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1 Introduction 
I will present a fairly factual presentation about the situation in relation to continuing vocational 
training in Ireland. I hope that this will provide a backdrop to your more detailed and varied 
discussions over the weekend. I shall be dealing with Continuing Vocational Training (CVT), by 
which I include all education and training for adults. The distinction, following the European 
practice, is to distinguish CVT from Initial Training which is that training which provides young 
people with the knowledge and skills required to enter the world of work. I shall concentrate on the 
population at large, especially those at work, but not cover special programmes for the unemployed. 
In Ireland there are many programmes for the unemployed, but in terms of policy they are treated as 
separate from programmes for the employed and I am not going to deal with them in this 
presentation. 

I will first outline the statistics of continuing vocational training in Ireland and draw attention to 
comparisons with other countries where available. I shall then describe the role of Government 
policy in this field and current directions in that policy. 

2 Continuing Vocational Training Statistics 
Because continuing vocational training is so pervasive in terms of sectors and occupational groups, 
and because so much of it is funded by employers or individuals without state support, there are no 
comprehensive, regular, statistics published in Ireland or, indeed, in many countries. Two sources 
can be used. Firstly, the Labour Force Survey (which has been carried out annually for many years), 
which asks all persons whether they have received any education or training in the previous four 
weeks. Secondly, special surveys carried out by FAS of a sample of employers. 

Information from these sources has been published in a number of documents including the 1993 
OECD survey of Ireland, Philip O’Connellis book evaluating a major company training support 
scheme, reports for the EC Commission and a number of reports by myself, published by FAS, 
including Continuing Vocational Training Survey 1993í1993 and an article Total Training 
Expenditure in Ireland 1990 in the Labour Market Review, Vol 1, No 2. 

2.1 Labour Force Survey 
In relation to the Labour Force Survey data over the last ten years has been analysed by a number of 
variables including economic status, age, sex, industry and occupation. In 1996, about 8% of the 
employed population received education or training in the four weeks before the interview - a total 
of 110,000 persons. Females were somewhat more likely to receive education or training than 
males, and there was a very strong relationship between age and education or training. Leaving 
aside the very high rates for under 25s (21%), 8% of 25 to 34 year olds were getting education or 
training compared to only 4% of 45 to 54 year olds and 2% of 55 to 64 year olds. 

What type of education or training were they receiving? A small percentage, 16%, was receiving 
education not related to the job, of which 44% was in third-level colleges and 37% was in adult 
education courses. The remaining large majority (84%) of persons were doing education or training 



related to the job, of which over half was solely taking place at the workplace, about 20% was in a 
school or college only, and 15% was in an alternance-type framework. 

White collar workers, and those in financial, professional or public services, were more likely to be 
receiving training. There has been a slow but steady upward trend in the percentage of employed 
persons receiving education or training. In 1986 the percentage was 5.5%, it had risen to 7.7% by 
1991 and was 8.4% ten years later in 1996. 

The Labour Force Survey presents useful information but it suffers from at least three drawbacks in 
providing information on training of employees in Ireland. Firstly, because the question asks 
respondents about training in the previous four weeks, one is left wondering what the annual 
position is. And it is in annual terms that one usually wants to think. Secondly, although each EU 
country carries out a Labour Force Survey with broadly similar questions, each country has a fair 
degree of freedom to follow national practices. Hence, it is generally recognised that cross-country 
comparisons of training based on the LFS are dangerous. Thirdly, the Survey can tell us nothing 
about how much companies spend on training. 

2.2 CVTS Survey 
To overcome these failings the EC, through the Force programme, mounted a major cross-country 
survey of continuing vocational training in companies in 1993. Each country adopted the same 
broad list of questions and definitions, and covered private sector firms employing more than 10 
employees. In the case of Ireland, FAS was the lead body in carrying out the survey, which it did in 
co-operation with CERT (the body responsible for tourism training) and the Central Statistics 
Office. FAS published the results for Ireland in 1995, but unfortunately, despite the attempt to 
achieve standardisation in advance, Eurostat had great difficulty in pulling the results together, and 
the results are only now coming out this Autumn. 

The survey covered formal education and training courses, training in the work situation, open 
learning, planned job rotation and training conferences and included all employees except 
apprentices and similar formal trainees. The main results were that 77% of firms in Ireland were 
training firms in 1993 and they spent £110 million on training courses. This represented 1.5% of 
labour costs. 43% of employees attended some training course during the year - this was 42% for 
males and 44% for females. On average, employees spent 1.7 days on training courses during the 
year. 

In relation to the type of training, about half was general training in such areas as marketing, 
finance, safety, general management and computing. The other half was company-specific, in such 
areas as World Class Manufacturing, quality and new technology. The majority of training courses 
took place within companies. Of that provided externally, the largest providers were private training 
companies (over 100,000 days), with public training bodies (FAS, CERT) and third-level 
educational establishments each providing over 40,000 days. 

In terms of comparisons with other EU countries, on average in the EU a little less than 60% of 
firms were trainers in 1993. Thus, Ireland was higher than average at 77%, but below Denmark, 
Germany and the UK who had the highest levels - all in the 80 percents. On the other hand, Ireland 
seemed to be significantly higher than the Mediterranean countries who had rates below one-third. 

Overall, 28% of employees in the EU went on training courses during the year. Ireland was 
considerably higher than this at 43% - indeed, this percentage was the highest in the EU. However, 
the average time spent on courses in Ireland was relatively low. In Ireland, 25 hours per year was 
the average for those attending training courses - for the EU as a whole the figure was nearly double 
at 45 hours. The net result is that the total training effort (in terms of hours on training courses) in 
Ireland was broadly on a par with that in the EU as a whole. This is reflected in Irish companies 



level of expenditure on CVT which was roughly at the EU average. Irish companies spent 1.5% of 
labour costs on training courses whereas the EU average was 1.6%. 

3 Government Policy on Continuing Vocational Training 

Government policy in relation to CVT is primarily a matter for the Department of Enterprise, Trade 
and Employment which, as you would imagine, approaches the issue from an economic and labour 
market perspective. However, the Department of Education also plays an important role - coming 
from the perspective of individual demands for continuing and adult education. Other Government 
departments have an interest in their own special areas - for example in relation to health, 
agriculture or tourism. 

3.1 The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 
From the economic and labour market perspectives, Government policy has long been that the 
training of persons at work is primarily the responsibility of employers themselves, but that 
government should play a role in helping and encouraging employers to meet this responsibility. 
This has been achieved primarily through a public agency (formerly AnCO, now FAS) which has 
had the role of encouraging, advising and assisting companies to meet their training needs. 

AnCO/FAS Activities 

AnCO was established in the late 1960s and its approach followed the UK model of Industry 
Training Boards with a levy/grant system to encourage all companies to train. The levy/grant 
system undoubtedly gave a kick-start to the development of a formalised training function in Irish 
companies - involving annual training plans, qualified training personnel and a field staff of AnCO 
training advisors to both help companies develop training and to audit their success in doing so. 
However, as in the UK, in the 1980s there was increasing concern that this system had become too 
bureaucratic and costly in administrative terms and was ceasing to act as a catalyst for 
improvement. Thus, with the establishment of FAS in 1988, major changes were implemented 
whereby the administrative process was simplified and a company-exemption approach 
implemented. The network of FAS training advisors was much reduced. Companies now normally 
pay a levy of only 0.1% of payroll which makes a small contribution to FAS’s costs. 

The Irish Government wanted to stream-line its support for training in Irish industry but still 
recognised that there was a need for State intervention to encourage training. A well-known report 
under the chairmanship of a businessman, Jim Culliton, dealt with overall industry policy in the 
early 1990s and was critical of existing State policy in a number of areas including training. One of 
the background reports for Culliton examined industrial training in some detail, including the 
theoretical rationale for State involvement and support. It supported a continued role for the State, 
particularly in relation to management development and support for small and medium-sized firms. 
It also called for more State funding to be allocated to assisting training in companies. 

However, the Culliton report also believed that the multi-objective nature of FAS, and in particular 
FAS’s major role in assisting the unemployed, was hindering FAS’s efforts to focus on training for 
industry. Thus, FAS expenditure directly on industry was only a small proportion (10%, the report 
stated) of that on individuals and the unemployed. The Culliton report felt that whether at 
Departmental or FAS Board level, when it came to the allocation of resources, those arguing for 
more money for programmes for the unemployed were always winning out over those arguing for 
programmes for industry. They felt that there was a need to separate clearly FAS’s activities in 
relation to industry. To address this point FAS subsequently established a dedicated division in 
relation to Industry. This certainly helped to achieve greater focus. However, the financial picture 
has not substantially changed since, and the recent Government White Paper on Human Resources 
Development admitted that in the period 1991 to 1995 there had been a significant real decline in 
the level of State expenditure to support training by firms. 



A major new development by FAS was the establishment in 1990 of the Industrial Restructuring 
Training Programme. This was specifically designed to assist Irish companies in the context of the 
Single European Market of 1992. This Programme involved a media awareness campaign, a range 
of sectoral research studies to identify manpower and training needs, the introduction of a company 
training awards scheme and, in financial terms most significantly, a new Training Support Scheme. 
The Training Support Scheme provides funding subsidies to SMEs who wish to provide training for 
their employees. To avail of the scheme firms must employ under 500 persons, be in the relevant 
sectors, and have developed their training needs in the context of a company business plan. The rate 
of subsidy varies from 25% to 80% of costs depending upon the size of the company. In 1996 a 
total of £7 million was paid out under the Scheme, and this funded training for 28,000 persons in 
2,900 companies. The Scheme has been positively evaluated by the Economic and Social Research 
Institute who showed, however, that the best results related to small firms who would not have been 
able to afford the training otherwise. For this reason, FAS now concentrates the Scheme on very 
small firms - in 1996 half of the funds were given to firms employing up to 20 persons, and 80% 
was for firms of up to 50 employees. 

It is also worth pointing out at this stage that the Training Support Scheme is primarily a company-
demand-led scheme whereby companies themselves identify their needs, and purchase training from 
the open market including universities, colleges and public training organisations such as FAS and 
CERT. However, there is also an amount of strategic training, where the need for training courses 
has been identified through sectoral studies, agreed with industry representatives, and then made 
available at reduced rates through TSS funding. In either case, in general, the philosophy of funding 
has been to subsidise (where necessary) the purchasers of training rather than the providers. 

Industrial Development Agencies 

In relation to the economic or business aspects of training we can note also the role of the industrial 
development agencies in encouraging human resources development. Industrial training grants are 
available from IDA-Ireland (for overseas investors), Forbairt (for indigenous industry) and Shannon 
Development (in the Mid-West) as part of the incentive packages available for new investment 
projects. Grants of up to 100% of eligible training costs are available for approved training 
programmes for new employees and in recent years grants amounted to about £5m per annum. 
These grants are paid by the industrial development agencies on the advice of FAS. 

The other major support operated by the industrial agencies is the Management Development 
Grants Scheme. This Scheme provides grants to help the development of small companies in such 
areas as management information, strategic planning and business planning through providing an 
external training consultant in these areas. In addition, the Scheme can fund the recruitment of 
someone with management expertise in a particular area to strengthen a management team. About 
600 companies participate each year at a cost of about £3 million. 

So, in summary, State support, through the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, for 
training of the employed amounts to about £20 million per annum. 

White Paper on HRD 

The Government published in May of this year its White Paper on Human Resources Development. 
This White Paper covered the whole spectrum of activities within the remit of the Department of 
Enterprise and Employment in relation to active labour market measures. Much of the document 
deals with measures to assist the unemployed but the White Paper also emphasises the importance 
of policy to promote skills development in businesses. (Before going any further into detail it’s 
important to note that the White Paper is a product of the previous Government. The new 
Government who took power after the June elections has not as yet made any official statement on 
the White Paper.) 



The White Paper recognises the now universal view that human resources are one of the key 
elements of international competitiveness. To be successful, countries must provide a sound 
education to all their young people and make available a structure for lifelong learning. It finds that 
there is a need for increased investment in the amount of training undertaken by enterprises, and 
that small businesses in Ireland must be helped to overcome the skill barriers to development. It 
also sees a key need to improve the level of management training and development. 

Specific proposals in the White Paper include: 

Increasing the Training Support Scheme budget to £12m (from £7m) with a continued strong focus 
on small firms.  

Undertaking a 2-Year Awareness Programme to promote the need for, and benefits of, training in 
business.  

Establishing a £5m Training Networks programme to encourage firms to identify and meet common 
training needs.  

The development and increased funding of the Management Development Grants Scheme for small 
firms.  

Up to £1,000 a year standard-rate taxation relief for individuals who take up recognised courses 
leading to certified qualifications, initially in selected information technology and foreign language 
training courses.  

At an institutional level the White Paper also makes an important proposal in that the activities of 
FAS in relation to training for industry would be transferred to Forbairt (the State’s industrial 
development body for Irish industry). The White Paper argues that State training supports for 
industry should be placed in the context of other programmes to assist the overall development of 
industry. Forbairt operates by encouraging companies to develop company development plans and 
then providing grants to support companies implement their plans. The White Paper logic is that 
training supports should be integrated with these other grants 

3.2 Department of Education 
I now turn to the role of the education sector in providing continuing vocational training in Ireland. 
The key difference is that policy in this sector is based primarily on meeting individual needs, rather 
than business or economic ones. In statistical terms, in the academic year 1995/96, a total of about 
175,000 persons were registered on a part-time basis on courses in the education system. The vast 
majority of these (143,000) were on courses described as Adult Education, while 22,000 were on 
third-level courses and smaller numbers were following second-level, either vocational or 
academic, courses. One can’t simply split these numbers into vocational training and education but 
it is probably fair to say that many of the Adult Education courses were hobby or non-career-
related, whereas most of the third-level and vocational second-level courses were career-related. (In 
1992 90% of part-time third-level students were in employment and pursuing qualifications for 
career enhancement.) In addition to these formally-recognised education and training courses in the 
education system, there are an increasing number of voluntary daytime education groups based on 
local community efforts. These provide a valuable resource to people, especially women, to learn in 
a flexible and supportive way. 

Part-Time Enrollment in Education Bodies 1995/96 
Third-Level Courses 21,910 
Second-Level Vocational, Technical 8,384 
Junior/Leaving Certificate 1,775 
Adult Education 142,505 



Total 174,574 
Part-time education provision is largely based on local, institutional, responses to perceived needs, 
rather than to any definite national policy objectives. Undoubtedly, there has been increased 
provision of courses for part-time students; for example, the largest component, Adult Education, 
has seen participation rise from 114,000 in 1986 to 142,000 in 1996. Equally, within the non-
university third-level sector, participation on vocational, technical and professional courses has 
risen from 11,000 in 1986 to 16,000 in 1996. 

At second-level the Vocational Education Committees in each county and city have long had an 
established function with an Adult Education Organiser attached to them and Adult Education 
Boards. These have promoted and organised provision for further and second-chance education in 
their areas. However, as the Report on the National Education Convention recorded, One of the 
central problems in Adult Education, until now, has been the lack of a coherent policy. 

The White Paper on Education, published by the Government in 1995, acknowledges the same 
failings and states that there is a need for a much more cohesive approach to provision than at 
present. This is necessary in the light of the need for a lifelong learning approach, the poor or non-
existent educational qualifications of many older persons in the Irish labour force and the continued 
problems of literacy/numeracy among a significant minority of the population. To improve matters 
the White Paper on Education proposed the establishment of a Further Education Authority which 
would provide a national development framework for vocational education and training (below the 
third-level sector) and adult and continuing education. A new Irish National Certification Authority, 
Teastas, was to be set up to provide a coherent certification system for the non-university sector, 
and the respective roles of the Department of Education and the Department of Enterprise and 
Employment were to be clarified in the area. Since that time Teastas has been established on an 
interim basis and legislation to formalise it is expected next year, and a Green/White Paper on Adult 
Education is due in the next few months. At this stage we must wait to see what new proposals and 
policy directions emerge in this White Paper. 

4 The Future Outlook 
I want to conclude by making a few comments looking into the future. Continuing vocational 
training is going to be of increasing importance in the future, and Irish policy making is reflecting 
this in the attention being given to this area in the May White Paper on HRD, the White Paper on 
Education, and the forthcoming Paper on Adult Education. The need is out there, and systems and 
structures need to be put in place to encourage businesses and individuals to take up learning 
opportunities. Some financial supports to companies and individuals are already in place but further 
ones may be needed - for example, the extension of tax relief to individuals and perhaps tax 
incentives to companies. Equally, more flexible career patterns and training leave and career break 
arrangements are likely to be desirable. 

Providers are improving the suitability of their provision on an on-going basis, with greater 
flexibility of hours and duration, place, and a modular approach to learning. Of course, technology 
is playing an important role in facilitating these flexible options. Providers must continue to 
improve their quality and I believe that all education and training providers must aim to adopt a 
total quality management approach to their service. In practical terms this means attaining ISO 9002 
or similar accreditation. 

Another trend relates to the value of work and experience in learning, and the benefits of harnessing 
these to improving skills, and also certifying them to provide building blocks for further formal or 
informal development. In Ireland, APL is in its infancy but is likely to develop steadily over the 
coming years. 



Finally, it is important to recognise that in most countries it is those with good levels of education 
and skills who take-up continuing vocational training the most, whether this be because businesses 
give priority to the needs of their managers and professional staff, or because such individuals have 
stronger motivation, financial support or confidence to seek further training. It seems to me that it is 
important that Government policy in this area should not be re-inforcing inequalities in the initial 
education or training systems and should be designed to ensure that all persons have equal access to 
continuing vocational training. This could be a question of an entitlement to training leave or 
specific financial support mechanisms. 
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