-person
research/practice.

I am positioned clearly and legitimately as the social entrepreneur

who enabled the FIT process to be conceived, to be birthed and to grow to fruition
(MacKechnie and Nolan, 2000; Nolan and Coghlan, 2002). In this chapter I am taking
all o f these first-person experiences related to the initiation and the management o f the
FIT process and examining them through third-person lenses.
betw'een my

first-person

activity

in

FIT

and the wider

I am making the link
tradition o f social

entrepreneurship as revealed in the literature so that the composite nature of the FIT
process - the blending o f the socially entrepreneurial and action research practices may be better understood. In order to get to this point I first explore entrepreneurship
by referencing Drucker (1985) and his discussions on its origins, and I link this to the
key characteristic o f entrepreneurship for me, that o f embracing change.

In support of

this I quote Kenny’s story (2001) of Bill Cullen, a contemporary o f mine, and lacocca’s
(1984) self-portrait, both from the motor industry. I go on to state a preference from my
own experiences, for the entrepreneur to be seen as artist.

I then reference Ehringer

(2001) and her dissertation work with sixty entrepreneurs where she links business
decisions to personal principles.

I consider then social problems as an issue in Western society, and I reference Etzioni
(1995) and Giddens (1998) who propose a communitarian or third way for confronting
social ills.

Reflecting on my experience o f working full-time with the Jesuits for some six years
and with a social intent, I then argue that religious congregations assert many o f the
values and features o f the modern-day social entrepreneur more particularly in their
original charisms and mission statements, and to demonstrate this I quote extensively
from the literature.

My intention here is to show that the rich heritage o f social work

o f the Christian tradition has survived the modem surge o f secularisation and that it is
still capable o f spawning socially vigorous projects.
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In the following section I deal explicitly with the phenomen o f American social
entrepreneurship and I underline its decoupling from the European tradition which is
inherent in the first amendment of the US constitution, and how this has fuelled the
growth of NPOs in that country (Hammack and Young, 1993). I instance the definition
‘non-profit’ as giving primacy to the economic lens in the way o f viewing the social
landscape, and I go on to signal the limitations o f this view which invites a dominance
o f the philosophy o f the market and a consequent weakening o f the fabric o f society
(Etzioni, 1995).

I give fiarther examples o f the centrality o f the commercial and

corporate approach for the solution of social ills as reflected in Kanter (1999), and I
reference Dees (1998) on efforts to blend commercial values with traditional
philanthropy.

To conclude the chapter I identify four types o f social entrepreneurship from the
literature and I argue for FIT as a fifth type. I then give a description o f my role in FIT
as social entrepreneur.

Emphasising the social enterprise nature o f many Catholic

foundations, particularly in the nineteenth century, I explain how I drew my inspiration
from the charisms and original mission statements o f the responsible religious
congregations, and that my contribution is out o f this heritage, fortified by my firstperson research/practices which evolved from my practice o f the Spiritual Exercises.
Finally, I suggest that FIT is an ideologically free and boundaryless project with
potential for wide global acceptance.

10.1 Entrepreneurship

When I think back to the tenements and all the things we did as kids to raise a
few bob, it does not depress me. I feel great about it. I got a better education
on the streets and with my Ma than I would ever have got at college and did it an
awful lot quicker”. - Bill Cullen, Chairman and CEO o f Renault Distributors in
Ireland. - from Ivor Kermy (2001:29).
In his book - “Leaders -Conversations with Irish C hief Executives”, Ivor Kenny
suggests (2001:5) that “Leaders are not bom full-blown. Neither are they made like
instant coffee. They are slow brewed in the circumstances o f the time”. I believe this
also to be a succinct description for an entrepreneur.
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Say first coined the expression in about 1800 he gave as his own definition of
entrepreneur as one who “shifts economic resources out o f an area o f lower and into an
area of higher productivity and greater yield” (Drucker, 1985:21). As an economist Say
stood apart in recognising the contribution o f the entrepreneur.

Classical economists

are not sure how to handle the entrepreneur to this day (Drucker, 1985) and prefer to
describe entrepreneurial work as ‘external forces’.

Economists map and measure

supply and demand, goods and services, movements in resources internally and
externally, rarely, if ever, going behind their figures and models to discover the
underlying drama o f human inter-action that changes the territory which they are so
carefiilly mapping.

Economists, with a few notable exceptions, describe what is, not

how it came to be, or how it might be in the future.

One o f these exceptions is Joseph

Schumpeter (1934) who linked back to Say by developing fiirther his definition and
suggesting that the entrepreneur was ‘creatively destructive’.

Drucker (1985:23)

postulates that Say intended his term entrepreneur “as a manifesto and as a declaration
of dissent: the entrepreneur upsets and disorganises.”

Somebody who upsets and disorganises is not going to be universally liked.
Popularity is often foreign territory for entrepreneurs and their leader cousins.

De

Vries (1977:51) attempts to portray the entrepreneur as a dysfunctional personality:
“Rejection, dissatisfaction and a sense o f failure follow the entrepreneur like an
inseparable shadow” . However, in his concluding paragraph, when he suggests
(1977:27) that redemption is at hand if his subject were to “assess his personal strengths
and weaknesses to master his conflict-ridden behaviour and overcome and surpass the
problems o f the past”, he describes an agenda that most o f my entrepreneur friends
have long since completed.

The key characteristic o f entrepreneurs for me is that they

embrace change, they even go looking for it, because they see it as normal and healthy:
this is how life is and was meant to be; change is not just inevitable, it is to be sought
out, or welcomed when it arrives without notice. Change is the essence o f life. It is in
the patterns o f change and in our free embrace of it that we discover our co-creating role
and give meaning to our existence.

The everlasting nature of change has a deep

spiritual, as well as practical dimension.

The entrepreneur enters into this space not

always conscious o f the co-creative nature o f his or her activity, but that does not limit
the value o f the contribution in any way.
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Bill Cullen, quoted at the beginning of this section, is a contemporary o f my own.
There are also some similarities on our progression up the corporate ladder. Like me he
commenced his working life at age fourteen as a messenger boy for a major Ford motor
distributor which was situated close to the Nestle corporation offices where I worked.
Within eight years Bill was General Manager - an extraordinary achievement.

He

attributes a lot o f his success to the advice o f his granny on his first day at work; “Son, I
want you to remember one thing, no matter what you’re given to do, do it better than
anyone else ever did it” (Kenny, 2001:44). He had an insatiable appetite for knowledge
about everything going on in the business, confidently embraced all the changes
characteristic o f the motor trade and he also attended evening classes to improve his
English and his accounting ability. By age thirty-one he opened his own Ford dealership
and thirteen years later he bought the franchise for Renault distribution in Ireland and
has since grown the market share for the brand significantly. Entrepreneurs like Bill
Cullen make things happen by understanding the necessity to befriend change.
Embracing change has also taught them to understand that they change themselves.

Another good example o f an entrepreneur - again from the motor business - is Lee
lacocca.

At age thirty-six he was General Manager of the Ford company’s motor

division in Detroit, USA.

He is a good example o f the practice o f innovation, “the

specific instrument o f entrepreneurs” (Drucker, 1985:27). Since the Ford company had
gone public in the early 1950s there was a demand from Wall Street analysts, on behalf
o f investors, for quarterly reports from the company on sales, profits and retum-oninvestment performances.

These deadlines had to be met without fail.

lacocca’s

insight was that if investors were entitled to such tightly scheduled reporting on the
company’s performance why should managers not have the same obligation to report on
their work and achievements?

So his innovation was to devise a quarterly review

system which called for the manager to agree his goals for the following ninety days
with his superior and at the end o f that time to check his performance against these
goals and to account to his superior for any variations. lacocca became a firm believer
in this reporting system and claimed it yielded great benefits. (lacocca, 1984).

When I

was working with Jesuits in the late 1980s and early 1990s this system o f management 90/90 meetings, to denote the performance o f the previous 90 days and the goals for the
coming 90 - was introduced by the then Head o f the Order to good effect. It was an
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early example for me o f the application o f business and entrepreneurial ideas in another
and very different arena.

The need for innovation and entrepreneurship in public service institutions is becoming
well established (Drucker, 1985; Ehringer, 2001).

Drucker (1985:167) recommends

four rules to make such institutions more entrepreneurial and therefore more effective.
The following is a synopsis of these rules:

1.
2.

It needs a clear definition o f its mission. W hat is it trying to do?.
It requires a realistic statement o f goals:

“Our job is to assuage famine!;

rather than, “our job is to eliminate hunger”.
3.

If the objective is not achieved, it should be reviewed and its validity
questioned.

4.

Public service institutions should be constantly searching for innovative
potential. They need to view change as opportunity rather than a threat.

What is really being repeated here is that notion referred to earlier - o f the entrepreneur
always searching for change, responding to it and seeing it as opportunity. What is not
alluded to is how lonely and difficult a position that can be.

The reality is that the

majority resist change, especially in service institutions where the goals are not
economic and where achievement o f goals can be difficult to measure.

But if we agree

that searching for and embracing change is the key entrepreneurial quality, and that
innovation its principal tool, then our experience is likely to tell us that this is a minority
practice.

It is often by definition a singular activity and is probably seen at its best in

that fashion.

When Bill Cullen started as a messenger boy in the 1950s one of the first

changes he sought and made was to provide a more efficient service - in a quarter o f the
time - for the tea break o f the ninety mechanics working there. W ith such a desire to
look for and embrace change he became their boss within eight years.

Opportunities for change and innovation can lurk in the most unusual places. My own
experience confirms Drucker’s observation (1985:237) when he says:

“Innovative

opportunities do not come with the tempest but with the rustling o f the breeze”.

The

entrepreneur is defined by his or her ability to gauge the opportunity from the ‘rustling
o f the breeze’ and to seize it. Following through on the chance meeting o f the CEOs o f
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IIB and the IDA on the air flight to Vienna was such a moment in the lifetime o f the FIT
project. Those couple o f hours were seminal for the initiative.

From them came great

promise, but it required the entrepreneur’s desire to embrace change and exploit
opportunity for that promise to be realised.

Another ‘rustling o f the breeze’ example

was a chance reference about m yself made by a friend in the meat business to the then
Chairman of Crosscare, the Dublin Archdiocesan project responsible for the alleviation
o f poverty. His subsequent invitation to me to help investigate the needs o f those living
with the HIV/AIDS virus in Dublin eventually led to the creation o f a new project Open Heart House - which now has a membership o f over three hundred who receive a
range of services and support in a confidential and congenial atmosphere.

I have a preference for seeing the entrepreneur as artist.

That was certainly my own

sense when I was creating and developing the Goldstar Meats hamburger company.

I

had an image o f m yself working on the other side o f a great canvas with a vision of
bringing about, shaping, fashioning something that had a quality o f cormecting people
o f drawing them together into conmiunity.
interludes of high satisfaction.

It was a consuming work with a few brief

What fiielled the feeling and sense o f being artist was

the underlying dimension o f spirituality, developing on a daily basis, as an exercise in
daily reflection and prayer for most o f 1982 which strengthened the image o f co
creation.

The unpredictability, complexity, intensity and time pressures to which

Baron (2000) refers, while present in varying degrees, were absorbed and processed by
the greater momentum involved in the design o f the work. What did this artist’s design
look like?

It took the de Geus (1997) principle o f placing people before assets to the

boundary point where my partners refused to forsake any share in the company for the
benefit of the staff (Nolan, 1997).

A number o f those same staff from poor and

deprived backgrounds often celebrated with m yself and their managers their sense of
belonging.

The company, through its staff, reached into the surrounding communities

to support the deprived and the elderly.

The wealth created was shared.

I still meet

today - thirteen years on - with some of those staff and their recall o f those positive
experiences gives me the conviction that a part o f the co-creation, part o f the canvas is
their receiving during that time a security in terms o f themselves as well as their
employment which provided some psychological ballast for their future life-course
decisions.
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In her presentation on “Being Entrepreneurial” Ann Graham Ehringer (2001) quotes
from her research for her PhD dissertation:
.... I talked with sixty entrepreneurs about the significant turning point
decisions of their business careers. My interest in their experiences was to
understand how and why they made strategic decisions and to ‘map’ the
common themes and recurring patterns among them.
Among their
commonalities I found that their decisions were guided far more often, indeed
overwhelmingly, by personal principles than by economic advantage or any
other purpose. Their principles - their personal integrity, trustworthiness and
concern for other people - were the fundamental drivers o f their business
decisions and their personal decision. The m ost salient lesson to emerge from
the reflective conversations o f these entrepreneurs was that the key to making
good decisions is conscious self-awareness o f who we are and want to become,
o f how we think, and o f what is important to us. In order to create the outcomes
we want, it is imperative that we understand, at our most conscious level, what
our personal principles are.
The works o f Kenny (2001) and Ehringer (2001) in conversing with entrepreneurs and
business leaders, the examples o f Bill Cullen and Lee lacocca in describing their
entrepreneurial journeys will more likely, I suggest, give us an understanding of
entrepreneurship in all its different styles and practices than the attempts o f de Vries
(1977) and Baron (2000) to describe the entrepreneur in terms o f their personality type
and psychological perspective.

Part o f my criticism o f these two pieces o f work is that

I could not recognise m yself in large chunks of them.

If my assertion that the

entrepreneur is more akin to the artist is appropriate, I would further advert to the
incongruity o f trying to establish a common personality type for all artists.

10.2 Confronting Social Problems

The persistent nature o f social deprivation is widely recognised as a characteristic o f
many affluent industrialised countries. (Anderson, 1990; Galbraith, 1992; Etzioni, 1995,
1996; Hutton, 1996; Giddens, 1998, 2000, 2001; Gingrich, 1998).

This deprivation results in the creation o f excluded communities, which exhibit
dysfunctional behaviour pattems such as drug addiction, prostitution, homelessness,
long-term unemployment, sometimes all painfully linked.

Their ongoing presence and

intractability has been the subject of continual academic attention.
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Anthony Giddens have been advisors on these issues to their respective governments
(US and UK).

Etzioni and Giddens argue that neither of the twentieth century ideologies, socialism or
capitalism, has proved successful in eliminating these social problems which have
resulted in whole communities of disadvantage and exclusion within major urban areas
in many countries.

Both suggest a ‘third w ay’ for dealing with these problems and

situations. Etzioni’s (1996:81) principal concern, and what he terms the “

crowning

contextual question for the foreseeable future” is .... “how far can society tolerate
public and corporate policies that give free rein to economic interests....without
undermining the moral legitimacy o f the social order?”

He is supported by Galbraith (1992:155):
We now have democracy - a democracy o f the contented and the comfortable.
The comfortable monopolize or largely monopolise the political franchise; the
uncomfortable and the distressed o f the poor urban and rural slums and those
who identify with their bad fortune do not have candidates who represent their
needs and so they do not vote.
Etzioni (1995:263) recommends a new way o f dealing with these issues, which he
labels ‘communitarianism’. For him, social justice, communal sharing and concern are
central:
At the heart o f the communitarian understanding of social justice is the idea of
reciprocity: each member o f the community owes something to all the rest, and
the community owes something to each o f its members.
Justice requires
responsible individuals in a responsive community.
Etzioni (1996:191) claims that communitarianism “leap-frogs the old debate between
left-wing and right-wing thinking”. This new way o f thinking, he argues, has as its
focus the development o f a new relationship between the individual and the community,
which forms alongside the central relationship o f the individual and the authority o f the
state. This echoes some o f Putnam’s (2000:404) thinking on current American society
and his hopes for increased ‘civic engagement’ by 2010. Etzioni (1996:191) is also
urging a wider perspective for his community model, that would promote the concepts
o f partnership and collaboration:

“ ....w e cannot help but be concerned about the

relationships o f the constituent communities to one another and to the encompassing
whole”.
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Anthony Giddens advocates as part of third way policies for a ‘new mixed economy’
(Giddens and Pierson, 1998:154):
To me the goal is developing a cosmopolitan global society, based on
ecologically acceptable principles, in which wealth generation and control o f
inequality are reconciled. I don’t see this as wholly utopian. I’m not sure it
could be called socialism, even if the ethical thrust o f socialist thought is still
there.
In another place Giddens (1998:100) describes his new mixed economy as “a synergy
between public and private sectors, utilising the dynamism o f markets but with the
public interest in mind”.

He is arguing in favour o f a way o f thinking, especially for

policy-makers, that will seek to adapt to a world that has changed fundamentally in the
past two decades.

Part o f this third way, he believes (1998:53), is that govenmient and

others will have to learn how to relate to new emerging groups in society:
Social movements, single-issue groups, NGOs and other associations o f citizens
surely will play a part in politics on a continuing basis - from a local through to
a world level. Governments will have to be ready to leam from them, react to
the issues they raise and negotiate with them, as will corporations and other
business agencies.
The arguments o f both Etzioni and Giddens suggest a type o f social enterprise activity
that is broad and that will include both public and private sector interests, combining
their resources in common endeavour.
Giddens (2000:165) argues:
A market economy can only function effectively within a framework o f social
institutions and if grounded in a developed civil society - a preposition that
holds on a global level as well as more locally. The good society is one that
strikes a balance between government, markets and the civil order.
The
protection and enhancement of the civil sphere is a key preoccupation o f third
way politics. It is a mistake just to counterpoise the state to markets. Without
a stable civil society, incorporating norms o f trust and social decency, markets
cannot flourish and democracy can be undermined.
While Etzioni (1995:247) in his conclusion asserts:
We are a social movement aiming at shoring up the moral, social and political
enviroimient. Part change of heart, part renewal o f social bonds, part reform of
public life. Change o f heart is the most basic. W ithout stronger moral voices,
public authorities are overburdened and markets don’t work. Without moral
commitments, people act without any consideration for one another. In recent
years, too many o f us have been reluctant to lay moral claims on one another. It
is a mistaken notion that just because we desire to be free from government
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controls we should also be free from responsibilities to the commons, indifferent
to the community.
Neither Etzioni nor Giddens give any detail on the precise nature o f the social activity
which they propose, seeing their role as advocacy and the initiation o f debate that may
influence new directions for social policy.

Etzioni (1996:XXI & XXII) is clear on this

point:
The phrase ‘implications for practice and policy’ is used to stress that these
discussions do not provide detailed policy analysis
they only suggests
directions in which such answers may be found. They are akin to making a case
that it is time to move West rather than providing a map o f the prairies.
The project which is the subject matter o f this thesis does attempt to chart the journey
from social exclusion and marginalisation, for a significant cohort of long-term
unemployed persons, to stable and secure employment using the energy o f first and
second-person research/practices coupled with the needs o f a local active community,
the social concern as well as the recruitment priorities o f an industry and the desire o f a
government for socially inclusive projects. The initiative reflects in the first place the
local social activism and desire to negotiate with government referred to by Giddens; it
also resonates with Etzioni’s idea of cross-community concern by linking the needs of
government, industry and local communities in a decisive effort to confront a
distressing social problem.

FIT is a socially entrepreneurial project that is holistic and

integrated in its evolution and formation, that is ideologically free in as much as it does
not represent the preferences of the politics o f the left against those o f the right or viceversa, it does not line up with capitalist against socialist ideas on the structure and
evolution o f society.

If pressed for a political philosophy for the basis o f the initiative,

I would stand with Etzioni (1995:259/260) on his reference to the Greeks:
The ancient Greeks understood this well: a person who is completely private is
lost to civic life. The exclusive pursuit o f one’s self-interest is not even a good
prescription for conduct in the marketplace; for no social, political, economic or
moral order can survive that way. Some measure of caring, sharing, and being
our brother’s and sister’s keeper, is essential....
That ancient Greek notion, as developed by Etzioni, happens to fit neatly with the
central thrust o f love for our fellow human beings as summarising the whole o f the
Christian Gospels (John 13:34). It is what inspires my own work and involvement and
is perhaps the essential ingredient in the whole o f the first-person inquiry which is
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ongoing. This is not to say that either the Greek or Christian version o f caring and love
has ever featured in the conversations and discussions in and around the FIT project
(apart from those between the FIT CEO and myself, particularly at some Saturday
reflections).

But I have had a continual sense through the first-, second- and third-

person inquiry and practice that it is this basic concern for the other which is the ballast
that helps keep the project relevant philosophically for all o f those engaged and that
keeps it focused on the task it is trying to achieve.

In reflecting upon the writings o f Etzioni and Giddens and in particular on the ideas for
communitarianism and the third way, I do find echoes o f my own early teenage
experiences.

As I described earlier, my home was a mixture o f the pungent socialism

o f James Connolly (McKenna, 1920), as understood by my father, and the pragmatic
business approach by my mother in managing the household on a meagre income.

It

was the fusion of these two parental influences that I believe originally created in me
the keen awareness o f the needs in justice o f those who are working to produce the
wealth on the one hand, and on the other, the role and responsibility o f those managing
to ensure the best returns.

These two positions were again mirrored in my early years

at the Nestle corporation when I was at one point the union shop steward for the office
staff, confronting management and later I was to become the M arketing Manager and in
line for the CEO position before I left to become CEO o f Twinings Tea and
subsequently to set up Goldstar Meats.

So the idea o f creating links of developing

partnerships across the social spectrum, including social justice and the productive
capacity and wealth-creating potential of resources, was there in me from an early age.
It was to come to fruition at Goldstar Meats in the 1980s. It is perhaps o f interest to
note that during that period I developed seven criteria for w hat I termed the ‘just
com pany’. In Lonergan and Nolan (1985:18) I wrote: “The criteria are:1.

That work is ‘for m an’ and not ‘man is for work’.

2.

That profit is not the primary motive.

3.

That individual talents are recognised and developed.

4.

That wages are given prime importance.

5.

That there is a sharing o f profit and o f ownership.

6.

That wealth and resources are shared with the larger community, particularly
the poor and deprived.

7.

That the company is regulated by love.”
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In looking at these criteria eighteen years on it is possible, I suggest, to see traces of the
origins o f what was to become the FIT project; it is also possible to detect links with the
thinking o f de Geus (1997) and his concept o f the ‘living company’ as well as the wider
perspectives o f the communitarianism of Amatai Etzioni and the third way o f Anthony
Giddens.

10.3 Social Entrepreneurship - Driven bv Values

Staying with the looser definition of entrepreneur as artist, searching for change and
ready to exploit it in order to create and grow something new that will have communal
benefit we will discover many varieties as Kenny (2001) too found. Equally when w'e
move into the social sphere we will become aware o f a considerable range o f ‘social
entrepreneurial’ types with a variety o f backgrounds.

In my own case when I moved

out of the business world with the desire and commitment to apply my own particular
form of social entrepreneurial artistry I joined with a Church organisation - the Jesuits as a means o f doing my work with the general objective o f making a difference in the
area of social injustice and social inequality.

In making this move, working full-time

with a religious order, I came into a world that could be described as having a strong
social enterprise culture.

From the middle o f the 19*’’ century Catholic religious orders

had played a dominant role in health, education and social welfare in Ireland (Donoghue
et al, 1999). M y work with the Jesuits brought me into contact with the other religious
orders and agencies working in schools, hospitals, drug centres and a multiplicity o f
parish-based social welfare organisations.

Throughout these religious-based works

there was a palpable sense o f change, fertile ground for the entrepreneur.

There were a number of factors fuelling this sense o f change.

State involvement in

health and education had increased enormously from the middle o f the 20‘^ century,
with the Health Act in 1953 giving statutory support to hospitals and the funding of
voluntary run second level schools in the 1960s.

The Vatican Council o f the Catholic

Church (1962 — 1965) and its aftermath brought substantial changes to the views,
perspectives and outlook o f religious members and their congregations.

From the

1970s numbers entering the religious congregations began to fall-off

This trend

continued downward to the end of the century. Ireland as an economy began to prosper
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following entry to the EU in 1973, and by the end o f the century its GDP exceeded the
average wealth o f the fifteen EU member states, (Tansey, 1998).

The Catholic Church

as a dominant force in cultural and social life o f Ireland was weakening and the need for
re-evaluation and repositioning became evident.

In terms o f their charisms, o f the

original visions o f their founders, o f their mission statements enshrined in their
constitutions, the religious congregations reflect many o f the features and values o f the
modern-day social entrepreneur as revealed in the literature.

Leadbeater (1997:8)

describing social entrepreneurs as finding and using resources ‘to satisfy unmet social
needs’ is consistent with the mission o f many religious congregations. As is the work
Mawson (1997) at the Bramley Bow Centre in the East End of London with over sixty
health promoting projects for a poor community.
(1998:96)

As in the description o f Catford

“Social Entrepreneurs....build ideas into working projects, not as acts of

power, but as expressions of creativity and values”.

As in what Kingdon (1995)

describes as the change agent or catalyst for change distinct from the manager of
change, an excellent example of which is the Dublin Jesuit Peter M cVerry whose work
since the 1970s with homeless boys has resulted in the creation o f three hostels to house
the boys, separately managed, while Peter continues his work of prophecy and protest in
challenging the system. As in the observation by de Leeuw (1999) - writing on health
ir. cities - on the benefit and effectiveness o f institutionalising entrepreneurial activities,
which is precisely what the religious congregations did in creating and building
hospitals, schools and social welfare projects.

As in Goldberg (2000:33) describing

how Ben & Jerry’s ice cream business was deliberately set up in a down town poor
district of Springfield, Mass: “We choose to operate there to demonstrate the
responsibilities that companies have to their community”, there is a strong tradition
among religious congregations for similar choices.

Religious congregations reflect many o f the features and values o f the modern-day
sccial entrepreneur as in Brinckerhoff s (2000: 11-12) discussion on the definition o f
sccial entrepreneurism where he stresses the care as being ‘good stewardship’ and goes
or to state that social entrepreneurs exhibit such characteristics as always looking for
new ways to serve their constituencies, willing to take risks on behalf o f the people they
se:A'e, understanding the difference between needs and wants, always keeping the
m ssion first, but knowing that financial support will be necessary; I suspect that many
re igious could identify with those principles as part o f their training and formation; as
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in Estelle James (1998:404) in her comparative piece on the theory o f non-profit
institutions where she acknowledges that “universally religious groups are the major
founders o f non-profit service institutions”, a phrase that masks a massive amount of
socially entrepreneurial work over many decades; as in the comment o f Badelt
(1989:174) in his analysis o f government versus private provision o f social services in
Austria. “The Catholic Church is the main non-profit provider o f services in areas such
as child care and homes for the elderly”; as in the article o f Waddock and Post (1991)
on the characteristics necessary for social entrepreneurs which includes, “The social
entrepreneur generates followers’ commitment to the project by framing it in terms of
important social values”, which probably reflects the stance o f a number o f the founders
o f religious congregations with respect to their interpretation o f the Christian gospel’s
emphasis to have love for one another and to be concerned for the poor.

Religious congregations reflect many of the features and values o f the modern-day
social entrepreneur as in K anter’s (1999) claim, in her work on social innovation being
progressive for business corporations, that businesses will be stimulated and not just
challenged by their efforts to help solve chronic social problems; she calls, not for
charity to the poor, but for integration with them:

“ ....that means getting business

deeply involved with chronic poverty in non-traditional ways” (1999:124). This is close
enough, I suggest, to the term religious use, who work in arena o f poverty and
deprivation, of becoming ‘inserted in the community’. As in Sagawa and Segal (2000)
on the question of increasing collaboration between business and community interests
for tackling social problems; religious congregations, especially since the Vatican
Council have developed a strong collaborative culture in challenging social issues both
between themselves and with lay social groups. As in Dees (1998:67) writing on the
commercialisation o f non-profit organisations: “brought up in the current wave of
commercialisation, non-profits risk forgetting that the most important measure of
success is the achievement o f mission-related objectives, not the financial wealth or
stability o f the organisation” . This primacy o f emphasis on achieving the objectives
based upon the mission o f the congregation is familiar territory for the religious
member.

As in Jerr Boshee’s (1995:23) description o f the Delancey Street, San

Francisco project for recovering drug addicts and ex-prisoners which sees itself as a
“recycling centre for those pre-defmed by society - and themselves - as rejects”; this
description mirrors the vast hidden work carried out by many religious in Ireland in the
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area o f addictions and related problems. As in Billis (1993:335) where in analysing the
question “what can non-profits and businesses learn from each other?”, he observes that
non-profits can teach businesses about stakeholder management and “how to ensure that
the bureaucracy maintains responsive relationships with shareholders, governmental
departments, the local community, all levels o f staff and customers”. In my view, as I
wrote in Milltown Studies (1992:86):

“ ....(there) is a significant contribution that

religious thought and planning methods could make to business organisations”. This
was based upon my experience and reflection of working within the Jesuits for the two
previous years and my insight that business corporations could benefit from the
methods and reflective practices of the Order; I also observed how the Jesuits might
benefit by adopting some o f the decision-making practices o f business corporations.

Religious congregations reflect many o f the features and values o f the modern-day
social entrepreneur as in Anheier (2000:10) in his paper on the managing of non-profit
organisations and the potential for a new approach, when he comes to formulating a
model he proposes that “the model o f non-profit organisations as conglomerates of
multiple organisations or component parts represents one possible analytical framework
to understand the various dimensions, dilemmas and structures involved in non-profit
m anagem enf’. This particular model would align closely with the structures o f some
religious congregations; for instance, the Jesuits in Ireland manage schools, parishes,
social projects and are involved in a range of other teaching and socially-oriented
ventures including universifies, institutes and work with excluded and marginalized
groups. As in Austin (2000) who promotes the concept o f strategic alliances between
non-profits and businesses at a time when religious congregations are, in most cases,
conducting processes o f reflection and discernment to discover for themselves the most
appropriate and effective ways for them to fulfil their missions in the 21®' century
including the option o f strategic alliances.

As in the work o f Coulson-Thomas

(2001:137) on how organisations will develop in the future and his prediction that:
Trade-off between outcome and value issues may be put to shareholders in
referenda. In short, people will be expected to put their money and time where
their principles are. The disgruntled will switch their input o f finance or effort to
other groups that hold more compatible values. Such political activity will be
regularly undertaken by most citizens and may become a feature of everyday
life.
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This is a sentiment which coincides with the anxiety of religious congregations to
preserve and sustain the values which helped create them.

The features and values of

the modern-day social entrepreneur as revealed in the literature are also evident in
Hammack and Young (1993:14) “non-profits made it possible to separate Church and
state” and (1993:10): “ ...religious and ideological issues have hardly disappeared and
many professed ‘scientific’ and non-sectarian organisations do in fact rely on deeply
held beliefs of one kind or another...”, the apparent smothering of these beliefs by the
vigorous secularisation in recent decades does not mean their disappearance, and the
growing awareness o f the need for ‘new community’ structures and forms (Putnam,
2000) can provide opportunities to avail of latent resources within the traditional
religious communities.

In the US, with its narrow definition of ‘public goods’

(Hammack and Young, 1993) the consequent strength and growth of the non-profit
sector between private enterprise and governmental activity (Weisbrod, 1977) creates a
unique arena for innovation and the practice of social entrepreneurship.

10.4 American Social Entrepreneurship

One definition o f social entrepreneurship is that it enables the supply of all the goods
and services to the public that the government and private sectors are unable to provide
(James, 1989).

Therefore, in addition to all of those projects, innovations, services

and foundations originating over many generations, the definition would also have to
accommodate the various levels of volunteerism inherent in social service institutions
such as health, education and the variety of works with excluded groups and
communities.

That is a broad and extensive definition which potentially embraces

much o f the social history of nations.

It is of interest to note that the term ‘non-profit

organisations’ (NPOs) is American. From their founding the United States of America
did not countenance the idea of a strong central government (Hammack and Young,
1S93) and the consequent taxation to pay for the different public goods.

Indeed, their

definition of what is a public good is much narrower than for European countries. This
re’ates directly to the vast growth of NPOs in the USA and their important role in that
economy (Weisbrod, 1977, 1998). It also leads Hammack and Young (1993:9) to state:
“Like all other organisations non-profits are inescapably economic phenomena. But
they are not exclusively economic phenomena”.

They go on to point out that the

pr)minence and strength of NPOs in the US have been “due to basic constitutional and
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political decisions far more than the economic forces” . Therefore when Americans, by
way o f the first amendment to their constitution, ensured that no church or church
organisation would be supported by way o f political privileges or other supports they
firstly created the conditions for the huge philanthropic and altruistic efforts represented
by the NPOs and secondly, they presented a distinctly American way o f dealing with a
range of social needs in health, education and welfare that fundamentally decoupled it
from the European tradition (Hammack and Young, 1993; James, 1989).

In addition to the first amendment, which provided a platform for the growth of
voluntary organisations by clearly separating the roles o f church and state, subsequent
court judgements and federal and local tax laws generated the most favourable
conditions for NPOs to flourish.

Through a combination o f a narrow definition of

public services - as compared with Europe - and political and tax laws, Americans have
been encouraged to fulfil their sense o f caring and equity through their contributions to
and involvement with the NPOs in whatever form that was appropriate.

Thus the NPO

was and is part o f the political as well as the social fabric o f the US. NPOs have played
a critical role in the shaping o f modem America (Galambos, 1993). Also NPOs in the
US, says Hammack and Young (1993:11):
enable individual Americans to make manifest and to act on their rights to
freedom of speech. Because Americans are free to express their views through
independent corporations that enjoy fragments o f sovereign power, they can
often avoid political conflict over absolutes.
All o f this suggests that in examining social entrepreneurship as a phenomenon we are
aware o f the different political and social atmosphere and history o f our American
cousins. The profile of the American social entrepreneur will be conditioned by that
distinctive divergence from the European model o f the interdependence o f state and
church organisations.

The very definition non-profit proposes the primacy o f the

economic lens as a way o f viewing the world.

It is also a neat description that both

accommodates and summarises the evolution of the American approach to a more just
and equitable society by way o f institutionalised voluntary effort backed by favourable
tax exemption laws.

In his description of non-profits who run part o f their

organisations in order to generate income to sustain the whole o f their work Jerr
Boschee (1995:23) suggests that: “Social entrepreneurs are typically non-profit
executives who pay close attention to market forces without losing sight o f their

234

Chapter 10 - The Social Entrepreneur as the Enabler o f the Process

underlying missions.” This dominance o f the philosophy o f the market applied to social
problems has real dangers and it is, for the reasons stated, deeply ingrained in American
culture.

This danger is enhanced by the fact that non-profits are such a significant part

of their economy.

In the US there are almost 1.3 million non-profit organisations of

which seven hundred thousand are charities (the balance are private schools,
fouindations, hospitals and religious organisations).

The non-profit sector is estimated

to be the third largest contributor to GDP - after the retail and wholesale trades - but
ahead of the banking and technology sectors and the federal government (Lowell,
Silverman and Taliento, 2001). The sector employs one in every fifteen Americans and
between 1993 and 1998 is calculated to have grown annually by 5.1 percent (ahead of
GDP which grew by 3.1 percent annually). Given this strong presence with such robust
economic relevance, it is hardly surprising that non-profits will adopt the features and
attitudes of commercial operations.

The new mantra tends towards strategic alliances

promoted by Austin (2000) in addition to the increased commercialisation noted by
Dees (1998).

In his article Dees (1998:58) cautions against the mixing o f the cultures

o f commerce and the social sector suggesting that: “Like the proverbial tail wagging the
dog, commercial ftinding can pull a non-profit away from its social mission”.

The centrality o f the commercial and corporate approach for the solution o f social ills is
also evident in Kanter (1997, 1999).

She returns to the root and meaning of

entrepreneurship as innovation and postulates that by being irmovative in a social sense,
corporations can prosper. She illustrates corporate involvement in communities by way
o f a public education initiative by Bell Atlantic, an IBM programme for reinventing
education, a Marriott Hotel Training Programme for excluded groups and a Boston
Bank initiative to train inner-city recruits.

She hails these innovative projects as the

emergence of a new paradigm and fiirther suggests that there will be systemic change
because o f the presence of social sector organisations and that, “companies need such
partners to bring together diverse constituencies and to provide legitimacy” (1999:127).
She is arguing in favour o f this type o f social entrepreneurship as the manner in which
corporate America should engage with the community, rather than by just being
philanthropic and donating significant sums o f money to social causes, a practice she
describes as “little more than band-aids” (1999:124).

The thrust o f Kanter’s

contribution is that corporations in the US can derive considerable advantage in
innovation and learning for themselves by becoming involved in innovative and creative
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programmes with the social sector.

The weakness o f this proposition, from the

perspective o f the social sector, is that it is based upon the enhancement o f the business
corporation: “ ...the primary business justification for the sustained commitment of
resources is the new knowledge and capabilities that stem from the irmovation”
('1999:131). In other words, that it views social problems as an opportunity for leaming
and business innovation. To place business corporations as the principal beneficiaries
o f social interventions is questionable on the grounds o f the overall public good.

Although previously warning about the conflicting nature o f the mix o f commercial and
social cultures (Dees, 1998:67), in his concluding remarks recommends to managers of
NPOs that they “ ...m ust create a new culture that blends commercial value with the
traditional philanthropic principles that drive the organisation”. He may be suggesting
the impossible for managers who are running for-profit divisions in their organisations
in order to sustain the non-profit elements in line with their original mission.

The rules

o f the market are usually not for bending, and to ask for a blend with philanthropic
objectives may well be too much for existing organisations.

But is it possible to create

a new organisation from the beginning, which endeavours to blend commercial and
social values? This challenge is at the core o f the FIT project.

Some would say it is

impossible, inequality is ever present in capitalism (Sennett, 2003).

It is the nature of

the beast and part o f our job, it seems to me, is to so domesticate this beast that it
continually yields concessions in order to redress the unequal social balance.

Which is

why I identify with the final comments of Dees (1998:61):
In any case, people tend to get something out o f giving that they cannot get out
of market transactions.
People want to make contributions to the common
good, or to their vision o f it. The challenge is to harness these social impulses
and marry them to the best aspects o f business practice in order to create a social
sector that is as effective as it can be.

10.5 FIT and the Social Entrepreneur

The FIT project, as we have seen in its construction, goes beyond Dees in not just
marrying individual social impulses to the best aspects o f business practice, but to take
the social desire and responsibility of whole business corporations and, taking account
o f their own needs, link them with the particular needs o f a community and the needs of
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government

in

the

creation

of

a

unique

partnership

project.

Thus

social

entrepreneurship, and my practice o f it, are pivotal elements in the evolution o f the FIT
process.

Social entrepreneurship, as evidenced in the literature, has a very wide embrace. Within
the literature I would identify four different types. The first type is that characterised by
the American literature as the general group o f NPOs which fulfil a quasi-social welfare
role for the whole o f USA as we have seen, both historically and politically by way of
the constitution, and practically by way o f succeeding tax incentives to encourage
contributions from the populace.

These NPOs represent a significant proportion of the

US economy (Hammack and Young, 1993), and are tax-incentive driven for the most
part.

The second type I identify in the literature are those with an increasing focus on
commercial ventures.

They have been the subject o f some academic attention, notably

by Dees (1998), Campbell (1998) and Cowdrey (1998). Dees (1998:56) states:
...a number o f non-profits are beginning to commercialise the core programs
through which they accomplish their mission; that is they are looking for ways
to make these programs rely less on donations and grants and more on fees and
contracts.
Dees (1998:56) goes on to say that many non-profit leaders “now consider extensive
dependency on donors as a sign o f weakness and vulnerability. Self-funding is the new
mantra”. The danger here is that the profit-making effort will diminish the emphasis on
the social mission.

The third type o f social entrepreneurship I identify is that which proposes the creation
of strategic alliances between communities and the corporate sector (Austin, 2000).
Kanter (1999) explores this idea in some detail with a number o f examples o f corporate
involvement.

However, we need to be clear that what Kanter is proposing is from the

perspective o f the business community and the likely benefit for them.

The primary

focus is not the resolution o f a social problem. In this thinking corporations and their
needs hold sway. While Kanter’s propositions may influence the developing corporate
social responsibility trends in the Western world her emphasis on business as the
beneficiary should be underscored.
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The fourth type o f social entrepreneurship I identify in the literature is that o f the
individual tapping resources and organising groups to satisfy unmet social needs
(Leadbeater, 1997; Waddock and Post, 1991; Mawson, 1997; Catford, 1998).

This

type is closer to the connotation o f entrepreneurship as a singular, innovative new
departure.

The kind o f innovation that is regularly witnessed, for instance, in new

business start-ups: energetic, determined, courageous, risk-taking.

Waddock and Post

(1991) classify social entrepreneurs as:
...individuals which significant personal credibility which they use to tap
resources and actually build the necessary network o f participatory
organisations.
De Leeuw (1999) also constmes the social entrepreneur as someone who by definition
operates in community environments that are dynamic and unpredictable, and is
someone who constitutes an important ingredient o f modem policy initiation.

Taking account o f the above four types of social entrepreneurship identified in the
literature, and in light o f the experiences and processes o f the FIT project, I am arguing
that there is a fifth type o f which FIT is an expression.

This is a type o f social

entrepreneurship that recognises the creative and innovative features o f originating
Catholic and Christian congregations and institutions and the values and traditions
which informs them; uses those values and traditions and ways o f seeing the world as
the inspiration for FIT-type initiatives; mobilises significant forces and energies in
society, such as industry and government, into a process to focus on social imbalance;
has as a requirement that the social entrepreneur in question experience some kind of
immersion in the social ill being addressed; in other words, that the social problem in
question will have two valid perspectives, one from the ‘bottom’, those experiencing it
and one from the ‘top’, those with the power and influence to help confront the issue.

This fifth (or FIT) type o f social entrepreneurship also contains some o f the features of
the other four: it engages with goverrunent as part o f its process, and thereby influences
their policies; it is intimately involved with industry adopting some o f their methods and
practices in confronting a social problem; it is seen by some companies as a vehicle for
corporate social responsibility; it is led by a social entrepreneur openly tapping
resources and mobilising energies in society to redress a social imbalance.
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This FIT-type of social entrepreneurship has three distinguishing features: the first is
that its starting point is social imbalance in society and its effects. The world is split,
alienated and has a need for justice and redress; that is the focus and where the project
starts. The second feature is that the FIT-type project is motivated by its origins: in this
example the experience o f being poor and unemployed influenced, informed and shaped
the concept and development o f the project over a twelve year time span, and continues
to do so (Appendices XIV to XVIII).

It may be noted that the link betv\'een the long

term unemployed and employer is constantly strengthened within the FIT process by
way of presentations by groups o f unemployed persons to employers on a single and
multiple basis.

The third and perhaps the most unique feature of the FIT-type project is a combination
of being top-down and bottom-up.

It isl not singularly a protest group, or a lobby

group, or a local community initiative, although it contains some o f those features
within it; and there may well be persons within the FIT ‘family’ who pursue those
avenues separately.

FIT is a combination of deliberately mobilised people and

institutions across society who, through its processes, are enabled to share a vision that
says: “our society need not be so imbalanced and unjust and here is a structure and a
way that enables us to do something about that”. That vision and its working out will
be expressed in different ways and sometimes obliquely by the very diverse community
that is FIT.

It is the social entrepreneurial activity within FIT, and its predecessor the BJC, over
such a long period that has enabled the gathering o f this community o f politicians,
business

entrepreneurs, social

activists, national training

organisations and the unemployed to share a common cause.

agencies,

community

That they continue to do

so in increasing numbers is testimony to its integrity and to its value.

Embracing o f change and the practice o f imiovation are the defining characteristics of
FIT, as with any entrepreneurial project (Drucker, 1985). This has been my first-person
research/practice in the FIT process and project since inception. The ‘action’ part of
that practice, I suggest, has been quintessentially entrepreneurial.

I was introduced to

the problem o f long-term unemployment in the Ballymun area o f Dublin in 1986 as an
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employer of some repute. I brought to the Ballymun Job Centre (BJC) the expertise and
background of a successful businessman with ideas for the growth and development o f
that project.

These ideas were enhanced and sustained by my practice in the first

instance of Ignatian spirituality, which then stimulated the habit o f reflective practices
and action research (Coghlan, 2002).

My time working with the Jesuits, from 1990 to

1996, brought me in touch with what I interpret as social enterprise in the Christian
Catholic tradition.

Outstanding examples o f this, in an Irish context, are the founding

o f medical, educational and social institutions by religious congregations in Ireland in
the n:neteenth century, many o f which were to branch out into various parts o f the
globe.

Through my work with the Jesuits I became acquainted with the original

charisms and mission statements o f these congregations and their rich heritage o f what
is now called social enterprise. While many of these institutions have now become part
o f the public services to the community for a variety o f reasons, it is from this heritage,
in temis of the founding charisms and original mission statements, that I drew
inspiration for the work in bringing about the FIT project.

In that sense, and linked to

the values developed through the practice of the Spiritual Exercises, I am in the
Catholic tradition o f social work and enterprise (James, 1987; Badelt, 1997).

The coherence o f my position as social entrepreneur in this context, therefore, is that
while I recognise and have explored the social entrepreneurialship and social economy
literatares, and the particular American versions and practices, I identify with a tradition
and heritage that is clearly Catholic and European.

In addition I am arguing that one of the unique features o f FIT, as a social
entrepreneurship project, is that, unlike the founding o f a hospital, school or social
projec:, it is firmly embedded in the business culture attaching itself to the social
consciences and social sensibilities o f executives and corporations, and mobilising joint
efforts with government and communities to redress a serious imbalance in society.

It

is this holistic approach fortified by first, second and third-person research/practice, I
suggest, that is the defining mark o f the project.

Free o f old ideological arguments

(Etzioii, 1995; Giddens, 1998), it is boundaryless with potential for global acceptance.
Adopt on of the working framework in Naples, Italy and Vancouver, Canada suggests
that FIT is already in tune with globalising trends towards a more one-world culture.
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10.6 Summary

Following on from the descriptions in Chapters Eight and Nine o f how employers and
government engaged and were engaged in the process that is FIT by way o f the
interweaving dynamic o f first, second and third-person research/practices this chapter
focuses on entrepreneurship, and in particular social entrepreneurship, as the creative
driving force o f a process that enabled the project to evolve and to grow.

That social

entrepreneurship is personified in myself, and in my business colleagues and friends
associated with the process, understood in that sense referred to earlier as being a
dimension o f a socially aware person who is values-driven.

To better understand the

concept of entrepreneurship in both a commercial and social sense I have initially
recalled its origins through Drucker (1985) and have identified innovation and the
embracing o f change as key characteristics.

While I propose my own preference o f the

entrepreneur as artist, I have also noted the emphasis placed by Ehringer (2001) on the
personal principles of entrepreneurs in their decision-making. In addressing the
prevalence o f social problems in Western society I reference the work o f Etzioni (1995,
1996) and Giddens (1998) and their propositions concerning a communitarian and third
way, reflecting a move away from the ideological tensions in the 20* century o f the
capitalist/socialist divide.

1 then create a link between the Christian/Catholic tradition

o f social work and the features and values o f modern-day social entrepreneurship by
way of a review o f the literature.

American social entrepreneurship is then profiled to

distinguish it from the European model and to show how embedded it is in American
society because o f their narrow definition o f public goods (Hammack and Young, 1993)
which is mirrored in the first amendment o f their constitution.

I suggest that this risks

the dominance o f corporate needs over those o f the community (Kanter, 1999). I then
go on to identify four types o f social entrepreneurship from the literature, and I argue
that FIT is a fifth type, embracing some of the features o f the other four.

Finally, I discuss my practice o f social entrepreneurship, as somebody embracing
change and innovating for the social good, throughout the period o f the evolution o f the
FIT process. I relate how this practice emerged from and was inspired by my
acquaintance with the charisms and mission statements of the Catholic religious
congregations in particular which founded significant medical, educational and social
institutions in Ireland in the nineteenth century; and how this, coupled with the
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interweaving o f first-, second- and third-person research/practices, provided the
platform for the unique project that is FIT. I suggest that the defining mark of the FIT
project is its holistic approach in mobilising energy and commitment across different
sectors in society to redress social imbalance. In being boundaryless and ideologicallyfree it invites and attracts global acceptance.

10.7 Third-Person Commentary and Conclusions

Third-person commentary: Action research blends, separates and blends again in a
continuous process o f the ‘doing’ and the knowledge and reflection on that knowledge
gained from the doing.

Our actions and our inquiries into those actions are ever

present and inextricably linked (Marshall, 2001; Torbert, 2001). In this thesis the term
‘social entrepreneurship’ is used as a tag or label to indicate the actions, all o f the
activity, all of the genius and ability previously focused on wealth creation but now
transformed into a continual and unrelenting effort to redress a social imbalance.

So

what this thesis is reflecting is a union between a social enterprise activity and an action
research methodology - incorporating three-person activities in both spheres - that both
sustains and enhances it; activities that seek to solve a persistent social problem by
using entrepreneurial methods linked to continual reflective processes.

And this

combination enables participation by different sectors in society, which in turn creates
favourable conditions for the resolution of social problems.

Conclusions:

The major conclusion of this chapter is that the appropriate way to

observe and understand the FIT process, from the perspective o f its actions, is as a
serious and successful social entrepreneurial project.

It was deliberately birthed in the

business milieu, (Nolan, 1997) and, in large part, is sustained in its activities by
corporate energies. While acknowledging the essential ground-up quality o f its
Ballymun origins, this conclusion underscores the entrepreneurial features o f the project
and also the centrality o f the action research processes in facilitating a progression that
is rich and meaningful.

The project is now driven by socially aware business

entrepreneurs, participating in an independent company set up for the purpose.
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“ ...at the heart o f all learning is a deep transformative process that creates new
awareness and new capabilities, the building blocks for new practical know-how”.
Senge and Scharmer (2001:240)

Introduction
In my M.Sc. dissertation (1997:148) I wrote:
What we have at this point is the shape of a EURTASK moving from vision into
reality. We can see the outline. There will be the employers. There will be the
unemployed. There will be the projects that will link them. There will be the
learning and knowledge from the experience of projects. And there will be the
re-educative process for the employers. These five elements combined have the
potential to be an effective organisation to combat long-term unemployment.
The challenge now is to work to bring about that successful reality.
Six years on from that initial sense of a vision moving into reality, we can now speak
and write about a project that has materially influenced the lives of two thousand five
hundred disadvantaged persons in the Dublin region by training them and giving them
skills which enables choices for employment.

In addition, the practices learned in

putting together the project have been adapted and successfully applied to other
situations of social disadvantage in Naples, Italy and Vancouver, Canada.

The FIT

project was fashioned and constructed in a particular way over several years through a
lineage of creative and innovative projects focused on the long term unemployed in the
most economically disadvantaged area in the state.

Adopting first-, second- and third-

person research/practice enabled the learning and knowledge-creation at each stage to
shape the next evolutionary step.

Thus while the organisation which has evolved to

become FIT is best understood when examined within a history line including the direct
lineage o f prior projects and processes there are significant learning points to be
captured.

First, a general point: one of the purposes for writing this thesis in 2003, and in this
manner, was to examine and reflect on from a superior vantage point than in 1997 the
processes, learning and knowledge-creation that helped to bring all o f those involved in
FIT to this place.

All o f these efforts are directed principally at materially and socially

affecting the lives of the long-term unemployed.

In the spring o f 2003 FIT Ltd

commissioned qualitative research by outside consultants to assess “ ...the impact o f FIT
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courses on the hves o f the participants”. Extracts from this study are exhibited in the
appendices as follows:
•

Key Findings and Conclusions

Appendix XIV

•

Chapter Two on Methodology

Appendix XV

•

Chapter Five on Impact of FIT

Appendix XVI

•

References from the Study

Appendix XVII

•

Appendices One to Four of the Study

Appendix XVIII

While the results from this study are generally positive for the overall aims of the FIT
process, the negative experiences o f the participants, which surface in chapter five of
the study, also point to its limitations. Those limitations include the degree to which the
National Training Authorit>' (FAS) will conform to the requirements o f an independent
company such as FIT. The negative experiences of the participants relate, for the most
part, to organisational difficulties the origins o f which lie in the resistance o f FAS to the
very existence o f FIT. Those organisational problems were not part o f the brief for this
study and are best understood in the context o f the discussion earlier in Chapter Eight.
They remain an ongoing feature and challenge in the development o f the process for the
benefit o f marginalized job-seekers.

The finding which stands out is that for seventy-seven percent o f the participants their
lives were ‘dramatically or significantly’ affected by this experience (Appendix XIV).
The applicability and potential o f the FIT process is confirmed by this finding.

That the research served and contributed to the public good by the transformation
effected in the lives o f those previously exiled from the workforce is evident.
Therefore, the litmus test referred to in Chapter One concerning transformation has
been passed. For me, the writing of the thesis has confirmed the integrity o f the project
as a work that can be only understood properly fi"om an action research perspective.
That is a work where recognition o f the iterative process o f moving backward and
forward between action and reflection is central (Marshall, 2001), where inquiry
practices are formalised and performed assiduously (i.e. note-taking, journaling, co
operative inquiry sessions), and where first-, second- and third-person research practices
are enabled to flourish.

And, most o f all, a work where these interactive and reflective
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processes result in concrete actions and projects that make a difference, that contribute
to a more just and equal society (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).

11.1 The Framework

The learning from these processes of actions and reflection on these actions, as related
in prior chapters, suggests a framework for confronting persistent social problems.
That framework - as illustrated in figure 1 1 .1 - comprises distinct yet intertwining parts
which mirror the methodology outlined throughout this thesis.

One part is the research

practice or inquiry, another is the ‘independent company’ and a third is the long term
unemployed themselves. These three parts combine to facilitate transformation.

The

framework serves both as a reflection point for the learning from this particular writing
process and as a resource for the application o f the learning to other social situations.
The inquiry section reflects first-, second- and third-person research/practice and the
different entities involved; the middle part, as the active independent company,
highlights the importance o f co-ordinating, managing dependencies, marketing,
networking and entrepreneurial thrust; and the third part shows the long term
unemployed being embraced by the process. The figure attempts to capture the constant
iteration between all three parts of the process and the ultimate objective of
transformation in the lives o f those who are long term unemployed.
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First-person inquiry: As was mentioned at the commencement Part One o f the thesis,
Chapters Two to Four have a significant first-person presence.
learning emerge from this:

Three key pieces of

the first is that the critical subjectivity exercise, while

carrying the risk o f ego-boosting if not properly undertaken, has the substantial benefit
of making clear precisely the values, motivations, attitudes and perspectives which will
inform and influence the direction o f the inquiry.

This has relevance throughout the

project work and thesis; the second is the potential for personal transformation through
the interaction and processes of the action and the research, (it was transformation that I
experienced through continuous interface with people o f Ballymun which I detail in
Chapter Three', and the third is that this transformation will lead to an understanding of
poverty and marginalisation from the perspectives o f the poor and the marginalized
themselves.

Part o f the result of this transformation was the strong desire to exploit

the vigorous economic growth in Ireland in the 1990s in favour o f those most in need,
as summarised in Chapter Four.

Second-person inquiry: This is reflected strongly in Part Three {Chapters Six to Nine)
and is that element in the framework which stimulates energy and from which there will
be innovation and creativity.

We can observe this in the case o f FIT in the Saturday

reflections; in the succession of projects at the BJC which produced learning and
insights on the long-term unemployed and the employers; in the seminal role o f the
MPP and the employer focus group {Chapter Six); in the further development o f the
concept with a small group entering a reflection process for a year; in working with
another small group o f selected IT employers, hosted by the IDA, to produce an action
plan; in forming an independent company to deliver on this plan {Chapter Seven); in the
intensive engagement o f the employers with the process - they themselves becoming a
co-operative inquiry group {Chapter Eight); in the necessity to invest considerable time
and energy in working with government so as to enable fruitftil dialogue to fiirther the
process {Chapter Nine); and in the co-operative inquiry group at the centre o f activity in
the process.

This second-person activity energises and friels the FIT process by facilitating the key
relationships in the mix o f employer, trainee, local community, government, training
agency and the FIT company.

Ensuring that second-person activity is maintained and

practised (i.e. small group strategy meetings, Saturday reflections, co-operative inquiry
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group meetings, employer-trainee interfacing, government personnel and employer/FIT
discussions) is a critical co-ordinating role, and central to both the effectiveness o f the
process and to its evolution.

Third-person inquiry: This is linked to as w^ell as enhancing and supporting first- and
second-person inquiries. Thus the third-person outcomes o f favourable government
support, both through multi-department involvement and the personal commitment of
the Taoiseach is linked to my first-person Ballymun transforming experience and
meetings with him at that time in another Ministry, and also connected to the secondperson inquiry group practice o f the employers and their subsequent interactions with
government personnel and departments.

As described in Chapter Eight the employers

— through their vigorous second-person activity - have become the lynchpin in the
process, and as such they have significantly enabled the positive approach o f the
government resulting in supportive third-person outcomes - for example committing
funding for a second phase - for the whole process.

Independent Company: As a practical, hands-on, action-focused enabler o f both the
project and the process FIT Ltd is its most outstanding and unique physical feature. Its
uniqueness comes, not so much from organising the curricula and programme, but
rather from the mobilising of energies from within the state structures, within industry
and within a range o f communities in order to focus on the alleviation o f a serious social
ill.

In order to fiinction successfiilly the company needs to be structured and run in

entrepreneurial fashion and with the investment o f resources by its principal
stakeholders, in this case government, industry and local disadvantaged communities.

The independent company provides the necessary means to facilitate the progress and
evolution of the process. It is rooted in the concept as developed and refined through
the discussion and writings o f the MPP course and M.Sc. dissertation at IMI/Trinity
College.

The clear need for and significance o f the independent status o f FIT Ltd

surfaced in the aftermath of the evaluation report in 2002, discussed in Chapter Eight,
when if it had been solely a government programme it would not have survived the
consultants’ attack. What the experience o f operating this company for the last three
years suggests is that, in confronting a social problem there is a balance to be achieved
in the mix of the involvement o f the different groups.
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process - in this case industry, government and local communities - gain from the
outcomes o f the process, but also have to recognise the need for their active engagement
to ensure healthy continuance.

As Figure 11.1 shows this independent company performs five principal tasks:

co

ordinating all participants, managing dependencies, marketing, networking and
entrepreneurial thrust.

The last three overlap and could be combined under a general

entrepreneurship heading but, for our learning purposes, they bear a short separate
examination.

1.

Co-ordinating all of the activities within such a process is challenging.

learning has been to adopt the business model for the process.

The

So the efficient co

ordinating o f activities are part o f the business plan and subject to regular reporting by
the CEO to the Board o f Directors.

Given the diverse nature of the participating

groups, from government departments to multinational corporations, training agencies,
local communities and trainees, complex problems and near chaos can sometimes be
routine.

It is often then that the process/reflection element, inherent to the whole

organisation, provides the necessary stability.

2.

Managing Dependencies is a constant task. The range o f these are illustrated in

Figure 7.1. As was observed in Chapter Three FIT has been a subject for hostility
because it challenges the status quo represented by the National Training Authority
(FAS). At the same time it is dependent upon this government agency for training some
of the candidates, and for the receipt o f state supporting funds. Again, the persistent
difficulties in this vital part o f the process - training and the funding o f it is, after all,
the nerve centre o f the process - are made easier to bear because they are mediated
through the reflective processes o f first- and second-person inquiries in particular.

3.

Marketing: When I was a sales and marketing person for Nestle, for Twinings

Tea, for the hamburgers o f Goldstar Meats (in addition to being CEO for the latter two),
I prepared all my sales presentations on the basis that I had something o f benefit to offer
my potential customer, a product that could be sold for material gain.

With an

entrepreneurial approach at BJC to solving the problem o f long-term unemployment,
from the early 1990s we entered ‘this market o f social exclusion’ and adopted
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marketing techniques. We would prepare meticulously for each meeting, highlighting
the benefits of what we were selling. The development o f the FIT concept in 1995 1998 gave us a new and exciting ‘product’ to sell.

Thus our meetings with the CEO o f

the IDA, the Secretary o f the Taoiseach’s Department, senior executives from the IT
industry were all sessions in which we were marketing our product.

Each one o f these

meetings required intensive preparations so as to understand the needs of the
‘customer’, in these cases the government and industry. What has been realised since
the inception o f the project is the requirement that this marketing approach needs to be
nurtured and developed within the organisation if progress is to continue. This
marketing approach is the direct opposite o f the ‘charity stance’. It is also countercultural. Our society has been conditioned to ‘help the poor’ by charitable donations,
not to see their potential as participating persons in a flilly human, artistic and economic
sense.

It is this value, central to the action research methodology employed {Chapter

Five), that informs and directs this marketing approach.

4.

Networking: Even though a considerable range o f key people in the IT industry

and in government have been convinced about the need and relevance o f the FIT
process this does not result in permanent allegiance or acts o f continuing support
without ‘repeat selling’ on our part.

Just like the business where the continued selling

and marketing o f products is most often contingent upon relationships between
individuals as buyer and seller, so we have discovered in FIT that progress will be
hindered unless there is a constant effort at maintaining these critical relationships. To
this end I have worked out with the FIT CEO a continuing rota for visits by himself and
other FIT persormel to all o f the important players in the process together with a format
for those meetings which includes highlighting the benefits that the FIT process brings
to them. This sustaining o f relationships, which is a key factor in ensuring the ongoing
progress of FIT, operates at the three levels of the research/practice, first-, second- and
third-persons. I continue and am faithful to my practice o f networking with individuals
and tapping resources (Waddock and Post, 1991); at the second-person level, while
there is considerable scope for relationship-building work, there is a necessity to
practice it with deliberation and plarming, and in a conscious effort to enhance and
strengthen the process.

For instance, the most recent addition to the FIT Board - the

senior executive from AIB bank - came about through a planned introduction by a
mutual friend o f mine in the bank (first-person) followed up by a visit to him by the
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CEO o f FIT and m yself to tell the FIT story (second-person). His enthusiasm for the
project, coupled with his position at AIB bank, may well be a telling influence in the
next phase of FIT.

Third-person efforts at sustaining relationships will be in the wider

fora o f corporations and government departments and their agencies.

Development of

a ‘public persona’ for the project is a necessary if slow and painstaking task.

5.

Maintaining Entrepreneurial Thrust: FIT will maintain its entrepreneurial thrust

so long as it remembers to continually embrace change and to remain innovative and
creative.

The move to get closer to AIB bank through its head o f personnel, described

above, could prove to be one such innovation for the next phase.
not have movement and thrust it is stagnant.

If the process does

That movement and thrust is, however,

towards a more equal society, challenging deprivation and disadvantage and using the
best means available to do so.

Those means for the FIT process have been the

powerful combination of an appropriate action research methodology and a relevant
social entrepreneurship.

That they were appropriate and relevant is amply testified by

the voices of the long-term unemployed and the employers as referred to earlier.

11.2 FIT as a Learning Process

The project that is FIT was conceived through the combination o f the practical
experiences o f the work at the BJC and the reflection on those experiences mediated
through the structured form of the MPP and subsequent dissertation at IMI/Trinity
College. The dissertation was a means to an end, i.e. constructing a new project.
exercise did not produce a model, but rather it suggested a shape.

That

The dynamic at the

heart o f the project is action and then research on that action. It is supremely an action
research venture and for that reason I am uncomfortable with the word ‘model’. Model
has connotations o f something tried out, adaptations being made and then becoming
static.

It conveys the notion at least o f a formula, which in this instance could suggest

that after all these experiences o f the last twenty years in particular I am in possession
o f a set of instructions that, if followed, will help resolve persistent social problems.

I am more comfortable with the description o f FIT as a ‘process’ rather than a model,
since process captures that sense o f movement and interaction at the core o f action
research.

Learning is then experienced as continual engagement (Marshall, 2001) not
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doled out in static lumps.

As time moves on I understand more clearly the process

nature and the action research practice that stimulates and regenerates the FIT project
(Gummesson, 2000).

For example, in the opening quotation above from my M.Sc.

dissertation, I note the absence of the government from the vision moving into reality,
in the future shape of the project that I was proposing back in 1997. However, as we
have recalled in Chapter Nine, the subsequent practices o f action and reflection in 1998
and 1999 brought the government into a central and pivotal role in the whole process.
That was very appropriate.

Lest we forget what the purpose o f all o f this effort is -

action learning, dissertation, action research, thesis - it is to contribute to a more just
and equal society and in particular to alleviate social exclusion in Ireland (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001).

Within the FIT process we are aware that we possess an enormous quantity of
knowledge in relation to disadvantaged communities and how they are structured, in
relation to employers and how they perceive social exclusion, in relation to government
and how it develops policies to grapple with social problems, and especially in relation
to a social entrepreneurial way o f addressing these same issues. The insight then is that
swirling around and within this dynamic FIT process o f industry, government and
community interests, co-ordinated and facilitated by a small team, there is a continual
stream of knowledge being generated and learning being absorbed by way o f first-,
second- and third person research/practices.

It is capturing this knowledge, ensuring

that insights are not lost by writing them down and later re-visiting them that marks out
the uniqueness o f the project.

Fit is a learning and practice organisation.
core to its work, which is why the current

The practice o f action research remains
Saturday reflections are taken up with how

to put to more effective use on behalf o f the disadvantaged and the excluded the
knowledge and learning we have acquired, especially over the course o f the last four
years.

How we have engaged with that learning is equally relevant, as is how we have

processed the new knowledge. We know that since the starting position in the Autumn
o f 1998 at the headquarters o f the IDA we have engaged in a new form o f dialogue with
the parties to the process on the question o f the long-term unemployed; with the
government on the need to support a creative initiative, with the employers encouraging
them to see this group as a new stream o f recruitment and with the local communities
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and the long-term unemployed themselves on their innate abilities to be productive and
to make a real contribution to society.

More important still is that we at FIT have

facilitated new forms o f dialogue between these parties.

The government have been

impressed with the strong and enthusiastic leadership afforded by the employers to the
project. They even seemed surprised by the level o f this support towards the end o f the
first phase, which coincided with a downturn for the IT industry.

For their part the

employers enthused more about the project as time progressed, as they met and
witnessed the obvious development of long-term unemployed persons and as they
identified more with the business and entrepreneurial way o f addressing the problem,
as Chapter Eight shows, they were experiencing some level o f transformation.

The

long-term unemployed and their local communities discovered through the FIT process
new opportunities for relating to government and to employers in the shape of
presentations, workshops and structured interviews.

There is a very real sense in which we do not know where this learning and knowledge
will lead us. We are forever open to new possibilities, because to be otherwise is to risk
being unavailable for learning. That said, there are some performance tests but even
these, from the experience o f the first few years, should be open to review. The test for
the first phase was that a substantial number o f long-term unemployed persons
trained for a secure job in the IT or related industry.
person seeks employment.

be

However not every unemployed

This confirms the heterogeneity within the group of

disadvantaged job-seekers as was also found by Leisering and Leibfried (1999) in their
study o f social welfare recipients in Germany.

W hat the process o f FIT is enabling for

m yself and the FIT CEO in particular is deeper insights into the issue o f poverty and
exclusion in general, and a better and more clear understanding o f how long-term
unemployment is related to and part of the wider world o f serious social disadvantage.

11.3 Roundtable on FIT Going Forward

The recent addition to the FIT Board o f Directors at AIB agreed to host the June 2003
meeting o f the Board. This was a meeting specially convened for the purpose o f an
open forum discussion on the place of FIT within a changing environment for business
in general and for the IT industry in particular.

The meeting was also attended by the

Assistant Secretary o f the DETE (the highest level government official with
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responsibility for unemployment) who was there in an observer capacity. (This reflects
the continuing government departmental ambivalence on appointing members of the
FIT Board, originally agreed in 1999). The facilitator commenced the session by asking
each employer present to give her/his reason for being engaged to the FIT process, why
they saw it as being relevant and whether they proposed to continue their involvement.
All of the responses were emphatically positive concerning current and fiiture
engagement, reflecting the tone o f the interviews reported in Chapter Eight. When the
Assistant Secretary was invited to make an observation he responded by saying now
‘fascinated’ he was to hear the comments o f such a group discussing social exclusion
and long-term unemployment in particular. He said at one point: “What you are doing,
and what you have already achieved, could have much wider impact for government
policy. You should make sure that you continue to relate and press these issues at the
highest government levels” (minutes o f FIT Board Meeting, 11**’ June 2003). This
comment reinforces the points made in Chapter Nine on the government’s resistance to
be a part o f the process, but at the same time, confirms the impact o f the work.

It was clear from both the response o f the Assistant Secretary and his body language
that he was very impressed by the declaration of commitment by an employer group to
contribute to redressing a social problem. The fact that this discussion was taking place
in the boardroom o f Ireland’s largest bank - AIB - was not without relevance. Not for
the first time in the evolution o f the FIT process a government official was somewhat
taken aback by the intensity o f the employer commitment and their willingness to
engage on the issue.

And not for the first time either did the significance of the

independent FIT company seem to elude the government, shown in their continued
reluctance to become members o f the Board. My own reflection on this is that
government people are by nature supremely content-oriented, model I in behaviour
pattems (Argyris, 1993), and that learning by way of process and model II pattems is
mostly foreign to them.

Therefore the potential for learning by government personnel

from the FIT process was largely blocked at the root by their own behaviour pattems.
The outcome is often the limited but necessary relationship that we discussed in
Chapter Nine.

What I was very conscious and aware o f at the Bankcentre meeting was the clash of
these two different pattems o f behaviour and o f relating them to the FIT process.
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employers for their part had engaged with and come through a process that linked their
own second-person research/practice activities in a supportive fashion with the first, and
second-person practices of myself and the FIT CEO. This meeting had a strong secondperson dynamic.

On the other hand government personnel, as represented in this

instance by Assistant Secretary, were largely resistant to this process and, as a
consequence, they were being continually surprised by the presence, attitude and
commitment of the employer group.

Therefore when we speak o f learning by and with

the government in the process we are speaking o f a different level and quality of
learning than that experienced by the employer group as reflected in the descriptions in
Chapter Eight and the related appendices. In terms o f the process as a whole the
learning by the government was no less important, but it was different.

Employers are

engaged at the three levels of head, heart and gut, have worked closely with m yself in
terms o f my first-person research/practice thus enabling natural progression to secondperson practice, while government personnel generally are engaged only at the cerebral
level o f influencing policy. As was noted in Chapter Nine persistence is required to
break down this resistance to second-person dialogue on the part o f government in this
process.

Recognising the difference in the quality o f this engagement (as compared

with employers) is critical, and challenge, with patience, is required. W ithout challenge
their involvement will be characterised more by the impersonal quality o f a large and
diffuse organisation. But the very survival o f the FIT process testifies to the important
second-person interventions by government at certain times, especially following small
group meetings with employers.

Wliat surprised the Assistant Secretary at the AIB Bankcentre meeting, in the
contributions o f the employers to the discussion, was their almost emotional attachment
to the process. This attachment I see as an outcome of the more intense second and
third-person engagement by employers.

It is also more characteristic o f the employer

group - as referred to earlier - that they relate personally when dealing with and making
decisions (Ehringer, 2001).

The challenge for us in the FIT process during the current

phase is to convert the ‘fascination’ and admiration o f the employers by the Assistant
Secretary into a willingness by government persormel to become less resistant to the
process nature o f FIT and more open to the consequent opportunities provided for
extensive learning.

Allied to this there is the need for a change fi-om the model I

pattern on their part that: “ ...craft their positions, evaluations, and attributions in ways
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that inhibit inquiries into them and tests of them with others’ logic” (Argyris, 1993:52).
Part of the effort must be to continue to encourage and challenge government
departments (evident in how FIT dealt with the evaluators’ report) to move to a model II
behaviour characterised by “ ...valid information, informed choice, and vigilant
monitoring o f the implementation o f the choice in order to detect and correct error”
(Argyris, 1993:55).

In summary, therefore, there has been some valuable leaming by all in and by the FIT
process. Government policy has been influenced and some changes made in favour of
the disadvantaged, most notably by the continuing support for the process.

The

potential for flirther leaming by government maybe one o f the more notable
achievements for the first phase o f the FIT process as represented by the challenges and
queries raised for them by the intensity of the employer engagement. The unremitting
commitment o f employers will continue to affect the more peripheral stance o f the
government.

11.4 FIT - Diversity in Action Research Practice

FIT breaks new ground both as a project and as an action research practice.

The

project that is FIT is entrepreneurial in the manner o f its innovation and its capacity for
embracing change (Drucker, 1985).
accommodating

government

It is also unique in the breadth o f its activity

departments,

multinational

corporations

and

disadvantaged communities with a common focus on a persistent social problem.
an action research process FIT is multidisciplinary.

local
As

It reflects a number o f the features

from the family o f action research practices which has developed over recent decades.

Because o f the potential for transformation within the process, its action research
lineage, the straddling nature o f its activities across diverse communities, the work of
Reason and Torbert (2001) and Torbert (2001) and in particular their treatment o f first second - and third-person research practice, come closest to providing an overarching
theory for the evolution of the FIT process over a twenty year period.

The practices of

FIT also finds echoes in Reason and Bradbury’s (2001: 1-12) definitional sense of
action

research

as

being

about

“practical
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concern” ....a n d .... “ ...in the search o f a better, freer world” ...., ...in ... “ ...Hberating
the muted voices o f those held down by class structures and...by poverty”.

The FIT

project also, with its focus on improving the social condition o f poorer people by
making them ready for employment, measures up to the authors’ dictum that the express
purpose o f human inquiry is the ‘flourishing o f life’.

The FIT experience and practice also links with the Gustavsen’s (2001:22) relationship
theory of bringing organisations together that results in “ ...an improved capacity for
developing ideas...creating a rich landscape of different institutions...that enter into
fruitful and complementary relationships with each other”.

It also echoes Fals Borda

(2001: 27-37) where he defines participatory (action) research as “ ...a complex of
attitudes that would give meaning to our phrases in the field, which is not just a quest
for knowledge” ...but, “ ...also a transformation of individual attitudes and values,
personality and culture, an altruistic process”.

The experiences and processes o f FIT

would reflect Pasmore (2001: 38-47), writing on action research in the workplace and
recommending that a paradigm shift should: “ ...elevate environmental and community
issues above the creation o f wealth as the primary concern”. They also reflect Gaventa
and Cornwall (2001:70-80) writing on relationships betw^een power and knowledge
within participatory research (P/R), and their claim that P/R is not just “ ...a tool for
mobilizing the powerless against the powerful, this approach takes a more nuanced
view, to explore how participatory methods can facilitate change at multiple levels,
among multiple actors.”

FIT, in its construction and research practice is also in line with Levin and Greenwood’s
(2001:103-113) statement that: “ ...action research is not only scientific, but it insists on
much stronger criteria and processes for creating new knowledge. Not only must the
theories pass the acid test o f being negotiated by the involved parties, but the knowledge
must also pass the test o f creating workable solutions to real-life problems”.

This

testing and negotiating, the creation o f new knowledge and endeavouring to find the
solution to a social problem echoes the daily struggle and activity within the FIT
process.
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Friedman (2001:159-170) writing on action science also reflects the FIT experience in
describing the four distinguishing features o f the science, I) creating communities o f
inquiry within communities o f practice; 2) building 'theories in practice

3) combining

interpretation with ‘rigorous ’ testing, and 4) creating alternatives to the status quo in
light o f values freely chosen by social actors. Through the Saturday reflections o f the
FIT CEO and myself, the development o f the co-operative inquiry group within the
process and the focused development o f the FIT project, suggests a similar shape.

In

its first- and second-person practices in particular FIT also reflects what Friedman calls
the “ ...essence o f action science” which is the ability to “(i) treat one’s knowledge o f a
situation as hypotheses rather than fact and (ii) actively test these hypotheses through
inquiry and action”.

Friedman (2001:162) also suggests “ ... action science testing

depends largely on the participants’ willingness and ability to formulate their claims in
ways which leave them open to being proven wrong.” I believe this is foundational as a
principle for the action researcher, the need to be humble. I do not mean humble as
characterised by Charles Dickens’ Uriah Heep, but more in the sense o f the w ord’s
Latin root, humus meaning ground or earth. In other words not getting above yourself
For instance, a number o f the assumptions which the co-operative inquiry group tested
in their second-person research practice were disconfirmed (Coghlan and Brannick,
2001). The national training agency, for example, were not totally against the project; it
was proven possible to influence employers to have a real concern for social issues; the
current government were often more willing to deal with the employers’ own issues
than the problem o f the lack o f social cohesion; all o f the long-term unemployed did not
want employment, some o f them were interested only in the training, and still some
more o f them preferred to manage their situation themselves (Leisering and Leibfried,
1999).

Hall (2001: 171-179) in his contribution on participatory research is suggestive o f the
FIT experience when he states: “Participatory research is fundamentally a discourse
about the role o f knowledge and learning within the varieties o f struggles in our
communities for respect, fairness, a living wage, health for our fam ilies...” and again,
“participatory research from my perspective is a process that is biased in favour o f the
least powerful. It is not a neutral process of stakeholder consultations.” This echoes the
bias o f the FIT mission and process on improving the condition o f an excluded group in
society, the long-term unemployed. To conclude the point with Hall, “the beneficiaries
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o f the research are the members o f the community..., and the researcher is a committed
participant in the process of research, i.e. a mihtant rather than a detached observer”.
My immersion and learning in Ballymun, as set out in Chapter Three, bears out this
latter point.

FIT is also reflected in Heron and Reason (2001: 179-188) writing on co-operative
inquiry:
A co-operative inquiry cycles through four phases o f reflection and action:Phase 1 - a group of co-researchers come together to explore an agreed area of
human activity.
Phase 2 - the co-researchers now also become co-subjects and observe and
record the process and outcomes o f their own and each other’s action and
experience.
Phase 3 - is in some ways the touchstone of the inquiry m ethod...they may
develop a degree of opermess to what is going on so free o f preconceptions that
they see it in a new way.
Phase 4 - after an agreed period in Phases 2 and 3 the co-researchers re
assemble to share - in both presentational and prepositional forms - their
practical and experimental data and to consider their original ideas in the light of
it.
The above is suggestive of the second-person research/practice within the FIT process,
the regular meetings and longer off-site sessions o f a small team that was at the heart of
the process and was a principal source o f knowledge-creation and learning (see
Appendix I). Also some of the dynamics o f the learning within the FIT process are
reflected in Heron and Reason’s discussion and comparison o f the Apollonian and
Dionysian “inquiry cultures” with the former as “rational, linear and systematic”, and
the latter is seen as “imaginal expressive and diffuse”, while the “effective inquiry will
have some elements of both cultures”.

In our co-operative inquiry group meetings at

off-site venues we deliberately created the space for the “imaginal, expressive and
diffuse” because otherwise the force of so much activity would have driven out all
creative possibilities.

Handy (1995) develops this relationship o f Greek Gods to

management in some more detail.
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Martin (2001: 200-208) writing on “large group processes as action research” mirrors a
part of what is going on in the FIT process in her discussion on transformative learning
(quoting Mezirow, 1991):
This third fo rm o f learning is dependent on a reflective review o f what we have
learned in the past or know and an opermess to question whether our premises
and assumptions are warranted. In action research, reflection leads to uncovering
of new interpretations and perspectives. As participants, they are invited to
challenge prior beliefs and understandings and reframe what they know. This
new knowledge fosters action to bring social reality into alignment with what is
understood.
The ‘what is understood’ point in the FIT process, as reflected in Martin, is when an
issue or discussion item has been processed through the first- and second-person
research practice stages to the third-person and interweaving stage (Reason and Torbert,
2001) when the potential to ‘bring social reality into alignment’ is at its highest.

FIT may also reflect some o f the features o f Community Action Research as described
by Senge and Scharmer (2001: 238-249) by “leveraging progress in individual
organisations through cross-institutional links so as to sustain transformative changes
that otherwise would die out”.

The completion of the first phase o f FIT in 2002 saw

the knowledge creation and action research practices as the key factors for development
throughout the second phase (2002-2005).

The practice o f action inquiry as described by Torbert, (2001:250-260) sketches a
landscape o f integrity for the FIT process in terms o f first-, second- and third-person
research/practice.

The opening claim that “action inquiry is inspired by the primitive

sense that all our actions...are in fact also inquiries and conversely...that all our
inquiries...are in fact also actions”, suggests both a practical and philosophical basis for
our work. This claim speaks powerfully to my own experience o f engagement with the
FIT process since the beginning. It is followed by the statement, under first-person
research/practice that “ ...o n e ’s whole life with others aspires towards a continual living
inquiry”. And this statement together with the following sentences, “Daily rituals can
serve as reminders in first-person research practice.

One kind o f reminder is a set time

for meditative exercises”, links to the origins o f the FIT process which I have elsewhere
traced to the Spiritual Exercises practices in my early years at Goldstar Meats.
Although I did not name it at the time I was engaged in a continual first-person action
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inquiry then which eventually led to the creation of the FIT project. A core practice of
second-person action inquiry adopted by the FIT group is that of publicly testing
assumptions.

On third-person research/practice Torbert comments that “ ...one o f the

key characteristics o f successful third-person research / practice is that it is an action
inquiry leadership practice that presupposes first- and second-person research / practice
on the part of the leadership” . This comment has strong echoes for the FIT experience.
In the descriptions o f the origins o f the BJC leading to the innovative projects there, and
then on to the launch o f FIT, the linkage across first-, second- and third-person
research/practice has been well established, from the frequent meditative practices and
Saturday reflections through to the preparatory sessions with the employers before
meetings with the government.

In all of those activities combined the FIT process

reflected many o f the practices o f action research.

Timothy Pyrch and Maria Teresa Castillo (2001:375-385), writing on Participatory
Action Research (PAR), and on the process o f capturing new knowledge from this, say:
“If we force it, it will disappear, but if we approach its diversity and complexity with an
open spirit o f humility, a willingness to be permeated, that new knowledge also reveals
itself to us”.

They then go on to speak about this humility which I believe to be

ftindamental for the action researcher and which I have, in relation to the evolution of
the FIT process, continually tried to understand, grasp and practice throughout. They
say: “Humility helps us to grow, to listen, to share and to know how to give and how to
receive.

It teaches us how to create a knowledge that is ‘ours’, not ‘yours’ or ‘m ine’ -

to create not only a ‘you’ or ‘m e’ but a ‘we’.
the more able we are to listen” .

We remember that the more open we are,

They go on fiirther to make the point about the fiision

o f academic research and knowledge from the community which is at the heart o f the
FIT process: “Our goal was to unite knowledge generated by academic research with
knowledge generated by the community to resolve problems the community identified
as being the most important ones to solve”.

While these words do not encapsulate the

totality of the FIT experience they do reflect its origins in Ballymun in particular
coupled with the academic work o f the MPP at Trinity College and our subsequent
resolve to remain focused on the needs o f the long-term unemployed throughout the
Dublin region.
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Pyrch and Castillo (2001:384) go on to outline what they call ‘practical lessons about
PAR’. They give seven o f these.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

They are:

That the project is essentially practical;
... it honours all forms of knowledge;
.. .it is based on trust;
.. .that it has a sense of community;
.. .that PAR builds self-awareness;
.. .that it demands time;
...and finally, that at all times we are required to translate knowledge into
action.

Given that the FIT process, for the most part, aligns with these features it may be
suggested that it is essentially a PAR project.

However, to name the process as such

risks a limitation in the understanding o f the broad-based nature o f its work, particularly
with respect to active government and industry involvement, and to convey the
impression that FIT is only a bottom-up community alliance. FIT is attempting to be
both bottom-up and top-down: to link deprivation and wealth-creation.

Judi Marshall (2001: 433-439), writing on self-reflective inquiry practices, reflects my
own first-person experience with the FIT process when she speaks o f ‘inner and outer
arcs of attention’ and especially when she states: “The rhythm and discipline o f moving
back and forth between action and reflection in some way or another seems to generate
its own momentum”.

It also, I believe, enables a more holistic dynamic which links

personal values, appropriate actions and the desire for ongoing learning that can lead to
redressing social imbalance, all of which can be pursued within the FIT process.

Bradbury and Reason (2001:447-455) detail what they term “issues as choice-points and
questions for quality in action research” . In relation to the eight o f these which follow I
believe that the FIT process can claim a reasonable level o f performance:

FIT is:
1.

Explicit in developing a praxis o f relational development:

This is evident in the way it has brought together all o f the participants in the
process, the long-term unemployed, the government, the employers, state training
agencies and local communities and also in creating and working the structures
which enables the development of these relationships. And more importantly it is
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the manner in which it has named, fostered, stimulated and facilitated the activities
of partnership and collaboration in pursuit o f a common agreed objective.

Guided by reflexive concern fo r practical outcomes:

2.

Shown in the primary focus o f the FIT organisation to train and place long-term
unemployed persons in secure jobs and by this also being the emphasis in the work
of the co-operative inquiry group and the Saturday reflections o f the CEO and
myself.

3.

Inclusive o f a plurality o f knowing:

This is reflected in the variety o f knowledge being generated between and within the
participants and groups in the process, and additionally through the academic work
of the MPP process and the consistent efforts to capture and use this knowledge to
enable further developments. Also in the manner, conduct and facilitation o f the
process that has generated awareness to the ‘four ways o f knowing’ of Reason and
Torbert (2001:13).

4.

Ensuring conceptual theoretical integrity:

This by way o f the practice o f action science, publicly testing assumptions and
adopting a model II theory o f action (Argyris and Schon, 1996). The habits
developed over a long period o f years, in particular through the Saturday reflections
and the co-operative inquiry group at Ballymun guarantee an inquiring and robust
treatment o f new knowledge and treating it, in the first instance, “ ...as hypothesis
rather than facts...” (Friedman, 2001:169).

5.

Embracing ways o f knowing beyond the intellect:

The practice o f bringing employers face to face with the long-term unemployed thus
facilitating changes in perception o f both parties is an example o f this, as is the
practice within the process o f creating opportunities for the different players to
‘taste’ and ‘feel’ the reality of disadvantage and poverty.

6.

Intentionally choosing appropriate research methods:

The use of the Saturday reflections and the formation o f the co-operative inquiry
group as first- and second-person research/practices which directly influenced the
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subsequent direction o f the FIT project are examples o f this, also in choosing the
action learning M.Sc as the appropriate second-person structure within which to
develop the concept that became FIT.

7.

Worthy o f the term significant:

While this may be suggested by the Taoiseach’s description o f FIT as “a model of
best practice”, and in the assertion o f the former CEO o f the IDA that it was the
“best project of its type” that he had ever seen, its enduring significance lies in the
fact that to date 2,500 disadvantaged persons have been positively affected by the
process.

8.

Emerging towards a new and enduring infrastructure:

The FIT concept has already attracted the attention o f policy makers in Vancouver,
Canada, Naples, Italy and in some east European countries. In addition the decision
by the Irish government in 2003 to support its continuance anddevelopment
major vote of confidence in the potential of the process.Coupled

is a

with the

convictions of the employer conmiunity that FIT represents an ideal vehicle for
corporate social responsibility (evidenced in the interviews reported in Chapter
Eight), this emergence towards an enduring infrastructure is evident in a desire by
those involved for stronger, more permanent structures within the period o f the
second phase (2002-2005).

As an action research project established over a lengthy time span and now with a wide
and growing acceptance FIT confirms the claim of Bradbury and Reason (2001:449)
that: “Action research is a potent orientation to change and transformation” . For, at its
root, FIT attempts to redress social inequality and injustice in the world by confronting
one example o f the pathology o f poverty and exclusion in one region and, by way o f an
action research process, constructing a framework which has potential for application in
other regions o f the world and to counter other strains o f this pathology.

In addition

FIT recognises the emergent quality of action research (Bradbury and Reason, 2001)
and through this has discovered the relevance of different methods from within the
family o f action research practices at different stages o f the evolution of the process that
became FIT.

The experience has been a mix and blend of silent reflection, a

cacophony o f voices, interaction and dance through a swirl of activity with an
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underlying co-ordination calculated to produce a desired result.

While agreeing with

Bradbury and Reason (2001: 453) that; “action research in all its forms is a long term,
evolutionary form of inquiry”, we must link this observation with another from the
same chapter which is “the issue of accessing self-inquiry that pushes us always to ask
about the values we hold and the value of the work with which we engage” (2001: 452).
They remain the daily underlying questions in relation to

my first-person

research/practice and in relation to all of us involved in the FIT process. The tension
that this observation suggests will be felt - must be felt - throughout the process. For
persistence in asking that question of myself, and others asking it of themselves,
“ ...about the values we hold and about the value of the work with which we engage”,
will consistently challenge the integrity of our first-, second- and third-person
research/practices and of their interweaving nature, and lead to a more healthy process.

11.5 Conclusion

In coming to the end of this thesis I am very conscious of my continuing role in the FIT
process. Just as the M.Sc. programme in 1997 was foundational in the creation of FIT
so my sense is that this Ph.D journey of the last several years also may be significant in
bringing FIT to the next stage. What concrete form that will take I do not know. What
I do know is that this academic journey will make a contribution to that next stage.
What I do know is that there has been an integrity in the journey pattern from at least
the 1982 Spiritual Exercises through the Ballymun experiences, the MPP and on to the
launch of FIT.

What I do know is that my first-person inquiries, allied to second and

third-person practices, will continue to inform, influence and facilitate the decisions for
that next stage.

The process that is FIT does not stop because I am writing this thesis.

The discussion

forum at the June 2003 FIT Board Meeting stimulated thinking among employers on the
next stage. It also stimulated my own thinking as a first-person inquirer, my continuing
contribution to the process and how that may relate post thesis.

In reflecting on the

forum discussion and my own contribution, I have begun to experience feelings similar
to the end of the M.Sc. process in 1997. In other words, I have begun to vision a shape
of an enlarged organisation for the FIT process; a shape that accommodates the action
piece and the research piece in a stronger and more structured form. This would be an
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organisation for action and research, the two elements interdependent but ftised as well,
with appropriate levels of energy applied to both and with the focus on redressing social
imbalance by mobilising the powerful forces in society.

I emphasise that this is vision

at this stage. But it is a vision that is, in some respects at least, the product o f the
writing of this thesis.

For that reason alone it may be worthy o f pursuit.

Because this

thesis is also part o f that process o f co-creation, in my view. If that vision were to lead
to “ ...the flourishing of life, the life of human persons, o f human com m unities...”
(Reason and Bradbury, 2001:10) in greater numbers by continuing the work o f FIT,
then the writing o f this thesis would have been very worthwhile.

Finally, 1 am convinced that the framework which I propose, if honestly, faithfiilly and
patiently put together, has the potential to combat and alleviate social ills domestically
and internationally.

It calls for a first-person inquirer who is values-driven which is

linked in time with a wider co-operative inquiry group and a variety o f second- and
third-person research practices; this is followed by an independent company which will
both co-ordinate the process and ensure that learning is facilitated and maintained
within it; marketing as an ability and skill will be fostered in recognition o f the ongoing
necessity to persuade diverse groups, including participants, on a regular basis about the
relevance of the project and its objectives; related to this is the need to have a plan for
sustaining relationships; and in order to ensure continuity there will be the constant need
to remain quintessentially entrepreneurial, searching for and embracing change.

With

this type of framework, and by these means, social poverty and social disadvantage in
the world can be successfully addressed.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
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FIT - Forming a Co-operative Inquiry Group
Extract From:
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FIT - A CASE STUDY FOR ADDRESSING A PERSISTENT
SOCIAL PROBLEM
PATRICK NOLAN

School o f Business Studies, University o f Dublin,
Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland.
nolanD&indiso. ie
Second-person research/practice
the FIT process, those whose job
the process encompasses five
employers and two state-training

- In addition to myself, there are three other principal ‘actors’ in
it is to ensure everything works. This is an onerous task given that
government departments, eleven local communities, fifty IT
agencies.

These three are the CEO o f FIT and co-originator of the concept with myself; the programme
manager for FIT, with responsibility for organising the training and placement o f LTU candidates;
and the current manager o f the BJC and co-ordinator for the eleven LESN areas, from which FIT
candidates are drawn.
Early in 2001 this team o f four decided to form ourselves into a co-operative inquiry group,
(Heron, 1996). At the beginning o f this process o f inquiry the group proposed to itself;
>

From the project and process to discover what is being learned from this experience?

>

To inquire into how we facilitate and enable this learning?

>

To explain the potential this learning may have for application in other areas.

The group then agreed a launching statement for itself (see attached) covering areas such as the
purpose of the group, the action plan for the first phase, data generation and time-frames (Heron,
1996, p.75).
The initial phase
o f our inquiry group spanned four months, and involved four formal meetings.
For the purposes
o f illustration this paper will focus only on this phase. For each o f the four
meetings we posed for ourselves particular questions, covering our individual perception and
meaning of what our experience o f the project was and how they might have changed through the
period; also we posed for ourselves what were the characteristics o f the project, what works and
does not work and whether a model could be constructed from this? Finally, we examined what
was it that held the project together, and did it have sustainability? By agreement, I facilitated the
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meetings. The overall sense - agreed by the group - was that we were involved in a “mutually
transforming action inquiry” (Torbert, 2001, p. 254).
The following in summary is what emerged from the process, that the proiect:is visionary and value-driven;
had a long gestation period (12 years);
is a fiasion o f efforts and experiences ranging across individuals & groups;
can influence mainstream government policies;
has changed recruitment criteria of employers;
is influencing values in industry;
has gained international recognition;
is being constantly re-shaped by its experiences;
is characterised by uncertainty and confusion, related to the level at which partners
will engage or not engage;
challenges the status quo concerning those distant from the labour market;
relies for its progress on the ability o f the core group to drive the process;
recognises the inter-dependency of the partners in the process as the axis upon which
it moves, stalls or stops;
has the outline and shape o f a model, but it may be too early to speak of transfer;
contains two key factors in the model; a social entrepreneur in a leadership role, and
a separate company to drive the process;
will continue to grow by a combination o f effort, including staying with the vision,
and developing strategies from it, continually learning from the experience by way
of research inquiry and constant review, and ensuring adequate resources.
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A Co-operative Inquiry for the FIT process
Launching Statement:
A. The purpose of this inquiry is:
1.
From the Fit project and process to discover what is being learned from this experience.
2.
To enquire into how we facilitate and able this learning
3.
To explain the potential this learning may have for application in other areas.
Note: This statement is deliberately broad. There are many kinds of learning going on in FIT; we may
wish, through discussion, to become more precise as to our purpose and how we may wish it to unfold.
B. Action Plan for First Phase
What information will be gathered?
How will it be gathered?
Divergent or convergent in action?

To be agreed
at each session

Part of the project, or all of the project?
C. Data Generation
Recording actions/interventions
Keeping descriptive notes
Letters - minutes - memos —reports
Primary purpose of data generation is information on one’s own actions
Memory of events/issues
Agree presentational methods
D. Time Frames
Agreement on purpose and Action Plan
=
Information gathering and inquiry
=
Presentation of learning and results of first phase meeting

Reminder at
each session

2 meetings
2 meetings

N ote: The method being adopted is that of action learning cycles; what we leam from the first phase
will determine how we approach the second phase.
Participants
Michael Creedon, Peter Davitt, George Ryan and Pat Nolan.

4^ January, 200 L

l3acRground N otes fo r B allym u n p a r ticip a n ts O n ly

Agenda for Meeting on 7 October 1998

Agenda Item

Purpose/Details

Presenter/
participants

1. Introduction
• Define the purpose of the Group
• Outline participants

Welcome group and introduce the Ballymun Team (including the team
members who will join later meetings).
Purpose of Group - Present again briefly the slide ‘Our Proposal to this
Group’.

Pat Nolan
Peter Davitt

2. Structure
• Formalise the Chair, Secretariat, Schedule
of Meetings.

Chair will be from Industry ( to be followed up after the meeting) and
Ballymun will provide the Secretariat.

Pat Nolan to lead
discussion

Plan to have 6 fixed meetings ( discuss suitable times) and 2 floating.
Location IDA/Other? May need to have sub-groups.
3. Industry Needs Identification
Show summary slide based on the Expert group on Future Skills Report
and how it supports our proposal.
Outline how we want to be ‘Industry Driven’ and present a draft
questionnaire on Skills shortage for review by industry participants. Invite
inputs from industry participants on how to link to more IT companies to
survey their skills shortage.
Explain the need for Ballymun participants to meet companies for an indepth discussion on their skills needs and the kind of novel solution we
can develop

George Ryan
Peter Davitt to
initiate. Then Pat
Nolan to chair to
make sure the
Industry
Participants get
invol ved/engaged

APPENDIX n

• Review of Industry Studies on skills
shortages.
• Develop a skills needs questionnaire
• Linkage to wider industry group
• Schedule follow up visits

Extract from Naples Community Agreement
A PPEN D IX m

Comune di Napoli
Servizio per i Rapporti con Unione Europea e Organismi Internazionali

D e t e r m in a t io n

of

/

/2003

Award o f professional advice contract
to FIT Ltd. located at
I_____________________________________ . The contract is for “Professional Advice” for
lie EQUAL FIT (Naples) - Action 2, approved by G.M. deed n° 3652 of 17 October 2002 and
Ibrthe duration of the project that should expire on 15 April 2005.
Subject

riinded by item 7951 o f Budget 2002 titled FIT - Professional Advice - Cod. Int. 1010803 - Cost
'entern. 80, Responsibility Centre 133 ; in the amount of Euro 24.789,93.

ReceiN -i by Budget Office

Registered in general index

Prot. n. and date

date

n.

*^ice Manager

^MISES

1
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^itb decision o f Junta n° 3652 o f 17 October 02, o f
_____ n . ________'
effective
jjjjQiediately,
been decided that the funds are available for the FIT 1 project FIT with the
jstablishing c ^
.opriations and collections
Qji 17 July 2002 the Campania Region Vocational Guidance Sector, has informed that the
phase 2 has started .

Vi^ith the Statement of 11 October 2002, the Executive Committee of the Project made up by
fjpresentatives of local partners, has required the “Professional Advice” o f FIT Ltd.
(jcilitated by MR Peter DAVITT, CEO, FIT Dublin, that applies the policy to include the
exclusion or “possible exclusion” o f bodies from the labour market in the ICT sector, that has
generated the EQUAL policy o f the Municipality of Naples.
SEEN:
In particular

for what attains to the activities of “Professional Advice”, the same falls into
item 7.5.3.2. foreseen by the project named professional advice within the scope of the
activities provided for by the Municipality of Naples, for a budgeted amoimt equal to Euro
'114.034,00
—
C O N S ID E R L 'J

That Ireland stands in a Good Practice named “FIT - Fastrack to Information Technology”, an
experience started off in 1999 and addressed to a target of 2,500 disadvantaged players, in
accessing the IT sector and coming principally from disadvantage areas; this experience has
been presented by the Irish and English governments to the Council of Europe in Lisbon in
April 2000, as a unique intervention in its nature in respects to the issues o f job market and
social inclusion and has been inserted into the final Report of the Council.
. Since the early stages of the developmental phase of the Project proposal awaiting Finance
i^proval, the Dublin FIT organisation that realises the experience, has shown great interest in
wanting to collaborate in the initiative o f the project partnership EQUAL “FIT - Non
Traditional tracks for accessing ICT Industries”, offering their complete availability to
support the building of privileged relations with international firms, also present in Italy, and
jffiliated to FIT Dublin, for the purpose of facilitating the affiliation action of the enterprises
3nthe Neapolitan, territory operating in the ICT sector or that make ample use o f ICT to the
flTproject of: u r f^Iunicipal Administration.
fhat with th'f . ;ivailability FIT Dublin is capable o f executing that transfer o f Good practice
‘tich is at the base o f the work o f the EQUAL project o f the Municipal Administration, as
sdicated in Section 5.1 o f the Form for Action 2 approved and financed by the Campania

Region.
'

Mr. Peter DAVITT, o f the Irish FIT initiative, has actively participated in it since its
^eption and presently covers the role o f CEO of FIT Dublin, and has already demonstrated
■is ample availability to provide professional support in all the phases o f research and
^velopment of the Naples FIT project, for the purpose o f transferring Good Practice.

APPENDIX IV

fit
Special Board Meeting in Smartforce on Wed 20*** February 2002

Attendees: Mark Keane, Manus Hanratty, Tom Rourke, Kate McCarthy,
Elaine Stephen, Tony O'Dowd, Maria Campbell, Pat Nolan, Peter
Davitt.
Apologies; Ann Riordan, Michael O’Callaghan, Tim McCarthy, Una Halligan,
In Attendance: Mandy Creevy, George Ryan, Mick Creedon.

1.

Introductions

Manus Hanratty welcomed Board to special meeting to address draft Evaluation
Report.
Mick Creedon was also welcomed to the first section of the meeting to give his
perspective of the report from his point of view as an LESN Co-ordinator.
2.

Minutes

Minutes were read and accepted. Proposed by Pat Nolan and seconded by Peter
Davitt.
3.

Review of Draft Evaluation Report

The following is a presentation on the draft evaluation report given by Pat,
George and Peter.
Recap of the process
•

Board of FIT Ltd instigated evaluation

•

Sub-Group of Interdepartmental Group to oversee process included FIT

•

FIT excluded from selection and briefing of evaluators

•

Evaluators received full co-operation from FIT

FIT flagged concerns from outset and throughout actual evaluation

Positive findings of Report
•

FIT trained 2.5 times as many people as FAS did in IT in Dublin and will
place almost twice as many.

•

FIT focused much more on long-term unemployed / disadvantaged thaN
FAS (60% v*s 18%)

•

These findings do not appear anywhere in the conclusions nor inform any
of the recommendations.

•

The involvement of senior level representatives of the IT sector on the
Board of FIT and the significant contribution of a core group of affiliated
(25) companies to the development of the initiative is unprecedented.

•

The FIT Programme provides access to specific skills training and
progression opportunities to a target group, the majority of whom would
not otherwise have access.

•

The FIT Initiative has drawn a range of players, including government
departments and agencies, community organisations and industry to
work together to satisfy the objectives as outlined in the FIT Action Plan.

•

FIT Ltd is recognised as having played an important catalytic role in
galvanising support, managing the start-up process, working with
Industry, gaining support, building relationships, accessing placements,
drawing agencies together and lobbying government departments

•

Very high (88%) employer satisfaction with FIT Graduates

•

84% of employers encouraged to employ disadvantaged based on FIT
experience

•

Overall placement rate of 60%

•

81% placement rate for FIT FAS courses in Year 1

•

78% of participants rate the FIT training as highly relevant and use their
technical skills in employment.

•

89% of trainees who completed training received certification (additional
4% awaiting certification)
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•

86% of trainees would recommend FIT courses to other unemployed
people

•

Good gender balance of 54% male / 46% female

•

86% completion rate for Year 1

•

Tutors cited the challenge and reward of working with participants and
opportunity to link to other organisations

•

LESNs cited high level of confidence in the concept of FIT and see it as a
worthwhile progression opportunity for their clients

•

LESNs say FIT gives access to specific skills training and ultimately
employment that was not previously available to their clients

•

FIT Ltd management and staff exhibited a high level of interest in their
work and a determination to succeed even in the face of significant
resistance

•

Strong endorsement from employers of the continued need for FIT
programmes despite the current downturn

•

All twelve members of the FIT Board were firm in their conviction that
the programme should continue beyond the pilot phase at the
consultation with the evaluators at the Board Meeting on 30 “* January
2002 .

Negative findings of the Report
•

There were pockets of resistance encountered during the implementation
of the programme e.g. within the LESNs and FAS (totally minimised)

•

The evaluators would have concerns in relation to standards and quality
on some FIT courses

•

FIT has a moderate placement rate (60%) given the experience of other
IT initiatives such as Tramlines and Microsoft TEP and the specific skills
nature of training

•

Challenges for the FIT Initiative include achieving clarity over roles and
responsibilities across all agencies, organisation and departments
involved

•

FIT Ltd has influence but
it is reliant on effective
relationship build across all stakeholders

•

Placement rate for VEC courses cited as much lower than FAS (incorrect
analysis)

•

Participation rate of long term unemployed at 60% stated as much lower
than plan of 80% (strongly disagree, wrong analysis)

•

Placement rate of course categories stated as between 8% and 92%
(incorrect)

•

FIT participants have had varying experiences in areas such as standards
of teaching and levels of support from tutors, FIT Ltd and LESNs. Tutors
require greater clarity around roles and responsibilities and desire more
involvement, communication and support from FIT Ltd and training of
trainers.

•

The FIT Initiative represents poor value for money (no basis)

Conclusions of the Report
•

No longer an acute skills shortage in IT sector but there is arguably a
continued need for entry level employment

•

The FIT initiative represents poor value for money

•

Given the moderate levels of placement achieved and the drift from the
original target group it would not be wise to expand or extend the
programme during the downturn

•

There is significant learning from the pilot to inform continuing projects
or initiatives

Recommendations of the Report
•

Do not expand or extend at this point in time (some contradiction in
upskilling recommendation)

•

Continue the initiative without FIT Ltd, choice of disengagement of FIT
Ltd at September 2002 or December 2003

•

Retain Board but to meet twice a year

•

Move away from Public / Private Partnership to absorption into Public
Sector

Adherence of Report to Terms of Reference
•

Section 1 omitted (a) roles and input of government department and
agencies (b) the impact of FIT relative to the capacity of the current state
training structure.

•

Section 3 omitted from evaluators statement of reference. Section 3 not
adequately addressed within the document

Factual Errors in the Report
Underestimation of overall placement

60®/o should be 69%

Underestimation of internship rates

20% should be 31%

Underestimation of VEC placement rates

37% should be 56%
Year 1

Wrong definition of the target group - see Action Plan
Underestimation of LTU
80%+

48% / 60% should be

Misrepresentation of Tramlines Programme
Exaggerated cost for FIT Placement

€12.6k should be €8.8k

FAS cost comparison incorrect

€3.9k should be €8.5k

Placement rate (MCP) of inaccurate misleading 8®/o should be 60%
Year 2 40% should be 50% placements, 9% internship and 15% work in
progress
Underestimation of Board participation in placement and internship
activity
Cost comparison with TEP incorrect

€14.6k should be C19.1K

Inaccurate and Inadequate Analysis of Data in the Report
•

No comparison of FIT V’s FAS performance in provision of IT

•

Inadequate analysis of profile of participants on FIT V ’s FAS courses.
(60% V s 18% LTU)

•

Matrix material insufficiently analysed and misrepresents the
effectiveness of FIT Ltd - average rating 70% - 75%

•

Mismatch and misrepresentation of costs FIT V’s FAS costs

Omissions in the Report
•

No analysis on the role/ impact of government depts. / agencies

•

No analysis of the ^resistance^ experienced from certain agencies and no
corrective recommendations offered

•

No checking process on information gathered

•

FIT Board and Staff contribution weakly represented

•

Omission of the role FIT Executive Committee in C & Rs

•

Document totally disregards the maintaining role
undertaken by FIT Ltd within the C&Rs

(engine)

• No basis for conclusions and recommendations - contradictory
• No basis for statement that there is no longer a skills shortage or
requirement not presented

Lack of Information on the Methodology and its Application in the Report
•

No copies of survey questionnaire or semi-structured
interviews provided in Appendix.

•

No validation process apparent

•

Apparent misrepresentation of FIT role in surveys & informal interviews
with tutors and trainees

•

Matrix not originally designed for FIT (GAISCE)

•

Inadequacy of Matrix document to capture the essence of the Initiative

•

Misrepresentation of the data collated in the Matrix

Recommendation Deficiencies in the Report
•

Context and basis of existing recommendations without foundation.

•

Recommendations do not satisfy the Terms of Reference

•

Recommendations for other collaborators in the initiative
non-existent

•

Recommendations propose burying the public / private partnership in the
public sector

•

Recommendations based on interpretation of efficiency, effectiveness and
value not valid and appears to be based on lack of objective analysis of
data within the body of the report

Proposal i.e. the Board*s Response to the Report
Non-acceptance of the draft evaluation report in its present format on the basis:•

It does not confirm fully to the terms of Reference

•

Factual Errors

•

Inadequate Analysis of Data

•

Lack of information on methodology and its application

•

Serious Omissions

•

Basis for Recommendations unfounded

•

Meet with Dept An Taoiseach and Evaluators - give
feedback on the basis that the document is ‘work in
progress’

•

Meet separately with Dept An Taoiseach to express
concerns and dissatisfaction with the quality, accuracy and
objectivity of the draft evaluation on the FIT Initiative

•

Request a further meeting with Inter-departmental

group, the Evaluators and FIT Ltd. Prior to completion
of final draft.
•

If Board’s full input into the evaluation process in not
facilitated - reject evaluation and instigate an
independent review.

LESN Perspective on the Report
Mick Creedon gave an LESN perspective of the draft report and commented
that the information in the body of report is not included in the Conclusions
and Recommendations.
He also commented that FIT has achieved its aim to train LTU and no
attempt has been made to extract this learning process for the LTU.
Important issues were raised but the report doesn’t make recommendations
for LESN’s / VEC’s and FAS.
Also recommendations for building and improving relationships have not
been included in the report. Overall the report is unfinished and doesn't do
justice to the FIT Initiative.
VEC Feedback
The VEC's are very dissatisfied with the Report and are preparing a
response.
Discussion
The Board had a discussion on the draft report and it was felt that the
methodology of the report was a major problem and also there was no link
between data and recommendations.
One Board Member spoke of the positive effect FIT had on the life of one
graduate he spoke to in a company and felt that FIT had the DNA on how to
address the problem of Long Term Unemployment.
It was agreed by the Board not to accept the draft report in this current form
and to highlight the fact that Industry wants FIT to continue and expand.
Meeting with Taoiseach's Department
It was decided that Mark Keane, Manus Hanratty, Pat Nolan, Ann Riordan,
Tony O’Dowd, Tom Rourke, George Ryan and Peter Davitt will attend a
meeting with Taoiseach’s Dept followed by a joint meeting with the
Evaluators on Thursday 21** March 2002.
A proposal will be put forward to set up:
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•

AWorking Group (off site) to address factual errors e.g. wrong
calculations etc before final report.

•

For FIT to continue but take on issues as highlighted in draft report to
improve it.

NEXT MEETING: WEDNESDAY 17“*APRIL 2002 EV IBM. PEMBROKE
STREET. DUBLIN 2.

APPENDIX V

Employers’ Questionnaire for Interviews June - July 2003

Note; There are three principal topics in the interview for which questions were
asked, commercial, social and personal. The following are the questions
posed under these headings:

Commercial:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

Do you believe FIT has been successfiil in its principal objective, i.e.
training and placing long-term unemployed persons in secure IT jobs?
Has FIT established for you the long-term unemployed as a new, credible
stream of recruitment?
Did you have any negative experiences in relation to FIT graduates as
employers?
Did you have positive experiences in relation to FIT graduates as
employees?

Social:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

Does your company have a stated policy or mission statement on
community and social matters?
Does your company practice corporate social responsibility?
Is FIT a means by which your company fulfils some o f its social
responsibilities?
Does FIT fulfil both a business and a social agenda for your company?

Personal:
i)
ii)
iii)

As a result o f your FIT experience do you perceive the long-term
unemployed differently in a positive sense than before?
Would you personally like to see your company more involved with such
serious social issues?
Has the FIT experience challenged any o f your personal beliefs or values?

Prepared by:
Patrick Nolan, May 2003
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A P P E N D IX VI

SAMPLE OF QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
(From Recorded Interviews)
A

C o m m erical R elevance:
•

“I wouldn’t have any concerns that it’s not achieving its objectives”
-

•

General M anager, Lotus/IBM.

“I think it has done a great job, the value we have seen purely from a M icrosoft perspective,
we have really high quality people come in here who had very relevant skills”
-

B

Director o f Finance, Microsoft

Social R elevance:
“ ...I see particularly multinationals, they cannot exist unless they are socially
responsible, I don’t think they have the right to exist unless they do that”
HR Director, Europe, Microsoft.
“In terms o f FIT, it probably would be in line with the thinking that the bigger
employers are coming toward their corporate social responsibility”
- Director o f Enterprise, IBEC.

C

P erso n al Influence:
. .1 think FIT certainly awoke that conscience, I think FIT did provide that and it made
us realise that there was a valuable resource there which without FIT we would have
overlooked because nobody would have come and knocked on the door and said did
you know there is a whole range o f unemployed people there...highly motivated but
never got a break in life”
-C E O , Corel Corporation.
“ ...th at stood out...that some people had actually never left their community. They
didn’t have the confidence to actually take a bus into the centre o f the city, because
their lack o f confidence or whatever was so low. That I found was a big eye opener for
me, it gave me an understanding”
-C ountry M anager, Microsoft.
“I think they have been clarified, my views on the long-term unem ployed were very
stereotypical. Whereas now I know they are people just like anybody else. In fact
anybody w ho is disadvantaged has the right to w o rk ...”
- CEO, AOL/ Time W arner, Ireland.
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APPENDIX VII
Quantitative Responses from employers on COM M ERCIAL relevance of FIT:
Question
a) Employers were asked if FIT was

Yes

No

M aybe

13

0

1

13

0

1

13

0

1

6

8

successful in its principal objective?
b) Employers were asked if FIT graduates
were a new credible stream of recruitment?
c) Employers were asked if they had positive
experiences of FIT graduates as employees?
d) Employers were asked did they have
negative experiences in relation to FIT
graduates as employees?
Quantitative Responses from employers on SOCIAL relevance of F IT :
Question
a) Employers were asked if their company

Yes

No

10

4

12

2

13

1

14

0

had a stated policy on community and social
matters
b) Employers were asked if their company
practised Corporate Social Responsibility
c) Employers were asked is FIT a means by
which their company fulfils some o f its
social responsibilities
d) Employers were asked if FIT fulfils both a
business and social agenda for their
companies

Quantitative Responses from employers on the PERSONAL influence of FIT:
Question
a) Employers were asked if, as a result o f

Yes

No

12

2

14

0

12

2

their FIT experience, they perceive the long
term xmemployed differently in a positive
sense than before.
b) Employers were asked would they
personally like to see their company more
involved with such serious social issues
c) Employers were asked if the FIT
experience had challenged any of their
personal beliefs or values.
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■V lichael Cunniffe,
jcipal Officer,
jjcy on Em ploym ent Services and Interventions,
ja r tn i s n t o f Enterprise, Trade and Employm ent,
,iit House,
^ A d elaid e Road,

ilin 2.
I

I;
I

Mr Pat N olan, Co-Chair FIT
Mr Manus Hanratty, Co-Chair FIT
Mr Peter Davitt, CEO FIT

:rMichael,
1 writing

to thank your for your support and encouragement for the FIT initiative over the
:year. In particular w e w ish to acknow ledge the receipt o f the cheque for £ 1 0 0 ,0 0 0 as per
Timent re the G overnm ent contribution towards the fiinding o f FIT for the period
sember - March 2001.
s brought the total G overnm ent contribution for the year to £240,000, or about one
[ler of the core cost o f FIT for the year ending 31 March 2000. W e are pleased to advise
the programme is proceeding w ell and that we have com piled an annual report,
iJing a financial review
based on the audited
accounts prepared
by
iwaterhouseCoopers, w hich is enclosed for your information.
would like to form ally request the drawdown o f the first h a lf o f the G overnm ent
nbution for the year March 2001 / April 2 0 0 2 . The amount for year 3 o f £ 2 5 0 ,0 0 0 was
Mt in the original request (Oct. 1999) and confirmed in discussions betw een the C o^ o f FIT, Pat N olan and Manus Hanratty, and yourself and Brendan O'Leary last
®ber. W e are requesting the payment o f the first h alf i.e. £ 1 2 5 ,0 0 0 in July 2001 and the
sii half in N ovem ber 2 0 0 1 . Please confirm that this timing is workable and that the steps
■^en taken to issue the first-half payment.
-y Pat Nolan has asked m e to remind you that he is keen to follow up on your desire to
4ie FIT office and that h im se lf and Peter D avitt would be delighted to host your visit
you in on the ongoing progress o f the initiative. I am looking forward to m eeting you
■soon, hopefully when you visit FIT.
Sincerely

:-Ryan
M anager FIT

APPENDIX IX

]Vlr Michael Cunniffe,
principal Officer,
Policy on Employment Services and Interventions,
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment,
Davitt House,
65A Adelaide Road,
Dublin 2.
13'’’ September 2001

Dear Michael,
Re: Government Contribution to FIT for the year commencing the 1^' April 2001
1 would appreciate your assistance in relation to the Government contribution to FIT for
this year. When the Co-Chairs o f FIT, m yself and Manus Hanratty, met with yourself and
Brendan O'Leary last November we discussed the delay in receiving the previous year's
payment and you indicated that this year's payment would be made without delay and in a
staged manner to ensure an ongoing positive cashflow. Unfortunately no payment has been
received in the first 6 months of the year.
I have tried unsuccessfully to contact you by telephone recently to discuss the issue and
left messages on your answering machine on a number of occasions. I can appreciate that
the summer holiday period can cause disruption and now that it is over I hope we can now
address this matter urgently.
It might be helpful if I explain the seriousness o f the problem that is facing FIT due to non
receipt o f any portion o f the Government contribution for the current year. FIT has funded
its activities from Industry contributions for the first six months o f this year but will not be
able to continue functioning into the second half (beyond October) without the Government
contribution. We wrote to you on the 9"' July, see attached correspondence, formally
requesting the drawdown o f the agreed funding and requesting the first half payment o f
£125,000 to be m ade in July 2001 and the second half payment o f £125,000 to be made in
November 2001. To fulfil its financial obligations and responsibilities in a professional and
effective manner FIT needs to be confident that it will receive these payments immediately.
I am confident that knowing the extent o f the problem you will assist urgently and I would
appreciate it you could advise me as soon as possible of the dates when the payments will
be made. If you have any issues or queries regarding this matter I would be happy to meet
with you at your earliest convenience.
Yours Sincerely

Mr Pat Nolan
Co-Chairman FIT
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W H A T I S F IT ?
A process producing programmes, producing learning, producing
Jobs and changing attitudes to disadvantaged job-seekers.
CFS-&

Dept
E&E

Educat

Jiiaf|i»fers

Dept.
Finance
Dept. An Taoiseach

Industry

Programmes
LESNs./
APCs

VECs

►Learning
Jobs

Pat Nolan

-

October 2001

23.MftR.2000
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APPENDIX XI

GOVEaNMENT lOTORMATION SeRVICBS,
D b p artm b n t DF THS TaOJJEACH,
Q ovK E N M m BuitDtNQi, D u b u n 2.
TSL: 01 662 44n Fax: 01 678 9037
LO C a l l 1890 422 622

SEissuisi E o l a is a n R ia .l t a is ,
R oinn an Taokm m ,
TitHE AN R u l t a u . B a ils A t h a C li a t h 2 .
TeiL: 01 662 4422 F ax: Ol 678 9037
Q la o A nroiL 1890 422 622

T a o iseach a n d Prim e M inister B lair p r e s e n t J o in t P a p e r on
L isbon S p ecial E u ro p e a n C ouncil
The T aoiseach, Mr, Bertie Ahern, T.D., and th e British Prime Minister, Mr, Tony
Blair, MR, today presented a joint p ap er to th e Portuguese Presidency, Identifying
are a s of com mon interest which they wish to s e e progressed during the Special
E uropean Council in Lisbon next w eek on 23/24 March, 2000.

The main focus of the Summit is on em pioym ent, econom ic reforms and social
cohesion in th e context of accelerating p ro g ress tow ards a Europe b a se d on
innovation and I<nciwledge.

The joint p a p e r com plem ents the sep arate national subm issions which the two
G overnm ents have already m ade to the Presidency in advance of th e Summit.

Speaking from W ashington, the T aoiseach said that, "I welcome this opportunity to
m ake this presentation with Prime Minister Blair to help ensure that th e full potentiai.^S
of the Lisbon Summit is m e t The joint p ap er highlights key areas of common ln te r ^ t|
betw een our two countries, especially in relation to th e creation of sustainable
em ploym ent and combating social exclusion. It underlines our shared oommiTOB
to m aking

Summit a su ccess." T he T ao iseach w ent on to indicate t h a t ^ l i

forward to “further close co-operation with th e UK and our other E u r p i ^ a ^
on the im portant issues on the agenda of th e European Union."

In the joint paper, the two Governm ents "welcome th e P r a s id e n b ^
ten y e a r refonn strategy to make the E uropean Union the w o p
competitive area based on innovation an d k n o w l e d g e ^
greater s o d a ! cohesion." They hlghli|
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Education and Lifelong Learning; Innovation and Enterprise; and Social Exclusion
where Ireland and the United Kingdom will work together to ensure concrete
progress at Lisbon. T he Taoiseach noted that these "reflect key themes of the
Programme for Prosperity and Fairness.”

The Taoiseach also welcomed the news that Ireland is now the world’s number one
exporter of software products, according to a new report by the O ECD. Noting that
the report also refers to Ireland as "an example of the success of national policies
aimed at developing a world class high - tech industry", he commented; "This is a
very welcome endorsement of the good story we will be bringing to Lisbon about
Ireland's recent economic performance and the policies which have contributed to
our success."

16 March, 2000

i
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UK-IRISH JOINT STATEMENT

Lisbon Sp9cial European Councfl

1. The Irish and UK Governments see the Lisbon Special European Council as o f critical
importance for Europe's economic and social modernisation. It is a key opportunity to show
that the Eui'opean Union, by helping us to provide more jobs and greater prosperity, can be a
real force for good in people's lives.
2. We therefore welcome the Presidency proposals for a 10 year reform strategy to make the
European Union the world's most dynamic and competitive area based on innovation and
knowledge, with more and better jobs and better social cohesion. Full employment tlirough
enterprise is the essential foundation o f social justice and inclusion and we must do
everytiiing we can towards achieving that goal.
3. We wish to higUight three broad areas where Ireland and tbe United Kingdom will work
together to ensure concrete outcomes from Lisbon.
Education and lifelong Learning
4. The next generation of Europe's citizens must acquire tlie Information and
Communication Technology skills needed to prosper in tlie knowledge based economy.
Tlirough the National Grid for Learning the UK is committed to coimect every school in the
country to the Internet. In Ireland, through the further development of its Schools IT 2000
Project, the Government is committed to connecting eveiy classroom to the Internet witli a
high speed connection over the next three years and to expanding existing ICT equipment
provision, teacher training and support programmes.
5. Tlie UK's University for Industry uses ICT to bring education and training to the home, the
workplace and the wider commimity. We will work closely together to use ICT to optimum
effect both in the development of guidance and information services and in the provision of
programmes to provide opportunities for life long learning for all our citizens.
6. In addition, in Ireland an adult ICT Skills programme will be implemented as part of a
luajor Back to Education Initiative for adults - particularly those in the population witli less
than upper secondary education. Ireland has also recently introduced a new industry-led and
State-supported initiative -^ ast Track to Information Technology (FIT) aimed at providing
long-term unemployed people with jobs in the information technology sector. The UK for its
part is setting up 1000 ICT learning centres in areas of deprivation to extend learning o f IT
skills. We will exchange best practice in this area and work together with others to use ICT
as a weapon to combat social exclusion.
7. Ill addition, Ireland has developed an "Excallencc thrnuf^h People" awai'd system for
enterprise which aims to promote quality assurance and enhanced investment by enterprise in
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people, witli a view to enhancing competitiveness and workforce adaptability in a rapidly
cbangiog world of work. The UK has a similar programme - Investors in People. We will
work together to exchange information and best practice m tliis area.
8. At the Lisbon European Council, we v^oll seek agreement tliat all Member States should
aim for:
.

ICT competence for all teachers and Internet access for all schoolchildren by 2002;

• agreement by end 2000 on a core set of desirable, basic ICT user skills;
» more effective use o f the European Schools Network to promote language learning and
ICT in ah schools.

Innovation and E nterprise
9. To prosper in the global marketplace Eui'ope needs to create and sustain more small
firms and provide the capital necessary to enstu-e that successful firms grow quickly, We
therefore support the creation of a Charter for Small Firms to set out clearly how Member
States and the European Union can help small firms to develop through better and more
sensitive regulation, easier access to venture capital and teclinology, and the creation of a
wider culture of enterprise.
10. To ensure that e-commerce develops rapidly, we believe tliat paiticular attention should
be given to building on market liberalisation with a view to encouraging increased
competition and reducing remaining barriers to market entiy.
11. Both the Irish and UK Governments are seeldng to develop more effective links between
research institutes, Universities and all sectors of business. We propose to exchange views
and experiences in establishing centres of excellence in ICT and will work jointly to develop
best practice across the EU in improving industiy-research links. We will work to progress
this botli through national policies and in the context of tlie proposed European Research
Area.
12. Botli our Governments are committed to placing major Government services on line at
the earliest opportunity and to the extension of such services systematically to all areas of the
public service in the medium term.
f’ighting social exclusion
•3. To achieve our goal of a Europe combining economic dynamism with social justice we
committed to working witli other Member States to combat social exclusion. Ii\ Ireland
the National Anti-Poverty Strategy will be used as □ key tool in this process.
14. To help achieve this we look for agreement at Lisbon that Member States should:

,

mainstream the promotion of social inclusion in education, training, employment, social
protection and other relevant policies;

» develop integrated targeted programmes to address particular problems of social
exclixsion, with an emphasis on tackling child poverty;
.

invite the EU Commission to support this process, by encouraging co-operation between
Member States through initiatives based on exchanging information, identifying best
practices, promoting innovative approaches and evaluating experiences in order to combat
social exclusion;

• combat all discrimination, and make early progress oti the Commission's Article 13
anti-discrimination proposals;
.

produce work plans by end 2000 to show how they intend to implement these objectives.

15, We will work together during and after the Lisbon Europeaji Council to help achieve
tliese shared goals.

Some Comments Re: Previous Co-chairs Meeting with Sean
Gorman. PETE. Re: FIT Phase II
1.

The Prelim inary m eeting with Sean Gorman two weeks agc^(to build relations
in advance o f negotiations) was positive and Sean seemed to be a man to do
business with. He appears to be pragmatic and straight to the point.

2.

Sean did not appear overly attached to the FIT Evaluation (was aware o f our
formal response) - he did say that the i^ r-d e p a rtm e n ta l work-group w ere
concluding their deliberations on sam e'M a meeting on Friday the 2nd

^

3.

Sean Gorman clearly stated the decision regarding support for FIT Phase II lay
prim arily with him self and the Tanaiste.

4.

Sean did appear to respect and value that the niche m arket o f FIT - was the
long-term unem ployed / disadvantaged job-seekers. He implied that this is the
aspect o f FIT Phase II that m erited their support af'D ETE.

5.

Re; other initiatives such as Popularising IT / digital divide while he saw merit
in them and could appreciate w hy FIT would encourage such interventions - he
indicated that from the D ETE perspective, their interest was in interventions
that upskilled and progressed the unemployed into work.

6.

He appeared to support the concept o f providing progression pathways /
upskilling for existing FIT Graduates.

7.

Sean appeared to support our desire for a speedy conclusion to negotiations on
FIT Phase II - which is supported by his prompt scheduling o f this m eeting on
Friday 9th.

8.

Sean requested a copy o f the FIT Business Plan for Phase II which was
forwarded to him.

9.

In conclusion, while Sean w as positive during the meeting with the Co-chairs he
made no com m itm ents to FIT Phase II (and didn’t really show his hand). While
indications from the Taoiseach and his department officials would signal a
desire to m aintain and support the public / private partnership that is FIT, there
is no definitive com m itm ent from DETE as o f yet.

10. W hat we m ust guard against w ith DETE is some general statement in support o f
FIT Phase II but a serious reduction in funding or a declaration o f incapacity to
support the initiative due to the cutbacks in public funds as a result o f the fall in
Exchequer receipts. The appropriate response to such a position I believe is now m ore than ever there is a need for an initiative to enable unem ployed
people com pete for a lim ited num ber o f jobs in a less fluid labour m arket.
W ithout interventions such as FIT the target group will be further
disadvantaged and com m unities will degenerate at a greater and prolonged cost
to the State in both social and econom ic terms,
11.

Finally we should em phasise the positive impact FIT has had on individuals and
their fam ilies and the clear consensus that those who participated in the FIT
Courses w ould not (for the m ost part) have got access to m ainline provision.

X

APPENDIX XIII

An Taoiseach, Mr Bertie Ahern T.D.
Department of An Taoiseach
Government Buildings
Merrion Square
Dublin 2
24‘^ April 2002

Dear Taoiseach
FIT Ltd., the unprecedented publicyprivate/community partnership designed to equip
long-term unem ployed people with IT skills relevant for the workplace was launched, by
you, at an event in G overnment Buildings on March 31st, 1999.
The FIT Initiative is on target to realise its goal to train over 2,500 people, to place 1,250
disadvantaged people into ICT and to progress 400 people into further education and
training.
might borrow a phrase from your administration and say; "A lot done. A lot more to do."
Two facts are indisputable: FIT would not have achieved any of its goals if it were not
championed by you when it was only in concept phase - your support and that of your
administration has been central to the success of FIT.
The other elem ent of this initiative that has been unique and pivotal to its success has
been the com ing together of competitors in the IT industry to work together to share
skills and experiences for the benefit of the long-term unemployed.
An inter-departmental review of FIT and its achievements has recently been concluded
and a draft/work in progress report has been prepared. A number of significant
achievements have been highlighted as well as some areas for developm ent It is likely
that the direction and breadth of FIT II will be influenced by the outcom e of this review
process.
As the FIT Board and affiliated companies, represent many of Ireland’s largest ICT
employers, em ploying in excess of 100,000 people, we want to ensure that our views
are taken fully on board in this decision making process. In addition, w e strongly feel
that as the Cham pion of FIT. it would be appropriate that any decision about the
initiative's future be made in full consultation with you.
W e would very much welcom e the opportunity to provide you with an update on the
achievements and progress made at FIT and to outline to you our vision for the fiJure of
FIT and the role that It should play within the IT industry in Ireland.
The Board of FIT Ltd, and the IT industry in general, remain com mitted to playing its
part in addressing social and economic exclusion in Irish society O ver the next three
years the initiative proposes to assist a further 3.000 disadvantaged people to gain
valuable and relevant IT skills and to help tackle the growing digital divide Technology
will play an ever increasing role defining in citizens' access to recreational, educational /
training and em ploym ent opportunities and FIT is in the unique position of being able to
equip citizens to take full advantage of all that is available.

W hile the last year was challenging for the IT industry, a longer perspective would
indicate future growth and opportunity for Irish based companies in the sector
The IT industry views the public private alliance that has supported the FIT Initiative as
vital to the initiative going forward. To this end, the Board of FIT Ltd., is seeking a
meeting with you in the com ing weeks at a time and venue suitable to you, to discuss
the future development of the FIT initiative. We would also propose that this meeting
with the Board is used as a media photo opportunity, subject to your approval.
W e will be in contact with your office to agree a convenient time and location for the
proposed meeting over the next couple of days

Yours sincerely

Pat Nolan
Co-chainr\an h'lT Ltd.

Mark Kcaue
HR Direclor
Microsoft

Ann Riordan
M ediaLAb Europe

Elaine Stephen
General Manager ■ Product Dev
IBM /Loius

Tim McC'arlhy
Country D ireclor
DELL

Tom Rourke
Operations Manager
CSC

Una Hailigan
Public; Relations Manager
Hewlett Packard

Maria C'iimpbell
HR Director
Pivotal

M D Atcliemy SoTtwire
Development

Brendan Butler
Direclor o f Enterprise
IBEC

Kate M c(!anhy
Country Manager
Smarti'ovce

Austin McCabe
Mojiaging Director
Symajitec

Philip Raddon
Group IT Director
Eircom

M icliayl C'allagliaii
Vice Prcsidenl
Oracle

Manus Hanratty
Co-chainTian FIT Ltd.
M D AO L Ireland

APPENDIX XIV

Extract from:
A Study of the Impact of FIT Courses on the Lives of the
Participants

Key Findings
At 70.5 per cent, a significant majority of the participants said they would
participate in a FIT course again while 25 per cent said they would not.
At 88.6 per cent the vast majority o f trainees would recommend FIT training to
others.
When asked to rate their FIT experience as excellent, very good, good or poor,
84.1 per cent thought their FIT experience to be excellent, very good or good.
All participants attributed the FIT training with having an effect on their lives:
36.4 per cent o f trainees claimed that FIT had a dramatic effect on their lives,
40.9 per cent had been significantly affected, 15.9 per cent said that FIT had a
small affect and 7 per cent o f the participants explained the training had a small
to medium effect.
At the same time as expressing the preceding positive opinions about outcomes
many participants also expressed dissatisfaction with some parts o f the FIT
training experience.

Conclusions
The interviews conducted for this study indicate that the hypothesis: the lives o f the
people who participated on F IT training courses were influenced, affected, or
transformed by their participation is true. Notwithstanding the difficulties identified
by participants it is clear that the FIT experience had considerable impact on their
lives.
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Extract from:

A Study of the Impact of FIT Courses on the Lives of the
Participants
Chapter Two - Methodology
Introduction
There were a number o f methodologies used in this study. All fall within the two main
research methods o f qualitative and quantitative research. The quantitative element of
the study was intended to provide basic factual information about the respondents and
their overall experience o f training through the FIT initiative. The primary focus of
the research was qualitative with its emphasis on the recollection of experience by
trainees who had undergone training through the FIT initiative. These methods were
chosen as they were judged to provide the best way to elicit the required information
about the hypothesis, the lives o f the people who had participated on F IT training
courses were influenced, affected or transformed by this training.
A qualitative approach gave the most opportunity to the participants o f this study to
express their views. This approach aims to illustrate and explore experience, rather
than to produce representative findings which claim to cover all those who have
undergone FIT training. It allows for the exploration o f the perceptions and
experiences of some members o f a group in order to draw out important issues and
themes. ‘The approach is valuable ... because it allows respondents themselves to
play a part in developing and defining the agenda o f issues’ (Clasen et al 1997).

Sample
The sample for this study was determined by one key factor: the aim o f getting the
broadest cross-section o f experiences of past trainees possible. To give meaning to the
quantitative element o f the research and to ensure a broad picture o f the experiences
o f former trainees a number o f between 50 to 60 respondents was agreed upon for the
sample. This sample would include up to 45 people who completed their course and
up to 15 who dropped out. This was done using a cluster sampling method - by
breaking down the sample into proportionate number o f participants in the three
biggest centres and one o f the smallest centres. FIT runs training courses in 11
different areas o f Dublin city and county and four of these were selected; three on the
grounds that they are the longest established and take in the biggest population of
course participants, namely, Ballymun, Tallaght and Northside, which account for
52per cent o f all the training places. Southside was also chosen as one o f the two
smaller and newer areas with only 2 per cent o f training places.
These cluster groups were broken down further into quota groups. The quotas were
based on gender and year o f participation on a course. These quotas were proposed
because they were the least complicated variable selections. Purposive sampling is the
norm rather than statistical random sampling for qualitative research. By proposing to
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select our sample population in the way we did there was maximum variation, as it
was our goal to select persons that we thought represented the range o f experience on
the phenomenon in which we were interested (Maykut and Morehouse 1994).
Access to the sample was gained through FIT. It was agreed that three times the
number o f people required for the research (180) would be written to by the CEO o f
FIT informing them o f the research and asking them to contact the office to opt out if
they did not wish to participate in the study. The figure of three times the needed
number required was used because it was intended that the researchers would be
given the ultimate choice on who would be selected for participation. It would also
allow for the loss o f those who had not contacted FIT to opt out but were not
interested in participating in this study.
Some difficulties were encountered in the selection o f the sample. These difficulties
revolved around factors such as, people had moved fi’om the addresses given to FIT,
phone contact numbers had changed, some former trainees did not wish to take part in
the study, and some records were not complete. As a result o f these difficulties it
became necessary to interview nearly all who agreed to take part.
Thirty nine respondents who completed their FIT training course took part in the
study. From a qualitative research perspective the number o f people included in this
study is very large. Information saturation point is the normal cut-off for qualitative
researchers. Lincoln and Gubba (1985) suggest that saturation point can be reached
with as few as twelve people, while Douglas (1985) states that in-depth interviews
may be necessary with twenty five people to reach saturation point.
Five trainees who failed to complete their courses were interviewed. Because the
sample o f those who dropped out was small a further step was taken to gather
information about this group. It was decided to request the views o f course co
ordinators from the three largest training areas on the trainees who dropped out. This
was done by email questionnaire. The participation o f five trainees who dropped out
and the responses from the course coordinators does provide some insights into the
reasons for their decisions to leave and these are explored later in the study.
In total 44 trainees participated in the study. Table 2.1 gives a breakdown o f the
overall sample used in the study.
Table 2.1 Breakdown of sam ple population by gender, course location and year
Y ear
Gender
Male

Location

Female

Total
Location

2000

Total
Overall
Total

Ballymun
Tallaght
Northside
Southside
Ballymun
Tallaght
Northside
Southside

2001
2
1
1
0
4
3
1
1
0
5
9
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2002
4
4
2
1
11
3
3
1
1
8
19

Total

2003
3
3
2
1
9
0
1
2
1
4
13

0
1
0
0
1
0
1
1
0
2
3

9
9
5
2
25
6
6
5
2
19
44

Data collection methods
Three different data collection methods were used in this study - questionnaire,
interview and focus group.
Q uestionnaire

The questionnaire for the participants consisted of quantitative questions with a
purpose of gaining some basic information about them for the study. Questions were
asked about the location of their course, provider o f the course, level of education on
taking up their course, the type o f course, their progression path, and the type of
welfare benefit they were on prior to their course. The questionnaire is attached in
Appendix Two.
The respondents were also asked four judgement based questions during their
interviews; what they thought o f their FIT training experience, whether they would
recommend the course to others, whether they would do a FIT course again, and what
affect the course had on their lives.
The questionnaire for the coordinators asked five questions about their perceptions of
trainees who failed to complete FIT courses. These covered the reasons trainees
dropped out o f courses, characteristics or circumstances that made trainees vulnerable
to dropping out, impact the course had on the dropouts and suggestions to reduce
dropout rate. This questionnaire is attached in Appendix One.
Interviews

The interview format decided upon was that o f interview schedule rather than an
interview guide. This decision was made because there were two interviewers.
When more than one researcher is involved it is often desirable to develop a
more detailed interview form at to ensure that interviewees are asked about
the same topics’ (Maykut and Morehouse 1994, p 8 7 /
Our decision was also influenced by our efforts to provide consistency in the way the
interviews were approached and to ensure as little bias as possible. The interview
schedule, which is more structured than the interview guide format, therefore better
suited our approach. The full interview schedule is available in Appendix Three. After
the first four pilot interviews the interview schedule was amended to take into account
emerging issues which had not been covered in the original schedule.
The interviews were held during June and the first part o f July 2003. Two
interviewers carried out these interviews. The interviews took between fifty minutes
and one hour each, with a small number that were less or more than this norm. All
interviews were taped with the permission o f the interviewees and no one refused to
have their interview taped. Notes were also taken during the interviews. The
interviews were held at a location and time that most suited the interviewees. The
locations were in the respondents’ home, cafe, pub, or place o f work. In seven cases
interviewees did not show up for the pre-arranged interview.
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Focus group
In social research focus groups can serve several purposes (Sarantakos 1997). In this
study the focus group was used to develop a number o f key themes that had emerged
in the study. The focus group schedule is included in Appendix Four.
Participants were selected for the focus group by the researchers on a number of
criteria. The first requirement was that they were insightful about their experience of
their FIT training. Other requirements included
•

gender balance
a balance of people who thought the course was excellent, good or poor
variety of centres
variety of years

The focus group, which was for those who completed their FIT training, was held in
the third week of July in a city centre hotel. All o f the interviews had taken place by
this point. Five people took part in the focus group. The meeting was taped and notes
were taken at the time.

Data analysis
There are a number o f different methods o f data analysis used in this study. For the
deductive approach o f the quantitative element o f the study, a numerical and
statistical based method was used through SPSS software. This method provides a
statistical analysis o f the basic information sought o f the respondents in the
questionnaire.
An inductive method was adopted to analyse the qualitative data with the objective of
identifying themes that emerge from the respondents’ experiences and perceptions of
their FIT training. In this approach, as researchers, we were primarily concerned with
accurately describing what we had understood, ‘reconstructing the data into a
recognisable reality fo r the people who have participated in the study ’ (Maykut and
Morehouse 1994, p i 22). The constant comparative method o f data analysis was used
thus ensuring a rigorous system o f coding and collating the data which was then
gathered into themes and categories. The categorisation of data leads to the teasing
out o f overarching themes or ^statements o f meaning that runs through all or most o f
the pertinent data ’ (Ely 1991, p i 50). These themes will be explored in Chapter Four.
Before that, in the next chapter, we will profile the participants in the study.
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Extract from:
A Study of the Im p a c t of FIT Courses on the Lives of
th e Participants

C h a p te r Five - I m p a c t of FIT
Introduction
In this chapter the answer to the hypothesis the lives o f the people who had
participated on FIT training courses were influenced, affected or transfonned
by this training, will be explored. This will be done by outlining the
responses to a num ber of key questions asked of the respondents to assess the
validity of the hypothesis.

Trainees' ju d g e m e n t of FIT'S im p a c t o n th em
Four questions were asked of the trainees, which required a judgem ent from
them about their FIT training experience. The questions were as follows:
1. W ould you go back on a FIT training course again?
2. W ould you recommend FIT training to others?
3. W ould you describe your experience of the FIT service as excellent,
very good, good or poor?
4. Do you think the FIT training has affected your life? Describe whether
this effect is small, sigruficant or dramatic.

Doing a FIT course again
A significant majority of the participants 31 (70.5 per cent) said they w ould go
back on a FIT course again while 11 (25 per cent) said they w ould not (Table
5.1). Two people did not answer this question.
Table 5.1 Participants were asked if they would do a FIT course again

Valid

Yes
No
Missing
Total

Frequency
31
11
2
44

Percent
70.5
25.0
4.5
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
70.5
95.5
100.0

Many of the respondents who answered this question in the affirmative were
clear that they w ould do a FIT course again. However an interesting aspect of
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the responses to this question is the high number of trainees who qualified
their answers. Amongst both the 'yes' and the 'no' respondents a common
theme emerged. Many participants, who answered both positively and
negatively, reported that they w ould investigate the trainer's expertise and
teaching skill and the content of the course before enrolling on a FIT course
again.
As w ould be the case in any training or learning situation some people had
certain reservations about aspects of the FIT training. These vary from people
who took course options that were not for them, to those who were
dissatisfied with certain methods of teaching and the quality of teaching, to
those who were unhappy about the organisation of the training. It is to be
expected that such views are expressed within a diverse group of people who
experienced a range of course providers.

Recommending FIT training to others
While a significant minority of participants stated that they would not do a
FIT course again an overwhelming majority, 39 (88.6 per cent) would
recommend FIT training to others (Table 5.2). Some of the participants
reported that they had already recommended the training to others.
Table 5.2 Participants were asked if they would recommend FIT training to
others

Valid

Yes
No
Missing
Total

Frequency
39
4
1
44

Percent
88.6
9.1
2.3
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
88.6
97.7
100.0

The jum p from 71 per cent who would do the training again to 89 per cent
who w ould recommend it to others indicates that w hatever their own views
of their FIT training course they had few problems in recommending it to
others. Such an endorsem ent suggests that while some of the respondents had
their ow n issues w ith the course they did, they could see the benefits of FIT
training beyond themselves. Their response also dem onstrates awareness that
in choosing trairung there has to be some personal assessm ent of the training
course and what it has to offer. In general, the positive recommendation was
without qualification but in a small num ber of cases there was qualification,
again around issues of the quality of the training and organisational matters.
These trainees offered advice to those who might do the course. A m an from
the Tallaght class of 2001 was careful in his recom m endation saying that he
would tell friends they should, 'be selective ... considering teaching.' A m an
from the Northside who finished his course in 2002 told us, '/ would say go
with caution, I would sa y talk to someone who has done it before’.
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The FIT experience
The participants were asked to rate their overall experience of FIT as follows,
excellent, very good, good or poor. Of the trainees 26 (59.1 per cent), thought
their FIT experience to be either excellent or very good. W hen 'good' is added
the num ber w ho had a positive experience of FIT jumps to 39 (84.1 per cent).
Seven (15.9 per cent) participants said their FIT experience was poor (Figure
5.1).
Figure 5.1 Participants’ experience of FIT
Participants' experience of FIT
45
40
35
30
25
20

Excellent

Very Good

Good

Of the participants 8, (18.2 per cent) thought their FIT experience was
excellent. In explaining their choice of rating they tended to refer to the high
quality of their trainers and the good standard of resources that were
available as the m ain reason. A man from a Northside course of 2000
responded to the question saying his FIT experience was, 'excellent, I think the
traim ng was that thorough there was nothing left out'.

The participants who chose a rating lower than excellent also explained the
reasons for their answers. A m an from a 2002 Northside course said his FIT
experience was good but that there were problems w ith resources, under
qualified trainers and organisation. Other interviewees spoke of a lack of
involvement by FIT throughout their course and one m an from the Ballymun
course of 2001 explained that this led him to rate the training as very good
instead of excellent. Even w here trainees were unhappy w ith certain aspects
of their training m ost still believed the overall experience to have been a good
one.

The effect of FIT training on the lives of the participants
A clear majority of participants attributed the FIT training with m aking a
dramatic or significant effect on their lives. In Figure 5.2 it can be seen that 16
(36.4 per cent) participants claimed that FIT had a dramatic effect on their
lives, while 18 (40.9 per cent) had been significantly affected. Seven (15.9 per
cent) said that FIT had a small affect. The three (7 per cent) participants
recorded under 'other' said the training had a small to m edium effect.
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Figure 5.2 Effect of FIT training on participants

Effect of FIT training on participants

□ Dramatic ■ Significant ■ Sm all □ Other

The comments on this question were rich and varied. Trainees gave many
reasons for opting for the response they chose. The answers given mostly
related to each individual's expectation and experience of the course, and
their success in finding employment in the IT sector.
The 36 per cent of respondents who said that the FIT training had a 'dram atic'
effect on their lives tended to attribute this to their success in finding work in
the IT sector and a related rise in income or to gains in confidence as a result
of the course. They were delighted w ith this change in their lives. A m an who
studied in Ballymun in 2001 said that the effect of the FIT training was 'quite
dramatic ... it has enabled m e to m ove into a whole different career.' A
wom an from a 2001 Northside course explained that 'FIT had a huge effect
on m y life ... [it] helped m e to becom e more confident’ A man w ho trained in
Tallaght in 2002 viewed the effect of the FIT course as 'fairly dramatic cos I am
now working in the IT industry where a few years ago I w asn’t and I have a
higher income. I can now get a new car. ’
Trainees w ho ranked the effect of FIT as 'significant' accovmted for 41 per cent
of the group. Some of these respondents felt that they w ould have ranked
f i t 's effect higher if they had fovmd w ork in the IT sector after the course. A
wom an w ho studied in Tallaght during 2002 explained that the course had 'a
significant effect. For m e after I done the course if I had of got a jo b that’s
when I would sa y it was really, really good for m e .’ However they
acknowledged that the impact FIT had on them in terms of gains in
confidence and knowledge were significant.
Almost a quarter or 23 per cent of the participants in this study said that their
FIT training experience had a small, or small to m edium effect on their lives.
These trainees tended to refer to their disappointm ent in not finding work in
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the IT sector. They felt that this failure was related to their experience of poor
quality training and trainers as well as difficulties with finding internships
and a lack of support from FIT w hen seeking work.
From the responses to these questions and from the feedback on the more
detailed day-to-day elements of the study, outlined in the previous chapter, a
clear trend has emerged that a majority core group of people gained
enorm ously from the training and a smaller but still significant group were
disappointed with it. Given the many factors and the variety of the
experiences that impact on such an outcome it is not possible to state with
certainty why the figures have broken down like this. There are some
indications that expectation is one of the key reasons for this. Most people
w ould have had great expectations of the course w hen they set out on it. For
some, these expectations were unachievable because the course they did
could not give them w hat they were looking for. This expectation in particular
related to employment prospects, where many people appeared to believe
that by doing a FIT training course they would, w ithout any problems, get
work in the ICT sector. For others, expectations of w hat FIT, as the co
ordinator of the courses and the other agencies that were the providers of the
training could do, were also unrealistic.
There w ere practical problems encountered by the trainees along the way and
these problems were the cause of deep unhappiness for some people. The
problems were not confined to one particular year group or one particular
centre. However the majority of those who had a more negative view of their
FIT training experience could see that the training offered was potentially
positive and were therefore willing to recommend it to others.
The hypothesis the lives o f the people who had participated on FIT training
courses were influenced, affected or transformed by this training, was shown
to be true in this study. All of the participants, both those who completed
their course and those who dropped out, had to a greater or lesser extent been
affected by their FIT training course and acknowledged this.

Conclusion
The hypothesis which prom pted this study was the lives o f the people who
had participated on FIT training courses were influenced, affected or
transformed by this training. In the interviews this question was rephrased.
Participants were asked if the training had an effect on them. If so, they were
asked w hether it had a small, significant or dramatic effect on their lives. The
hypothesis was found to be true, in that all of the people w ho completed the
course and all of the people who dropped out judged that they had, to some
extent, been affected by the FIT course they had undertaken. This judgem ent
by trainees was supported by the fact that 80 per cent of the trainees
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progressed into employment or further education and training subsequent to
completing their FIT training.
There may appear to be a contradiction between the findings of a high overall
approval rating for the training and the negative experiences reported in the
last chapter. However, in reality these tensions are able to co-exist. The
trainees identified many problems in their training experience, and they used
the opportunity provided by the study to air their feelings and give their
understanding of w hat the problems were and how these problems affected
them. That does not mean that they did not also see the overall benefits of the
training provided by FIT on their personal and professional lives. They
explained how the difficulties they experienced modified the benefits of their
FIT training but still gave a high approval rating for the training.
If the impact of training is judged solely on the criterion of final outcomes
then the FIT training has served, very well, the majority of those who took
part in this study. However, an important part of the impact of any course is
the actual process in which the trainees engage. This process consists of the
actual learning experience and the participation in the day-to-day activities
associated with training. Such activities include the various stages of the
training from the initial interest in taking up a training course right through
until the final contact with the training provider. It is evident from the
feedback from the trainees that the process they went through during their
training was not always as positive as the final outcome.
It was not part of the brief of this study to examine the many elements and
relationships that made up the process of the FIT initiative; our interest was
only in exploring the impact of the training on the lives of the participants as
recounted by them. From this particular perspective there appeared to be
difficulties with the implementation of the training that impacted negatively
on the training experience of many of the trainees. This impact was not
reported by any particular grouping of trainees, it was across the board from those who had the most positive outcomes, to those who did not gain
work after their course, to those who dropped out.
As these matters were referred to time and again by the trainees it was
decided to take them up with the members of the focus group who met when
the interviews were complete. Our approach was to pose four simple and
positively constructed questions (see Appendix Four) in order to move the
thinking of the group onto what they believe would improve the FIT training
experience. The focus group discussed and made a number of positive
suggestions to improve FIT's training programmes. These suggestions relate
to f it ' s role, resources, trainers, internships and employment. While the
hypothesis is shown to be true, this study clearly reflects process and
programme difficulties which need attention as the FIT initiative evolves.
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Those who took part in this study acknowledged that the FIT training had a
positive impact on their lives. The FIT initiative opened up opportimities for
this group of people, which might not have occurred otherwise. The study
shows that, when given the opportunity and appropriate assistance, many
adults who are unemployed or on the periphery of employment can use that
opportunity to make changes in their lives.
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Appendix XVIII

Extract from:
A Study of the Impact of FIT Courses on the Lives of the
Participants

Appendix One
Co-ordinator Questionnaire
Subject I Students w ho failed to c o m p le te FIT courses
Please answer the follow ing questions and return to A nne W ayne, insideouttc@eircom.net

1.

Respondent's Work Location:
DBallymun

Dxallaght

DNorthside

Dsouthside

2. What are the most important reasons that contribute to students failing to
complete FIT courses?

3.

Can you identify certain times in the year, course types or student characteristics
which lead to failure to complete a FIT course?

4.

What do you think would encourage students to complete their course?

5.

Do you believe that students who fail to complete FIT courses gain anything from
the experience?
□Yes
□ No
• If yes, what do you believe they have gained?

Prepared by InsideOut for FIT Ltd
Coordinator Questionnaire
May 2003
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Appendix Two
Trainee Q uestionnaire
2. Age at start of course:

1. Identifying Number:
3. Respondent's Address Location:
4. Location of FIT Training Course:

[II Tallaght

Ballymun

EH

Northside

Southside

D

□

5. Type of Centre
FAS Training Centre

D

Other
□
(Specify)

VEC College/school Q]

6. Year in FIT Training:
2000

□

2001

□

2002

□

2003

□

7. Education level on starting with FIT:
Primary ^

Group Cert. ^

Leaving Cert. D

PLC

CH

Inter Cert ^

Junior Cert.

Degree

Other □
(Specify)

□

□

8. Welfare status on starting with FIT:
U /E Benefit

^

U/E Assistance

Lone Parents Allwce

D

□

Ojyr

Disability Allwce Q

(Specify)
9. Training course:
Technical support agent

D

PC Maintenance & Servicing
Programming

Q

□
□

Quality Assurance Tester
Localisation Engineering

Certified Professional

□

E-commerce Web Design

10. Course progression:
Training

CH

Further Education

Internship

[H

HH

Employment

Further Training

□

EH

D rop-D t

11. Experience of FIT service:
(This question will be asked at the end of the qualitative interview)

Excellent

^

v. Good

D

Good

D

Poor

D

12 W ould you take part in a focus group at the beginning of July? Yes/No
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Q

Appendix Three
Trainee Interview Schedule
The questions in the themes outlined below will be asked as follows:
Those who were ‘su ccessfu l’ will be asked questions in them es 1, 2, 3, 4 as well as 5, 6
and 7 where appropriate. The ‘drop-out’ group will be asked questions In themes 1, 2,
3, and 8.
1. Life before FIT training
i.
What were you doing before you went on your FIT course?
How long was it since you had worked prior to taking up your FIT training?
ii.
How would you describe your confidence levels before you took up your FIT
iii.
course?
iv.
Have you done other job-related training?
v.
How did you find that training?
Did you get work out of it?
vi.
2. Initial interest in FIT training:
i.
Can you recall how you heard of the FIT training course?
ii.
What attracted you to following up on the FIT training course?
3. First contact w ith FIT Training service:
i.
Can you recall your first meeting with the FIT service? Please explain the
circumstances.
ii.
What was your FIT interview like? How did you feel about doing it? Were you
helped to feel relaxed?
iii.
After the interview did you feel that you imderstood enough about the course to
know whether it was the right choice for you?
iv.
What was your aptitude test like? How did you feel about doing it? Were you
helped to feel relaxed?
V.
Did you do a preparatory course for the interview and aptitude test? How did
you find that? Was it helpful when you did the interview? Was ithelpfulwhen
you did the aptitude test?
4. Training experience
i. How would you describe your training experience - excellent, very good, good,
poor? Why do you explain it in such a manner? What made it excellent, v.g.
good or poor?
ii. Did you undergo an induction period? How did you find that?
iii. At what stages of the course did you meet FIT staff?
iv. What did you understand FITS role and commitment to the students to be?
v. What difficulties did you encounter on your course? How were they resolved?
vi. What was the most enjoyable part of your course?
vii. Name two things you leamt from your course?
viii. Apart from learning how to do the job you went into the training for, were there
any other work or social supports provided? How good/bad were these
supports?
ix. How did FIT training compare to other work related training you have done?
X.
If you had the chance would you go back on a FIT trairiing course again?
5. Internship
i.
Did you do an internship yes / no
ii.
If no why not?
iii.
How useful was the internship? Did it prepare you for your work?
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iv.
V.

vi.
vii.
viii.

Do you think it would have made any difference to you if you had gone straight
into a job rather than into an internship?
What difficulties did you encounter on your internship? How were they
resolved?
What was the most enjoyable part of your internship?
Name two things you learnt from your internship?
Apart from learning more about the job you trained for from the internship, were
there any other work or social supports provided? How good/bad were these
supports?

6. Employment

i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
vii.

What was it like to have work after being unemployed for so long (or period of
time)?
What was it like to have work in your new area of expertise?
What affect has this work had on your income? Is you income now Dhigher or
□lower than before you did the FIT course
What affect has this work had on you as a person?
What are your work ambitions?
Do you think the FIT training has affected your life? Describe w hat this means □small, □significant, □dramatic?
Would you recommend FIT training to others? Yes / No

7. Further Education/Training

i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
V.

vi.
vii.

You decided to go into further education/training - why did you make that
choice?
Are you happy with the course/training you are doing now?
Where do you see this education/training leading?
What does doing this education/training mean for you personally?
What are your ambitions for yourself in both education/ training and then into
work after that?
Do you think the FIT training has affected your life? Describe w hat this means small, significant, dramatic?
Would you recommend FIT training to others?

8. Drop-outs

i.

ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.
vii.
viii.
ix.
x.
xi.

xii.

xiii.

How would you describe your training experience - excellent, very good,
good, poor? Why do you explain it in such a manner? What made it
excellent, v.g. good or poor?
Did you undergo an induction period? How did you find that?
What difficulties did you encounter on your course? How were they
resolved?
What was the most enjoyable part of your course?
Name two things you learned from the course?
At what stage of the training did you drop out?
What reasons did you have for dropping out?
Looking back now, would you liked to have continued?
What would have helped you continue in the training?
Did you talk to anyone before you dropped out - course tutor, FIT staff?
To get through the interview and the aptitude test and then on to the course
means that FIT thought you had the ability to do the course. How did you
feel at the time of getting on the course? What did you hope for from the
course? Did any of that happen for you?
Knowing that others thought you had the ability to succeed on the course
and even to go on to getting a job in the IT sector, does that mean anything to
you?
How did FIT trairung compare to other work related training you have done?
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xiv.
X V.

Are you working now? (If yes, how is that work going? K no, ask, are you
hoping to get back/into the workforce?)
Would you go back on a FIT training course again if it were open to you?

xvi.

Do you think the FIT training has affected your life?
means - small, significant, dramatic?

xvii.

Would you recommend a FIT training course to others?

Prepared by In sid eO u t for FIT Ltd

Trainee Q uestionnaire
M ay 2003
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Describe what this

A ppendix Four
Focus Group S ch edu le
1 . W hat contributes to a good experience of FIT?

2. W hat kind of
successfully?

supports

helped

participants

complete

course

3. How im portant w as peer support?
4. W hat practical changes would allow FIT to have a greater positive
impact on participants

Prepared by I n s id e O u t for FIT Ltd
Focus Group Questionnaire
May 2003
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