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As President of Ireland, I am pleased to 
welcome the Gaisce Strategic Plan 2026-2030 
and to recognise the work which Gaisce – The 
President’s Award is doing to extend access 
and participation on the Gaisce programme.

It is of the upmost importance that all young 
people feel included, heard, seen and supported.

Gaisce is a wonderful initiative which can 
help young people across Ireland to realise 
their potential, be active in their communities, 
embrace adventure and wellbeing, and most 
importantly to believe in themselves.

The nature of the individual challenge that best 
suits each young person may be very different, 
but what is important is that every young person 
who wishes to achieve a Gaisce Award, from all 
of their diverse and varied backgrounds, has an 
equal opportunity to do so.

I welcome the work which Gaisce are undertaking 
to reduce and mitigate barriers to progressing 
through the Award levels and to ensure that 

every young person who wishes to take on the 
challenge is provided with the supports which 
they need to do so.

May I take this opportunity to thank each of the 
President’s Award Leaders around the country 
who selflessly volunteer their time to guide young 
people towards the achievement of their Award. 

I join with Gaisce in encouraging adults in youth 
organisations of all kinds to help facilitate young 
people in participating in the Award. I know that 
such guidance and mentorship is an invaluable 
support to all of those on their Gaisce journey.

May I also thank the Gaisce Youth Ambassadors 
– a diverse range of Awardees aged between 
16 and 26 who are helping to ensure that 
young people can see themselves in Gaisce 
participants. The contribution which the Gaisce 
Youth Ambassadors have made is a vital input to 
this Strategic Plan and their voices, based on their 
own experiences on the programme, will be vital 
to further developing the experience for other 
young people in the future.

For many, the experience of undertaking a Gaisce 
Award is deeply valuable journey, allowing them 
to imagine and explore new ideas, develop 
friendships, and discover who they are and what 
they want to be.

I wish all those who will be participating on the 
programme over the next five years, and all those 
who will be supporting them, the very best of 
luck for the challenge ahead. 

President Catherine Connolly

Foreword from
PRESIDENT CATHERINE CONNOLLY



For over 40 years, Gaisce has given young 
people the chance to shine by challenging 
them to discover and develop their potential 
through a structured and progressive non-
formal learning programme, transforming 
hundreds of thousands of lives across  
multiple generations. 

Following a period of increased awareness and 
greater participation, we are proud to set out 
our vision and ambition for Gaisce over the next 
five years that will continue to emphasise the 
relevancy and value of the Award experience 
where, more than ever, young people need 
the skills, resilience, leadership and confidence 
to navigate a world responding to so much 
change, both positive and negative. The 
Award serves as a beacon for young people 
to structure their own journey towards finding 
positive pathways, building lifelong skills, 
friendships and knowledge and making their 
mark as changemakers through their Award 
achievements and contributions.

Our strategy echoes the ambition of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals, reflecting a 
commitment to leave no young person behind 
who wishes to take on the President of Ireland’s 
challenge. Under Action 18 of Opportunities 
for Youth: National Strategy for Youth Work 
and Related Services 2024 - 2028, the ambition 
of our strategy is further supported by the 
Department of Education and Youth’s goal 
to “strengthen the profile and accessibility of 
Gaisce – the President’s Award across sectors 
and for young people from all backgrounds.” 
Inspired by national and global aspirations for 
young people, our strategy is structured around 
three core goals — Access, Grow, and Amplify. 
Access demonstrates our dedication to including 
young people from diverse backgrounds in the 
Award and evolving our engagement through 
digital transformation. Grow is about enhancing 
Award level progression, advancing our reach 
and embedding the Award as a rite of passage 
for young people in Ireland. Amplify will deepen 
our evidence of impact, using inspirational 
stories, case studies and partnerships to 
strengthen the Award’s visibility nationwide so 

that everyone can see the benefits of Award 
participation and the value of Gaisce’s non-
formal learning certification for young people.

We are committed to ensuring that every young 
person can see themselves in the Award, that 
every young person in Ireland they can be part 
of the Gaisce story, and that every young person 
has the opportunity to realise their potential and 
make a positive difference in their own lives and 
the lives of others through their Award.

Áine Kerr
Chairperson 

Avril Ryan
Chief Executive Officer

Message from
THE CHAIR AND CEO



Gaisce – The President’s Award is Ireland’s 
National Youth Award. It is a direct challenge 
from the President of Ireland, Catherine 
Connolly, to encourage young people to 
realise their potential through a proven Positive 
Youth Development Programme that provides 
structure, support, and certification for non-
formal learning experiences for young people 
aged 14 to 25. The Award inspires young 
people to flourish through challenge, engage 
with their communities, build self-belief and 
skills, embrace adventure and wellbeing, and 
be recognised for their achievements.  

The Gaisce programme has three progressive 
Award Levels – Bronze, Silver and Gold. At 
each level, young people shape their own 
journey by choosing and undertaking activities 
across four Challenge Areas: Personal Skill, 
Community Involvement, Physical Recreation 
and an Adventure Journey, with each Award 
level requiring a greater level of time and 
commitment. At Gold level, participants 
must also complete a Residential and submit 
a reflective Portfolio as part of the Award 

requirements. Rooted in a self-directed non-
competitive ethos, participants set goals 
that matter to them and proceed at a level of 
challenge appropriate to each individual.

The Gaisce programme is delivered nationally 
by President’s Award Leaders (PALs) in Gaisce 
Award Partner (GAP) organisations including 
secondary schools, third level institutions, 
second-chance and further education services, 
youth services, disability organisations, sporting 
organisations, uniformed organisations, 
youth justice, prison and probation services, 
organisations working with young refugees and 
asylum seekers, and more. 

Gaisce – The President’s Award was established 
in 1985 to mark the UN’s International Year of 
Youth and was launched in Áras an Uachtaráin 
by President, Dr. Patrick J. Hillery, Gaisce’s 
founding patron. Since then, the patronage has 
passed from President to President, reflecting 
a shared and enduring commitment to 
recognising and supporting young people. 

In 1999, aligned with the commitments of 
the Good Friday Agreement, the Joint Award 
Initiative (JAI) was established. The JAI is a 
unique partnership between Gaisce – The 
President’s Award and the Duke of Edinburgh’s 
Award which offers young people in Northern 
Ireland a choice of certification for their Award 
achievement – they can choose to receive a 
Gaisce – The President’s Award, The Duke of 
Edinburgh’s Award or The Duke of Edinburgh’s 
International Award at Bronze, Silver and Gold 
Award levels.

The Gaisce Award is recognised as a valuable 
non-formal education certification in Ireland 
and in more than 130 countries through our 
partnership with The Duke of Edinburgh’s 
International Award. 

ABOUT GAISCE



‘We love  
the ‘CAN 
DO’ attitude 
that Gaisce 
instils in 
young people 
and their 
communities’.
GAISCE PRESIDENT’S  
AWARD LEADER



 

OUR VISION
Empower all young 

people to answer the 
President’s call to realise 

their potential.

OUR PURPOSE
Deliver a 

positive and flexible 
youth development 

programme accessible to 
every young person 

aged 14–25.

OUR MISSION
Deliver Ireland’s 

National Youth Award by 
inspiring young people 

to flourish through 
challenge, engage with 
their communities, build 

self-belief and skills, 
embrace adventure 

and wellbeing, and be 
recognised for their 

achievements.



 

“Gaisce 
has been a 
transformative 
experience 
... the lessons 
and the 
resilience 
built during 
Gaisce will 
undoubtedly 
stand to me.”
GAISCE PARTICIPANT



i

“I have fond 
memories of 
participating 
in Gaisce as a 
student and 
love giving 
my students 
the same 
opportunities.  
Gaisce is so 
important for 
our young 
people.”
Gaisce Presiden t’s  
Award Leader 



i OUR VALUES

Inclusion
We make sure 
everyone feels 

heard, seen, 
supported.

In tegrity
We always act 
with respect, 
fairness, and 
transparency. 

Empathy
We listen, 

respect, and 
value everyone’s 

story and 
experience.

Quality
We strive 

for excellence 
and continuous 
improvement in 

everything  
we do.



Over the next five years, we will pursue  
three strategic goals, underpinned 

by key objectives and actions.

AMPLIFY

STRATEGIC GOALS

ACCESS

GROW



These goals will be driven by three strategic cornerstones:

DIGITAL 
INNOVATION 

Leverage digital 
transformation to enhance 

access, drive efficiencies, and 
strengthen relevance, while 

keeping Gaisce connected to 
how young people live and 

learn today.

ORGANISATIONAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Ongoing strengthening  
of governance, infrastructure, 

data security, culture, and 
growth capacity to maintain 

quality and deliver  
sustainable impact.

STRATEGIC CORNERSTONES 

YOUTH-CENTRED 
APPROACH 

Every element of the strategy 
is shaped around the needs, 

aspirations, and voice of 
young people, ensuring 

inclusion, empowerment, and 
meaningful participation.



1 GOAL-ACCESS
Transform Access and Inclusion 
WHY THIS IS 
IMPORTANT 
To truly live up to our mission, Gaisce 
must ensure that every young person, 
especially those facing barriers, 
marginalisation or disadvantage, 
can access and benefit from the 
Award. Access and inclusion are 
the foundations of a truly national 
youth award. By embedding flexible 
supports, inclusive practices, and 
smart use of technology, Gaisce can 
ensure every young person has a fair 
chance to participate, progress, and 
connect, wherever they are.



STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 1

Inclusion, Belonging 
& Fairness
Empower every young person, especially those 
facing barriers, to see themselves in Gaisce – 
The President’s Award, and to participate fully 
through inclusive practices, flexible supports, 
and fair opportunities.
 

STRATEGIC ACTIONS
1	 Enhance access and diversity by making 

the Award more adaptable, inclusive, and 
supportive, ensuring every young person 
can fully participate and have a quality 
experience. 
 

2	 Integrate inclusion and global awareness 
by aligning the Award with Global Citizenship 
Education, UN Sustainable Development 
Goals and international partnerships, 
inspiring young people to act locally and 
think globally.  

3	 Build organisational capacity to deliver 
high-quality, inclusive experiences, 
embedding fairness and accessibility across 
all systems, policies and practices. 

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 2

Inclusive Digital 
Engagement 
Integrate digital tools and approaches to ensure 
Gaisce remains relevant in a digital world, 
transforming how young people and PALs 
engage with and experience the Award.

STRATEGIC ACTIONS
1	 Develop a participant-focused digital 

platform that tracks Award progress, 
deepens engagement, and strengthens 
ongoing connection to Gaisce, while 
providing insights to guide Award growth. 

2	 Explore and develop technology enabled 
virtual supports to enhance participation, 
connection and engagement. 

3	 Develop further PAL e-learning and 
programme tools to improve the quality, 
consistency and impact of Award delivery.



2 GOAL-GROW 
PROGRESSION, DEVELOPMENT, AND 
EMBEDDING THE PROGRAMME FRAMEWORK
WHY THIS IS 
IMPORTANT 
Progression through the National 
Youth Award - from Bronze to Silver 
to Gold - deepens Gaisce’s impact, 
helping young people build lifelong 
skills, confidence, and resilience. 
Strengthening these pathways 
enables more young people to sustain 
their journey and recognise the  
value of their achievements. Growth 
also depends on the President’s 
Award Leaders (PALs) and Gaisce 
Award Partners (GAPs) who make 
the Award possible. Investing in 
their support and capacity ensures 

quality, delivery and lasting impact. 
To realise growth potential, we need 
greater collaboration and partnership 
across all places where there are 
conversations, policies and  
decisions made for, with and 
about young people.



STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 3

Progression and 
Pathways
Empower young people to progress intuitively 
through all Award levels by showing the value of 
continued engagement, removing barriers, and 
positioning Gaisce as a recognised developmental 
pathway and achievement for young people.
 

STRATEGIC ACTIONS
1	 Overcome barriers to progression by 

strengthening support to PALs, streamlining 
programme administration and refining 
the Award framework to offer flexible and 
accessible participation for all young people. 

2	 Broaden participation beyond Transition 
Year to highlight Gaisce as a recognised non-
formal education Award relevant to young 
people from adolescence into adulthood. 

3	 Forge and strengthen connections with 
education institutions, youth and community 
organisations, government, and wider civil 
society to promote and embed Award 
progression.

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 4 

Evolve the Award 
Delivery Model
Sustain and expand the President’s Award 
Leader model by diversifying roles, 
strengthening supports and recognition, and 
reinforcing Gaisce Award Partners as the 
foundation for high-quality delivery. 

STRATEGIC ACTIONS
1	 Elevate President’s Award Leader 

recognition and status through national 
campaigns, awards, and initiatives  
celebrating leadership, dedication,  
and impact.

2	 Diversify the President’s Award Leader 
model to enhance delivery, build capacity 
andextend the Award's reach.

3	 Collaborate with Gaisce Award  
Partners to deepen commitment  
and address participation barriers.



3 GOAL-AMPLIFY
YOUTH VOICE AND AWARD IMPACT
WHY THIS IS 
IMPORTANT 
Recognition and visibility highlight 
the value of the Award, inspiring 
young people and President’s 
Award Leaders to take pride in their 
achievements and encourage others 
to engage, deliver, and succeed. 
Through cross-sector partnerships, 
strategic alliances and policy 
engagement, Gaisce can shape a more 
inclusive national story where youth 
potential is recognised, valued, and 
celebrated.



STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 5

Share Impact & Story
Communicate the impact of Gaisce as the 
National Youth Award through research, 
storytelling, and inclusive communications that 
amplify visibility, strengthen credibility, and
highlight the Award’s pivotal role in advancing
youth development across Ireland. 

STRATEGIC ACTIONS
1	 Showcase the Award impact for young people 

by sharing diverse stories and evidence-based 
results across multiple platforms. 

2	 Harness research and case studies on youth 
development and non-formal learning to 
enhance communications and advocacy, 
highlighting the Award’s real-world benefits.  

3	 Elevate Gaisce’s presence and value 
through innovative local, national, all-island 
and international events and activities that 
engage Gaisce participants, President’s 
Award Leaders, and relevant partners.

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 6

Strategic Leadership 
& Partnerships
Position Gaisce as Ireland’s flagship Award 
programme for youth development and 
experiential learning by strengthening cross-
sector partnerships, influencing and delivering on 
national policy, and deepening engagement with 
public and civic leaders to embed the Award in 
national life.
 

STRATEGIC ACTIONS
1	 Consolidate Gaisce’s position as Ireland’s 

National Youth Award and a key part of the 
non-formal education landscape through 
strategic partnerships across sectors. 

2	 Amplify youth voice and leadership 
through the Youth Ambassador programme 
and participant and alumni initiatives, 
ensuring that young people are at the heart 
of telling the Gaisce story, shaping our future 
and representing the voice of young people. 

3	 Engage with Gaisce’s patron, the 
President of Ireland, to champion the 
Award’s mission, vision, and values, 
highlighting the President’s direct challenge 
to young people to undertake the Award, 
inspiring equality, inclusion, and youth 
empowerment through national recognition 
and high-profile engagements.



 

 

At the heart of our new strategy is a steadfast 
commitment to young people and the 
transformative outcomes they achieve 
through the Gaisce Award. 

Beyond participation or recognition, it is the 
personal growth, confidence, resilience, and 
sense of purpose that young people gain which 
matters most. By placing the Award journey and 
outcomes above all else, we ensure that every 
aspect of our work, from programme design 
and support structures to partnerships and 
recognition, centres on helping young people 
realise their potential, embrace challenges, and 
leave no ambition unmet. This focus reinforces 
Gaisce’s role not just as a programme, but as a 
catalyst for meaningful, lifelong development.

The Gaisce journey is a personal development
challenge, shaped and at a pace defined by 
each young person, making a positive difference 
in their own lives and the lives of others.

THE GAISCE EXPERIENCE 
AND WHY IT MATTERS 



 

 

DURING THE AWARD JOURNEY YOUNG PEOPLE

SHORT TO MEDIUM OUTCOMES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

LONGER-TERM OUTCOMES  FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

✔ 
Increased 

CONFIDENCE and 
SELF-BELIEF and 

sense of PRIDE  
in achievements.

✔ 
Greater RESILIENCE 
and PERSEVERANCE 

when faced with 
challenges.

✔ 
Equipped  

with PERSONAL 
and PRACTICAL 
LIFE SKILLS and 
EXPERIENCES.

✔ 
Increase in POSITIVE 

CONNECTION and 
BELONGING with 
their community.

✔ 
Clearer sense of 

PURPOSE and the  
PATHWAYS to  

their future.

✔ 
PRIDE they  

are contributing to  
society as ACTIVE 

CITIZENS and  
CHANGEMAKERS.

★ 
Increased  

likelihood of REALISING 
POTENTIAL.

★ 
Can draw on  

Award LEARNINGS and 
EXPERIENCES to support 
wellbeing throughout life.

★ 
Greater readiness for 

EDUCATION, TRAINING, 
EMPLOYMENT and life  

beyond the Award.

★ 
Stay ENGAGED  

and continue actively 
CONTRIBUTING to community 

and wider society.

+ 
Choose GOALS 
that matter to 

them and PERSIST 
to complete 

activities non-
competitively and 
at their own pace. 

+ 
Are encouraged 

to try NEW 
EXPERIENCES, 
STRETCH them-
selves, and be 
OPEN to every 

possibility.

+ 
Are challenged 

to STAY 
ACTIVE, find 
ADVENTURE, 
and have FUN.

+ 
MEET NEW 

PEOPLE, make 
FRIENDS and 

DISCOVER and 
COLLABORATE 

together.

+ 
CELEBRATE, 

SHARE and are 
RECOGNISED 

for their 
achievements.

+ 
GIVE BACK 

to, positively 
CHANGE, 

and INSPIRE 
communities.

+ 
CHALLENGE 

themselves to 
PROGRESS 

through each 
Award level.



MONITORING PROGRESS 
Progress will be monitored and reviewed through the 
implementation of our annual work plan detailing 
how we will progress each of the three strategic 
goals. Tracking and evaluation of success indicators 
across annual projections, programme of activities 
and outcomes for young people will be reviewed 
against the delivery of the strategic goals and actions 
on a regular basis and through Council reporting 
mechanisms. A matrix of key success indicators 
has also been developed to robustly measure 
our impact and achievement.  Progress will then 
be reflected in Gaisce’s Annual Impact Report.  

THE CONSULTATION PROCESS
Our strategic planning process has drawn on our 
four-decade legacy of supporting more than half 
a million young people since 1985 to realise their 
potential. To develop this ambitious 5-year Strategic 
Plan, we partnered with Mantra Strategy, using their 
bespoke DREAM framework to guide the process 
(Define, Review, Engage, Align, Mobilise).  We 
engaged in extensive consultations with a wide array of 
stakeholders through focus groups, workshops, 1-2-1 
interviews and surveys. The strategic planning process 
provided a valuable opportunity to assess our work 
to date and what has been achieved, examine future 
trends, imagine and discuss what we wanted our north 
star to be, and above all gather important insights and 
feedback from a broad range of our stakeholders. We 
were particularly proud that so many young people 
contributed their voice and ideas to the consultation 
process. We are grateful to everyone who gave their 
time and energy to this process. We are so excited to 
see what the next 5 years bring and and how we can 
help more young people than ever before from all 
walks of life to realise their potential through Gaisce 
participation.

“Doing Gaisce during 
some of the most 
important years of my 
youth really showed 
me that I’m capable of 
anything I set my mind 
to. The award pushes 
you to stay focused, 
work hard, and stick 
with the things you take 
on. Those lessons didn’t 
just help me with the 
Award, they’ve carried 
over into my studies, 
my career, and life in 
general. On top of that, 
it helped me discover 
how much I love giving 
back and showed me 
the real impact I can 
make in my community”.

Ebunoluwa Jamgbadi,  
Gaisce Youth Ambassador

CONSULTATION PROCESS ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
Gaisce – The President’s Award would like to express 
our sincere gratitude to all those who were involved 
in the consultation to develop this strategic plan 
including: officials in the Department of Education and 
Youth, Office of the President and the Department of 
Justice; Gaisce Council and Staff, Youth Ambassadors, 
Partners, Participants, Awardees and President’s Award 
Leaders (PALs); and Julie McDonald from Mantra 
Strategy who guided and supported the delivery of 
this strategy. Special thanks to President Catherine 
Connolly for her inspiration and support as our patron 
and for providing the foreword to this strategic plan. 

Thank you to the Department of Education and Youth, 
our primary funder. Thanks also to all of our other 
programme partners and supporters.

Gaisce – The President’s Award 
Ratra House, North Road,  
Phoenix Park, Dublin 8,  
Ireland, D08 YD62.
Tel: +3531 6171999
www.gaisce.ie
 

Gaisce - Gradam an Uachtaráin, The President’s Award is a 
company limited by guarantee (CRO 251020) and with a 
CHY and RCN number (8482 and 20020903 respectively).

An Roinn Oideachais
agus Óige
Department of Education 
and Youth

http://www.gaisce.ie
https://www.instagram.com/gaisceaward/
https://www.facebook.com/GaisceAward/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/gaisce/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGeZZ1cxde9Ce4sI7hyh6ug
https://www.tiktok.com/@gaisceaward



