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 Foreword 

This independent report explores perspectives of Gaisce, The President’s Award, 

on employability in Ireland. The study was completed by a research team at Maynooth 

University, Ireland. The study addresses the critical question as follows: what are 

employers’ perceptions of Gaisce, and associated skills in relation to labour market 

value? Gaisce is commonly known as the programme of youth development creating 

confidence, resilience, and leadership. This is a mixed-methods study, including a 

literature review, 45 semi-structured interviews with employers, and an exploratory, 

survey with 100 participants, analysed using descriptive statistics and structural 

equation modelling (SEM). Data from the interviews was triangulated with data from the 

survey. Participants were recruited with a diverse broad sampling of industry including 

retail, hospitality, technology, professional services, creative industries, education and 

other sectors. 

Results reveal that Gaisce participation greatly increases soft skills teamwork, 

problem-solving, and communication as well as building confidence and resilience.  

Results also demonstrate that employers attach great significance to the importance of 

the award as a demonstration of initiative and personality. Yet, its potential is not fully 

realised due to low awareness among employers, formal non-recognition in recruitment, 

disparities in accessibility and. 

The report concludes that Gaisce has a promising potential as a non-formal route 

to employability but it needs more policy adjustment, employer engagement, and 

digitalisation. It is recommended to integrate Gaisce into the Irish National Framework of 

Qualifications, to provide wider opportunities to disadvantaged young people and to use 

online micro-credentials as a means of enhancing its visibility and credibility in the 

recruitment market. 

The research team extend their gratitude to the Gaisce team for their cooperation 

in this research study.   
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Executive Summary  

2.1 Purpose of Report 

• To yield general employer perspectives on processes that they follow and qualities 

that they look for during the recruitment process.  

• To measure the contribution of Gaisce-The President’s award to employment of 

youth in Ireland. 

• To analyse the ways in which involvement in Gaisce builds soft skills, if any 

(Clarke, 2018; Deming, 2017). 

• To assess the level of awareness and recognition of Gaisce amongst employers 

(Spence, 1973; Williamson et al., 2010). 

• To investigate what challenges exist and suggest solutions to maximise the 

employability value of the Award (Council of the European Union, 2012). 

2.2 Research Approach & Participants  

The research employs a mixed methods approach:  

• Phase 1: Desk research and the literature 

review. 

• Phase 2: 45 semi-structured employer 

interviews (across a variety of sectors including 

hospitality, retail, technology, healthcare, 

education, construction, finance, transport 

and logistics, tourism, manufacturing, 

agribusiness, professional services, creative 

industries, community and voluntary 

organisations, and the public sector.) regarding  

• their perceptions of recruitment and Gaisce. 

• Phase 3: Exploratory survey of employers (n=100). 

• Phase 4: Interview data was analysed using thematic analysis (qualitative) (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006) and survey data was analysed using descriptive statistics/SEM 
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modelling (quantitative). Data from interviews was used to inform the 

development of the exploratory survey instrument.  

Learnings from models such as CareerEDGE (Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007), 

Psychological Capital (Avey et al., 2011; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017), 

Experiential Learning (Kolb, 1984), and Signalling Theory (Spence, 1973) were 

incorporated into the research design.  

2.3 Key Findings 

• Skill Development: Employers perceive that Gaisce 

develops soft skills, which include team building, 

problem solving, flexibility, and leadership 

(Deming, 2017; Clarke, 2018). Employers associate 

awardees of Gaisce with traits such as confidence 

and resilience. (Avey et al., 2011). 

• Perceived Employability: Results indicated that the 

impact of Gaisce on employability can be assessed 

as moderate but positive.  

• Significance: Completing Gaisce was of value to the employers in terms of 

initiative but it was not something that was considered of significance in making 

hiring decisions. (Williamson et al., 2010). 

• Technology and AI: Tensions exist between screening systems and the human 

values of employers. In larger organisations with large applicant pools, 

AI/screening could remove candidates from the recruitment process based on key 

words etc.  

2.4 Practical Implications 

• Gaisce can teach confidence and transferable skills, which also helps career 

adaptability and success. (Fugate, Kinicki & Ashforth, 2004). 

• The Award is an indicator of resilience, team work, and leadership which fits well 

with employer interests. (Deming, 2017). 
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• Policy Recommendations: Gaisce can be a desirable non formal learning 

pathway, however, to be fully utilised, it needs to be integrated into the formal 

systems. (European Commission, 2021). 

2.5 Recommendations 

2.5.1 For Employers 

• Providing toolkits and training to facilitate the HR and Talent acquisition team to 

recognise Gaisce as a credible employment indicator (Williamson et al., 2010).  

• One of the best practice recommendations is recruiters encouraging applicants 

to speak about Gaisce  or other personal development activities (Campion, 

Palmer & Campion, 2011). 

2.5.2 For Policymakers: 

• Include Gaisce in the National Framework of Qualifications and every formal 

systems as an indicator for skills (European Commission, 2021). 

• Offer special funding and outreach to at risk young people for inclusion and 

participation in Gaisce. (OECD, 2019). 

• Inform employers about Gaisce through networks and deliver the message 

nationally as part of youth strategies. (Arthur, Khapova & Wilderom, 2020). 

2.5.3 For Gaisce Participants 

• Include Gaisce performance in Curriculum Vitaes and speak about specific 

Gaisce components during job interviews using the STAR method. (Campion, 

Palmer & Campion, 2011). 

• Employ digital badges or micro-credentials as a way to demonstrate skills. (Arthur, 

Khapova & Wilderom, (2020). 

2.6 Conclusion 

Gaisce has a track-record of instilling employability skill sets, resilience, and 

confidence (Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). Nevertheless, 

its value in the labour market is under-represented because employers are not well aware 

of it, and there are accessibility issues (OECD, 2019). With increased policy integration, 

digital innovations and employer awareness, Gaisce will be able to transition into a 
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credible step towards employment (European Commission, 2021). Overall, employers 

expressed that simply expressing on a CV or during an interview that a Gaisce award had 

been achieved might be sufficient for candidates who do not have a significant level of 

experience (e.g. post primary school students). But beyond this, for other cohorts (e.g. 

university students, those returning to the workforce with a gap on their CV, candidates 

applying for entering entry level and graduate positions), that Gaisce would need to be 

incorporated through storytelling at interview stage about specific examples (e.g. 

volunteering, new skill acquisition, project management/time management, team 

building, navigating challenges etc.) in order for it to further strengthen an applicant’s 

chances of securing a position.  
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Background Information 

Gaisce The President s Award is a youth development programme operated in 

Ireland. The project aims at upholding youth empowerment to achieve their potential in 

terms of individual challenges, community integration and skill enhancement. Basing its 

practice on the philosophies of self-growth, resilience, and proactive citizenship, Gaisce 

promotes an individual to set objectives, challenge themselves and develop skills that 

are especially relevant to their future life education and employment. 

3.1 Gaisce’s Key Objectives 

• Increase the employability of the youth, which can be done by fostering the 

development of transferable skills, most notably, leadership, teamwork, and 

problem-solving skills. 

• Encourage civic and voluntary as well as community service. 

• Promote healthy growth and wellbeing, including resiliency, confidence and 

perseverance. 

• Identify and reward at Bronze, Silver and Gold levels and motivate young people 

to achieve worthwhile goals. 

3.2 Gaisce Programme Structure 

• Community Involvement: Participants offer volunteer services to local initiatives 

to develop teamwork, responsibility and increased empathy. 

• Skill Development: Participants develop a new skill or improve an existing one over 

a sustained period. 

• Physical Recreation: Participants take part in a physical activity to improve fitness 

and wellbeing. 

• Adventure Journey: A team expedition involving preparation, teamwork, and 

resilience in an outdoor setting.  

• (Optional at Gold Level) – Residential Project: A five-day shared activity 

undertaken with people who are not part of the participant’s usual community. 
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• Personal Reflection: The achievements are formalised, and the participants are 

motivated to demonstrate the learning process they experience and present 

employability skills. 

3.3 Gaisce’s Underlying Principles 

• Youth Empowerment: Empowering the young generation in the growth of their 

individuality and desired careers. 

• Experiential Learning: Learning occurs as a result of practical involvement rather 

than classroom theory, getting the participants ready to take on issues in the real 

world. 

• Employability Through Skills: Employers increasingly value soft skills- resilience, 

adaptability, teamwork, and leadership- all of which Gaisce actively nurtures. 

• Recognition and Celebration: Achievements are honoured by the President of 

Ireland, giving participants a unique award that strengthens their CV and career 

prospects. 
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Research Objective and Plan 

4.1 Research Rationale 

In today’s world, technical skills are not only sufficient for employment. Employment 

is dependent on individual, organisational and social context (Clarke, 2018). The Gaisce 

Award, being a well-established non formal education route in Ireland, offers one 

potential line of investigation of young people's employability through soft skills 

acquisition and character.   

Although transversal capabilities such as resilience, adaptability, teamwork, and 

communication (Deming, 2017; Cedefop, 2018) are being given increased emphasis, 

programmes such as Gaisce continue to be under-emphasised in formal selection. This 

imbalance is more pronounced amongst youth who are subject to labour market 

disadvantage on geographical, socio-economic, or educational criteria (European 

Education and Culture Executive Agency, 2021; Youth Work Ireland, 2019). 

Whilst employer attitudes are the priority, it is also necessary to determine how young 

people themselves evaluate the employability value of the Gaisce Award. The first wave 

of research (European Commission, 2021) names youth awareness, self-efficacy, and 

capacity as determinants of competences gained through non-formal learning to explain 

labour market experiences.  

The study utilises employability models and psychological theories- CareerEDGE 

(Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007), career adaptability (Fugate et al., 2004), and psychological 

capital (Bandura, 1998; Avey et al., 2011)- with the potential of analysing how the 

competencies gained by completing Gaisce can be formalised and signalled to 

employers (Campion et al., 2011; Williamson et al., 2010). 

4.2 Research Objectives 

This research seeks to measure the employers' perceived value of the Gaisce Award 

in relation to employability in the Irish context, namely recruitment behaviour, ability 

signalling, and equal opportunity employment. The overall objectives are as follows: 
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• To ascertain employer awareness and familiarity with the Gaisce Award as a non-

school award. 

• To examine how engaging with Gaisce would be able to exhibit positive 

employability skills such as resilience, leadership, and teamwork. 

• To explore employers' perspectives on non-formal learning within formal 

recruitment. 

• To explore enablers and barriers of introducing Gaisce in fair and inclusive 

recruitment practice. 

4.3 Research Plan 

This mixed-methods research plan consists of three phases as follows: 

4.3.1 Phase 1: Desk Research  

Theoretical underpinnings and applicability to a context were sought in policy and 

scholarly literature. The most relevant models are the CareerEDGE model (Dacre Pool & 

Sewell, 2007), psycho-social employability models (Fugate et al., 2004), and 

psychological capital theory (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). 

Phase 2: Qualitative Interviews 

45 semi-structured interviews with employers across a variety of industries are 

currently being conducted. The interview protocol was developed using pre-established 

measures from relevant literature on soft skill identification, career adaptability, and 

formal recruitment testing (DeRue et al., 2012; Campion et al., 2011). Interviews were 

transcribed and coded thematically by Braun and Clarke's (2006) guidelines. 

Phase 3: Employer Surveys 

A hierarchical style questionnaire was used. This questionnaire investigates how the 

respondents perceive the Gaisce Award in relation to soft skills, confidence, and 

employability. The tool is supported by psychological capital theory (Luthans and 

Youssef-Morgan, 2017), reflective learning theory (Moon, 2004) and self-efficacy theory 

(Bandura, 1998). The cumulative maximising the recognition and value of the Gaisce 

Award in employer-side and youth-side environments. 
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Literature Review 

5.1 Youth Employability in the 21st century 

The dynamic nature of the 21st century labour markets, shaped by technological 

advances, demographic changes and the constantly changing economic performance, 

youth employability has become a concern (European Commission, 2021; ILO, 2020). 

Beyond academic and technical skills employers value transferable skills more in todays’ 

job climate (OECD, 2019). Traditional education systems are not sufficiently developing 

these skills (UNESCO, 2020). As a result, an increased interest draws on the role of non-

formal education programmes as supplementary avenues of youth development and 

employability.  

5.2 The Gaisce Award: An Overview   

Gaisce The President’s award is Ireland’s youth achievement programme. Founded in 

1985, targeting an age of 14 to 25 years to go through a set of structured, voluntary, aim-

oriented opportunities in four major fields namely community involvement, personal 

skills, physical recreation, and an adventure journey (Gaisce, 2023). It goes in line with 

international youth awards such as The Duke of Edinburgh International Award (The Duke 

of Edinburgh International Award Foundation, 2022). 

Despite Gaisce’s widespread anecdotal support on its effectiveness on youth 

confidence, leadership and community engagement, there is a gap in knowledge around  

its contribution in employability outcomes. Current Gaisce research focuses on reports 

of soft skills improvement and better life patterns (Lerman, 2013). Furthermore, existing 

research focuses primarily on satisfaction of the participants but not tangible signs of 

employment or a long-term career growth.  

The aim of this study is to fill that gap by critically assessing the existing theoretical 

and empirical literature on the association between youth development programmes 

such as Gaisce and employability. It further examines conceptually-based approaches 

towards defining and measuring employability, especially in the context of youth, and 

points to the difficulties in assigning results in non-formal learning. This review can help 

pull into the broader discussions of what characterises the importance of citizenship-
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based, non-formal learning in defining the transition youth education to work in modern-

day Ireland and other places. 

5.3 Conceptualising Employability 

The concept of employability is multidimensional and goes beyond attaining a 

employment to include the ability to attain, sustain and transfer throughout a career of 

personally fulfilling employment. It calls upon a continuous combination of cognitive, 

social, and emotional skills that may permit people to react to changing labour market 

realities ( Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007).  

The CareerEDGE model  names six components of employability: career 

development learning, the experience of work and life, degree subject knowledge, 

generic skills, and emotional intelligence (Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007). Furthermore, 

psychological capital (self-efficacy, hope, optimism and resilience) is often perceived as 

an important determinant of employability outcomes (Avey et al., 2011).  

Emotional intelligence, considered as the ability to recognise, understand and control 

emotions has also been proved to increase workplace flexibility and performance 

(Joseph & Newman, 2010). Bandura (1977) has done foundational work on self-efficacy, 

connecting psychological capital to action and success of employability. 

5.4 The Role of Non Formal Learning in Employability 

Non formal learning involves structured, learner driven experience outside 

classroom that are aimed at specific outcomes (Boeren et. al, 2018). An example is 

Gaisce, the President’s Award, a youth development programme that can help to develop 

individuals, preparing them for employability through non-formal learning. Gaisce allows 

the participants to develop soft skills including: leadership, teamwork, time 

management, and perseverance through systematic involvement in community services, 

physical activities, skill development, and personal challenges (Gouthro, 2017). The 

relevance of these programmes to employability is acknowledged by European policy 

frameworks (Council of the European Union, 2012; Cedefop, 2018), and this approach is 

also viewed as a tool of confidence building and career readiness (Souto-Otero & Ulicna, 

2013). 
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5.5 Theoretical Framework  

Key theoretical frameworks that support the role that Gaisce is playing in the 

development of employability among youth in Ireland are presented in this section. 

Among the most powerful, one can distinguish the Experiential Learning Theory (1984) 

introduced by Kolb, according to which learning is a dynamic process that takes place in 

the form of a continuous cycle through the concrete experience, reflective observation, 

abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. Calkins (1970) has done 

reflections on how time and structured experience reinforce the importance of 

continuous engagement in skill acquisition. Gaisce’s four areas: challenge, personal 

skill, physical recreation, and community involvement closely fit into this cycle and offer 

tangible experiences for participants to develop planning, perseverance, and problem-

solving skills. By taking part in such challenges, the participants re-evaluate their 

performance and actions and develop a theoretical approach that they would use to 

improve in future activities. Such systematic interaction contributes to not only the 

development of skills, but also independent action and self-efficacy, which are essential 

elements of employability. According to Moon (2004), this kind of reflective learning is 

needed to ensure that the young people internalise skills and apply them to new contexts 

and thus the model offered by Gaisce can only help in ensuring that participants are able 

to internalise skills and apply them to new settings. 

Moreover, the Positive Youth Development (PYD) framework provides one more 

perspective of interpreting the effect of Gaisce. PYD does not focus on filling gaps or 

mitigating risks among the youth but on building conditions that facilitate thriving, agency 

and meaning (Lerner et al., 2005). With a focus on motivating young people to have and 

attain objectives in various areas, Gaisce offers systematic ways of development that 

build resilience, perseverance and drive. The author emphasises that, through strength-

focused and proactive programs, improved social, emotional, and cognitive 

competencies are likely to be achieved, which are all highly sought after in the labour 

market (Clarke, 2018). Clarke MacMahon & O’Reilly (2015), provides empirical evidence 

that structured awards increase self-efficacy, strengthening the argument. Gaisce 

awards being goal-driven and voluntary also make young awardees assume ownership of 
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their own growth allowing them to develop internal motivation and a sense of 

accomplishment that could have a positive impact on career paths. 

Additionally, Social Capital Theory gives insight into why engagement in Gaisce could 

lead to an increase in employability due to network building and mentorship. Social 

capital is defined as the resources and support available in terms of relationships such 

as advice, recommendations and resources to opportunities (Forret and Dougherty, 

2004). The element of peer and mentor relationship in employability is brought to light by 

Goffman (1961) total institutions and social networks in structured settings. Through 

community-based projects and group activities, the participants widen their social 

networks, socialise with mentors, and work with other participants, which enable the 

building of social capital. Seibert et al. (2017) state that this type of network is especially 

useful in gaining entry to informal labour markets, career guidance, and job opportunities 

that would otherwise not be available. This relational feature of employability proves that 

Gaisce is not only building personal competencies but also placing participants in the 

wider professional and community networks in a more strategic way, which strengthens 

their chances of professional growth. 

Combined, these frameworks demonstrate how Gaisce is designed to purposefully 

combine the two principles of experiential learning and the strengths-based approach to 

youth development and social capital accumulation in an employment-oriented manner. 

Through a blend of practice issues, goal setting, reflection and networking, Gaisce fosters 

holistic development which provides the cognitive, interpersonal and motivational 

strengths needed by youth to thrive in an environment of more and more complex labour 

markets. Such correspondence of these theoretical views points to the multidimensional 

character of the program that proves that employability cannot be reduced to a technical 

issue but also requires self-efficacy, resilience, and social connectedness, which Gaisce 

develops with the help of systematic and meaningful interaction. 

5.6 Existing Research on Youth Awards and Employability 

Empirical studies provide the notion that structured youth development programmes 

carry a positive influence over the employment outcomes in any sector. Longitudinal 

studies are quantitative in nature and their findings show that civic participation, 
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employment stability, and job satisfaction are at a remarkably higher rate among non-

formal education programme participants (Rudolph et. al, 2017). As an example, 

exposure to well-organised extracurricular activities showed the association with being 

more career adaptable, which is the availability of concern about the future, perceived 

control, ideas about potential careers, and belief about being able to manage change 

(Savickas & Porfeli, 2012).  

The skills are deemed as basic requirements to operate in the modern labour markets 

that are becoming even more unpredictable (Rudolph et al., 2017). These competencies 

have been captured using the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale (CAAS), which has gained 

wide currency in the study of vocational psychology and has been employed in various 

studies. Youth attending structured programmes always outperform in the indicators of 

career adaptability, indicating that the programmes not only helps candidates to develop 

observable skills but also to establish the cognitive attitude that is deemed crucial to 

long-term success (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012; Clarke, 2018). 

Although quantitative validation is important, qualitative research gives a deeper 

understanding of how such programmes like Gaisce impact the quality of employability 

experiences among the youth. The respondents frequently explain that they have 

become more aware of themselves, more resilient, and are better able to demonstrate 

their abilities in a professional context during an interview (Porath et. al, 2012; Clarke, 

2018). These individual changes are the results of guided reflection and response that are 

involved in programmes such as Gaisce.  

Additionally, Arendell (1997) and Pini, (2005) add critical perspectives on how gender 

and researcher-participant dynamics can influence qualitative insights, enhancing the 

interpretation of self-reported employability outcomes. One of the most important things 

that will come out of the whole process for the participants is the aspect of developing 

narrative competence, which is the art of describing the experience in a refined and 

titillating manner. Under the situation when structured methods, like the STAR (Situation, 

Task, Action, Result), are utilised, the youth can more easily match their narratives to 

those of the employers where they often succeed in competency-based interviews 

(Levashina et. al, 2014; Campion et. al, 2011). As an employer, one can use the youth 

awards as an informal indicator of character, work ethics and interpersonal skills 
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(Williamson et. al, 2010; Deming, 2017). Some employers have an awareness about the 

rigour and structure of these awards, but others may not be aware of them, consequently 

reducing their acknowledgement during formal hiring processes.  

Articles that analyse the decision-making of employers show that perceived 

candidate characteristics are frequently just as important as qualifications, especially 

when we are hiring entry-level or young-career workers (Deming, 2017; Williamson et al., 

2010). This research highlights that employers frequently make perceptions based on 

visibility and  established notoriety of programmes, as well as previous experience on the 

part of the employer with award holders. In a context where Gaisce or other programmes 

are familiar, awards are powerful indicators of trustworthiness, drive and initiative, which 

are otherwise hard to measure based on grades or reference only. 

Mixed-method research also justifies the usefulness of youth awards towards 

increasing employability. According to these assessments, the participants demonstrate 

greater career identity, social participation and engagement, and active job-seeking 

behaviour (Fugate et al., 2022). Crewe (2011) has connected experiential learning in 

constrained contexts to employability outcomes. Matching with the work readiness 

framework reveals that results are better on self-directed learning, communication, 

adaptability, and personal responsibility among the programme graduates (Clarke, 2018; 

Rudolph et al., 2017). 

5.7 Barriers to Measurement and Recognition 

Despite the rising levels of support in existing research, youth awards remain 

hindered by obstacles in wider acceptance and recognition. Another important point is 

attribution, because numerous researchers do not distinguish between gains brought in 

by the programme and gains brought in by previous program participant characteristics 

(Antonakis et. al, 2010). Cultural adjustments to Gaisce and other similar programmes 

can be insufficient when it comes to the study results, because those who have taken 

part in Gaisce or similar have already demonstrated qualities that help them later in their 

career, such as motivation, conscientiousness or even a good sense of self-regulation, 

potentially biasing the results. Bergen & Labonté, (2020) emphasise the importance of 
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social desirability bias when evaluating self-reported outcomes, adding critical nuance 

to programme assessments  

To handle it, one needs more advanced research design, including longitudinal 

tracking of matched samples and experimental designs, to single out programme-

specific effects (Rudolph et al., 2017). Inconsistency in measurement is also another 

challenge. Non-formal programmes do not always have common evaluation measures 

as learnt in formal education, where the learning outcomes are recorded through 

measurements and grading as opposed to the standardised type. The Career Adapt-

Abilities Scale and Psychological Capital Questionnaire provide robust psychometric 

validity in what concerns tools, yet their usage continues to be restricted to youth awards 

(Savickas & Porfeli, 2012; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). The impact analysis of 

programmes and cross-country comparison cannot be done adequately in the absence 

of standard metrics. 

New technologies and data inventions are contributing to narrowing this gap. The use 

of digital micro-credentialing, block chaining verifications and portfolio systems has also 

become possible to allow award participants to document the development of soft skills, 

award shareable transcripts and manage data confidentiality (Perrin, Coates, & Gill, 

2020). Such tools can turn out to be a complete game-changer and make youths’ 

achievements more apparent and valid to employers altogether. 

Finally, it is necessary to reach out to employers strategically. Employers are still likely 

to underestimate the value of youth awards such as Gaisce unless regular promotion is 

made both regarding the grades, structure, and rigour associated with the awards 

(Williamson et al., 2010). Specific toolkits tailored for recruiters, incorporation into hiring 

systems and support by industry leaders are all ways to make these programmes more 

credible. Academic and career support personnel should also be prepared to assist the 

youth to transform the content of award activities into tales of employability that are 

attractive to potential employers. 

5.8 Digital Competencies in the Changing Evolving World of Work 

Digital skills are at the forefront of youth employability. The OECD (2024) has spoken 

of digital literacy as a foundation integral aspect of emerging labour markets, where it is 
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demonstrated that socio-economically disadvantaged young people will be at a 

disadvantage when it comes to arrangements for suitable training.  

Digipath ways Consortium (2019) demonstrates that non-formal learning 

environments can be very effective at challenging digital competences to the extreme, as 

long as they are pedagogically supported. There is evidence to show that establishing 

digital competences had a positive impact on young people's own beliefs in relation to 

their employability, especially when augmented by practice experience and employer 

links (Rajan et al., 2023). 

Despite serial efforts at the EU level, the European Court of Auditors (2021) deplores 

current efforts as ad hoc and not having outcomes focus. The call gives Gaisce leeway to 

bed in digital learning into its award scheme. By incorporating digital activities into its 

modules of skills, Gaisce can future-proof the utility of its organisation and prepare 

participants better for workplaces that have digital agendas. 

5.9 Mitigating Inequality 

Other literature e.g. Carrigan and Maunsell (2014), points to the frequent structural 

challenges that disadvantaged or marginalised individuals may experience that hinder 

their access to employability. Similarly, Dubberley (2010) and Meek and Lewis (2014) put 

into focus the justice system where Gaisce or Duke of Edinburgh Award offer a valuable 

experience of engaging in meaningful work and personal development, but the long-term 

effects of these programmess on employability are undermined by social stigma and 

employer placebos. These results demonstrate that there is an impact versus recognition 

gap - soft skills are developed, but they are inconsistently paid in labour markets. 

The studies of personal development by Crewe (2011) and Goffman (1961) of  

institutional environments are a reminder that agency is usually dominated by broader 

social systems. To the youth, this can be compared to the struggle to translate soft skill 

development into the result of the career when there are systemic imbalances, employer 

discrimination, or socio-economic injustice. Bergen and Labonté (2020) also warn 

against excessive trust in self-reported data in this type of study by pointing out that there 

is a likelihood that reported benefits may be affected by social desirability bias. This 
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demands stronger longitudinal analysis which would help to determine the concrete 

employment effects of Gaisce participation. 

Meanwhile, the possibilities to be innovative are available. Digital micro-credentials 

and official acknowledgment via schemes such as the NFQ can help fill the disconnect 

between impact and recognition by rendering soft skills more transparent and verifiable 

to employers. In this case, it is informative to compare it with mindfulness-based or 

sports-based prison interventions (Morley and Fulton, 2020; Meek and Lewis, 2014). The 

two disciplines reveal that the sustainability of results is better when the growth of the 

individual is recognised and backed by policy frameworks. Similarly, the undervaluation 

in the recruitment practice could be decreased with employer education regarding the 

importance of soft skills as suggested by Clarke MacMahon and O’Reilly (2015). 

Overall, the literature proves that Gaisce can be used successfully to develop the 

psychological and interpersonal abilities at the basis of employability, yet the external 

validation is not extensive. To maximise its potential, it is important to integrate with the 

accepted qualification frameworks, specific policy support, and employer awareness. 

The strong evidence of personal change (Bandura, 1977; Clarke MacMahon and O’Reilly, 

2015) and the limited labour market requirements (Carrigan and Maunsell, 2014, 

Dubberley 2010), summarise the necessity of systematic alignment. The priority of future 

research must consist in the measurement of long-term career paths of the participants, 

comparison of their results in terms of socio-economic and institutional frames and 

investigation into how to entrench the idea of soft skills recognition into the hiring 

procedures. It is only at that point that the transformative effect of Gaisce on youth 

employability can be realised completely. 
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In measuring whether programs like Gaisce can make participants more employable, 

strong mixed-methods methodologies must be employed. 

For example, Psychological capital (PsyCap) in the form of hope, efficacy, resilience, 

and optimism has been described as a strong predictor of positive work (Avey et al., 

2011). Furthermore, Morley & Fulton (2020) supports the link between mindfulness and 

self-esteem in institutionalised youth, providing further empirical support for PsyCap 

application. Subsequent studies by Koenig and Glowacz (2020) also provide additional 

verification that PsyCap is linked to enhanced adolescent mental well-being and 

therefore provide evidence for the utilisation of PsyCap as a developmental strength.  

5.10 Policy Implications and Suggested Recommendations 

To its higher employability value, policy-level integration and formal integration 

processes must be undertaken. Qualifications and Qualifications Ireland (QQI, 2024) 

provides pre-defined standards for award integration into Ireland's National Framework 

of Qualifications (NFQ). Integration of Gaisce into the pre-defined standards would make 

it a more legitimate process in the recruitment industry and a stronger force in formal 

curriculum vitae processes. 

In the European Union context, the European Parliament (2022) talks about the 

strategic importance of the Gaisce programmes for jobseekers, particularly the 

application of interdisciplinary working and finance models. Alignment of Gaisce with 

these programs is attractive to fresh policy and financing support. In addition, the 

European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA, 2021) facilitates the 

recognition of the outcomes of non-formal learning in national youth policy systems. This 

will allow employers to consider aspects such as motivation, resilience, and soft skills of 

the candidate during hiring. 

This kind of policy impact will be best achieved with coherence across the formal 

qualification frameworks and with employer activity participation. Toolkits, digital 

badges, and shared outcome descriptors would make it easier to better align with open-

to-everyone recruitment pipelines.  



24 
 

 5.11 Conclusion 

The reviewed literature helps to demonstrate how Gaisce, The President’s Award, and 

other such youth development programmes influence the determinant of employability 

in terms of developing soft skills. One of the recurring trends in literature is that programs 

such as Gaisce are effective in developing the psychological competencies of self-

efficacy, resilience, self-esteem, and motivation, which employers frequently clarify they 

need to survive in contemporary labour markets (Bandura, 1977; Clarke MacMahon and 

O’Reilly, 2015). It is indicated that well-organised voluntary programmes can become 

drivers of personal development, especially when they require participants to work with 

a new environment, set their long-term targets, and contemplate their achievements 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun and Clarke, 2019). By doing so, Gaisce repeats the theory 

of self-efficacy by Bandura where the young people are reinforced to believe that they can 

succeed because of incremental achievement.  

Nonetheless, although the influence of the programme on personal development is 

commonly acknowledged, the awareness of the employers about the results is rather 

unequal. Clarke MacMahon and O’Reilly (2015) also highlighted increased self-worth and 

well-being, yet the internalised gain is unlikely to be externalised into the labour market.  
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Methodology 

6.1 Introduction 

This research employed a mixed-methods design with a view to investigating 

employer perceptions of Gaisce, The President’s Award scheme, in particular in relation 

to employability in Ireland. The objective was to determine how the Gaisce Award is 

recognised and perceived, and what the potential advantages of the award are of such 

value in terms of depicting employability-related skills, as well as how employers 

perceive extracurricular accomplishments in general. This study took two 

complementary steps, a qualitative interview, and a quantitative survey, to create both 

depth and breadth of information.  

The interview component of this research comprised of 45 semi-structured 

interviews with professionals in staffing across different sectors. Participants were 

recruited with a diverse broad sampling of sectors, including hospitality, retail, 

technology, healthcare, education, construction, finance, transport and logistics, 

tourism, manufacturing, agribusiness, professional services, creative industries, 

community and voluntary organisations, the public sector  and other sectors, allowing 

for the yielding of employer attitudes toward youth employability and acknowledgement 

of extracurricular accomplishments.  

The interview guide was developed with incorporation of questions from relevant 

literature. The aim of the interview questions was to reveal the level of awareness of the 

Gaisce Award and also perspectives on the relevancy of the Gaisce Award or other similar 

programmes in recruitment and selection levels. Semi-structured questions allowed 

participants to share their own experience and detail the skills and qualities that they felt 

were the most important when recruiting staff, whether extra-curricular activities were 

considered a factor to determine competency, and any examples of applicants who had 

previously completed the Gaisce Award.  

Interview data was coded and the findings analysed using Braun and Clarkes six-step 

systematic theme analysis guide. This methodical process consisted of initial orienting 

of self with data, creation of preliminary codes, identification of trends within codes, 
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revision and distillation of themes, definition and labelling of themes and the production 

of a comprehensive account of the findings. Thematic analysis provided the research 

team with an opportunity to uncover uniform patterns, to grasp subtle attitudes, and 

build selective themes to portray expressed and, as well as, unintended employer 

attitudes towards Gaisce participants. The qualitative stage was used to ground the idea 

of the current situation in youth employability as seen through the eyes of key people that 

are directly involved in the recruitment process, identifying possibilities of inadequate 

skills recognition and signalling acquired during the Gaisce programme. 

The responses in the interviews were then utilised to shape the design of the survey 

instrument in ensuring that the survey questions reflected the insights of the employers 

and that the questions should reflect a real-world perception. The quantitative aspect 

would be a survey over the internet targeting a broader group, such as those who have 

completed or are well aware of the Gaisce Award, employers and other interested groups. 

A combination of closed and open questions were provided in the survey, with a Likert-

style scale, multiple-choice questions, and rating scales being used to gauge the 

familiarity with Gaisce, their perceptions of the employability value of the award, 

perceptions towards broader skill development, volunteering, leadership, and civic 

engagement. The use of these two types of questions allowed this data to be measured, 

as well as, the attracting of more qualitative feedback by the respondents. 

The research design of the survey was based on findings of the qualitative research 

and provided an opportunity to understand whether the trends that emerged during the 

interviews were supported by other employers. Descriptive statistical analysis was 

utilised to analyse demographic trends, recognition of the Gaisce Award and aspects that 

influence the perceptions of employers in regards to employability. Open-text survey 

responses were also analysed thematically to help triangulate the quantitative results 

with those of the qualitative interviews. Triangulation reinforced the validity of the study. 

6.2 Participants 

The recruitment of participants was considered in detail, so as to be inclusive and 

representative of different sectors, age groups and geomaps in Ireland. Employers were 

contacted via professional networks, industry associations and direct communication 
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and survey was distributed via education institutions, youth organisations, social media 

and other appropriate online groups. This strategy enabled the inclusion of a wide variety 

of perspectives and views, as both the employers and the population of young people 

involved in the Gaisce programme were included. 

A total of 45 employers participated in the semi-structured interviews, while 100 

employers completed the exploratory survey. The interview participants reflected a 

balanced gender distribution, with 47% identifying as male, 49% as female, and 4% as 

other or preferring not to say. Employers were drawn from a diverse range of industry 

sectors, including hospitality, retail, technology, healthcare, education, construction, 

finance, transport and logistics, tourism, manufacturing, agribusiness, professional 

services, creative industries, community and voluntary organisations, and the public 

sector. Most held positions in human resources, management, or recruitment, ensuring 

informed perspectives on employability skill assessment and candidate selection 

processes. 

Survey respondents represented a similarly wide variety of sectors and organisation 

sizes, from small family-run enterprises and start-ups to large multinational 

corporations. The age range of participants extended from 25 to 65 years, with the largest 

cohort (approximately 58%) aged 35–54, reflecting mid-career professionals typically 

engaged in recruitment or talent development. This breadth of experience provided a 

comprehensive and representative overview of employer perspectives on Gaisce’s 

recognition, relevance, and perceived employability value within the Irish labour market. 

Comprehensively, this mixed-methods study was able to capture depth of 

understanding point of view through in-depth interviews and also insight into the breadth 

of the perspectives, as through the responses during the survey. Combining these 

approaches, the study produces a well-grounded and rich evaluation of how the Gaisce 

Award supports youth employability in Ireland, including what skills their program 

teaches and whether these lessons are recognised by the labour market, as well as where 

to improve the ability to signal value to employers. The results add to the current debate 

about skills development in young people by focusing particularly on the importance of 

interaction between education and practical job experience and on the relevance of 

organised extracurricular schemes to help them negotiate entry into the labour market. 
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6.3. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical frameworks informing the study were guided and overlapped by 

various theoretical frameworks that form the basis of comprehending the role of the 

Gaisce, the President’s Award in affecting youth employability. These frameworks 

informed the way in which qualitative interviews were designed and survey instruments 

developed, such that the study engaged with the relationship between personal 

motivation and skill development and the role given to external recognition in influencing 

results of employability.  

The notion of Human Capital Theory forms the basis of a large portion of the analysis 

and aims to measure investments in education, training and skill development as 

improving the productivity and economic value of an individual in the labour market 

(Becker, 1993). In terms of how it can be conceptualised with reference to the Gaisce 

Award, through its differentiated programme in volunteering, personal skills 

development and physical recreation, it can be seen as a form of human capital 

accumulation, which evidences competencies sought after by employers. Signalling 

Theory can supplement this view and help to position holders of a Gaisce award as 

candidates possessing desirable qualities such as resilience and leadership, etc. 

(Spence, 1973).  

The self-determination theory (SDT) was used to explain the intrinsic motivation of 

young people that pursue Gaisce (Deci & Ryan, 2000). According to DT, autonomy, 

competence and relatedness are the important factors that contribute to perseverance 

in interest and skill development. The element of goal-setting, community involvement 

and personal challenge that the Gaisce Award emphasises resonate with these ideals, 

instilling self-directed and socially aligning motivation. 

The theory of Experiential Learning is also relevant to the framework as it predicted 

that the learning process also takes place through the reflection on concrete experiences 

(Kolb, 1984). Gaisce participants not only experience hands-on work projects, 

volunteering, and skill-building activities, but these activities involve active problem 
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solving and reflection, thus helping to transfer learning to the real-world employability 

context. 

Lastly, Equity and Inclusion Frameworks were put into consideration to make certain 

that the study factored in accessibility and recognition of Gaisce among the various 

social and economic backgrounds (Fraser, 2008). The lens recognises the fact that the 

issue of employability is not solely determined by individual outcomes but rather has 

structural and institutional dimensions. 

Collectively, these frameworks helped to offer a strong theoretical lens through which 

to analyse the contribution that the Gaisce Award can make to the acquisition of skills, 

as a pathway to indicating employability and as a way of encouraging youth participation. 

6.4. Sampling  

In this paper, a purposive and snowball sampling method was used to recruit the 

participants of the study. The goal was to capture a range of employer perspectives on 

youth employability and to determine the awareness of Gaisce and the perceived 

importance of the award regardless of prior exposure to the programme. The 

methodology enabled the research to determine the levels of awareness as well as the 

perceptions of the Award among a representative sample. 

In the qualitative interviews, employers across a variety of industries were recruited 

in person at workplaces, and through industry and professional networks. Snowball 

sampling further supplemented this approach, so that the participants were allowed to 

suggest the colleagues or peers who may offer additional information about the hiring 

practices, skill evaluation, and the considerations related to employability. These 

interviews gave a more detailed impression of how employers regard skills, 

extracurricular accomplishments and where the Gaisce may signal some added value in 

terms of employment. 

In the survey component, participation was extended to publicity of online links 

through social media e.g. Linkedin.  
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6.5. Data Collection Methods 

6.5.1 Interviews 

The 45 semi structured interviews provided the opportunity for learning more about 

the awareness level of the Gaisce -The President’s Award by employers, its degree of 

relevancy as a signal of employability, as well as, the specific skills and attributes ranked 

during the selection process of candidates. This strategy gave precise details on 

recruiting and how extracurricular performance plays an important part in the hiring 

process.  

Interviews took place in-person or on secure online audio conferencing systems (of 

30-60 minutes each) and were recorded with the participants’ permission. Transcriptions 

were coded according to Braun and Clarke six-phase thematic analysis procedure to 

allow the development of themes, identify recurring patterns and code systematically. 

The insights acquired as a result of conducting the interviews were used in developing 

the survey and this ensured that the quantitative constructs were based on practical 

experiences reflecting the views of employers. 

6.5.2 Survey 

The survey component of the research study was conducted via a structured survey, 

which was distributed through a combination of online via Linkedin and in person 

participant recruitment. The survey was also intended to reveal more general trends with 

regards to awareness, familiarity, and perceptions of the Gaisce - The President’s Award 

as well as attitudes toward youth employability, skills development, volunteering, and 

leadership. Because the survey did not presuppose prior familiarity with Gaisce, which 

was particularly important due to a heterogeneous sample, it became possible to assess 

both recognition and perceived importance of the programme in a broader population. 

The survey questionnaire contained Likert-type and multiple-choice questions, 

together with open-ended ones to obtain both quantitative and qualitative data. Aspects 

that were investigated included participants’ familiarity with Gaisce, how they perceived 

the employability value of the Award, opinions on extracurricular activities as a measure 

of skills etc. The tool was built in stages based on lessons learned through the qualitative 
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interviews and revised based on a pilot study of a small group to ensure accessibility, 

comprehensibility, and relevance. 

Data from the survey was analysed by applying descriptive statistics such as 

frequency distribution, percentages, and cross-tabulation, whereas the open-text 

surveys were coded thematically to support qualitative results of the interviews. This 

combination of methods allowed a method known as triangulation, which drew a strong 

picture of how the use of Gaisce is recognised and acceptable when it comes to the 

employability of youth in various sectors and of people of various ages/tenure. 

6.6. Ethical Considerations 

The research was approved by Maynooth University Research Ethics Board. 

Participation in interviews and surveys was on a completely voluntary basis, and 

informed consent was provided by each of the participants. Participants were provided 

the complete information on the purpose of the study, its use of their data, and their 

discretion on withdrawing at any time with no consequences. 

To ensure anonymity, the use of personal identifiers was eliminated in transcripts and 

research data that were stored in password-protected files that can only be accessed by 

the research team. The study design and actions were planned in such a manner to avoid 

placing any undue stress or discomfort on participants.  

6.7. Accessibility and Inclusion Measures 

As part of the concept of inclusive design, the research team put in place certain 

considerations that allowed equal opportunities and participation by all participants. All 

interview and employee survey delivery methods were tailored toward a wide variety of 

needs such as the need to adapt them to suit different time schedules using having 

simple/clear language throughout. Participants were also given the opportunity to 

complete the interviews or survey in person with a member of the research team at their 

request. These actions facilitated inclusivity making participation meaningful and that all 

voices could be heard in the evaluation of the recognition and effect of the Gaisce – The 

President’s Award on youth employability. 
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6.8. Data Analysis Procedures 

The data analysis in this study was conducted using a mixed-method approach 

which uses both qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis relatively in order to 

ensure that complete picture of the recognition, awareness, and perceived impact of the 

Gaisce The President’s Award on youth employability in Ireland was given. These two 

methods allowed the study to not only obtain a wide range of perception as represented 

by a large sample but an insightful reflection too, in the in-depth discussions with 

employers and participants. 

6.8.1 Qualitative Data 

45 semi-structured interviews with employers and open-ended responses from 

the survey instrument were used to collect qualitative data. The audio-recorded 

interviews were transcribed. A six-phase thematic analysis protocol identified by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) was used to analyse the data in terms of familiarisation with the 

transcripts, initial coding, searching patterns, reviewing and refining and production of 

an interpretive narrative (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding allowed specific statements and 

hidden meanings to be identified and therefore recurrent themes and inter-sectoral 

differences, as well as subtle implications about employability and the use of the Gaisce 

Award in the recruitment process, could be identified. 

6.8.2 Quantitative Data 

Quantitative data was based on a structured questionnaire (100 participants), 

conducted online, or in person at the participants request. It had items based on Likert 

scales, multiple choice and open text questions and explored employer familiarity of the 

Gaisce Award, perceptions of the value of the award in terms of employability, attitude 

toward and perceptions of skill development, volunteering and leadership. Analysis of 

the survey responses was carried out using descriptive statistical techniques and 

frequency distributions, percentages and cross-tabulations were used to understand the 

trend across various groups, sectors, and the degree of prior engagement with Gaisce.  

Analysis of data was the next stage in Excel and SPSS. A correlation analysis was then 

implemented to test a possible correlation between variables, e.g. whether the level of 

prior familiarity with Gaisce showed a correlation with views on its employability value.  
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6.12. Limitations of Methodology 

While the study yielded valuable insights from 45 employer interviews and 100 

survey responses, the sample size presents certain limitations. Although the 

participants represented a wide range of sectors, organisational sizes, and geographical 

areas across Ireland, the number of respondents remains relatively modest in relation 

to the overall employer population. Consequently, the findings should be regarded as 

exploratory rather than fully representative.  
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Qualitative Findings 

7.1 Findings and analysis of qualitative data – Interviews & open ended 

survey responses. 

This section presents the qualitative findings of the study, based on 45 semi-

structured interviews and 100 open ended survey responses with employers. The 

participant pool was intentionally diverse, spanning organisations of different sizes and 

across a wide range of sectors. These included hospitality, retail, technology, healthcare, 

education, construction, finance, transport and logistics, tourism, manufacturing, 

agribusiness, professional services, creative industries, community and voluntary 

organisations, the public sector and others. Smaller family-run businesses, such as 

florists and independent cafés, were represented alongside larger employers such as 

national food chains, hospitals, and international service firms. 

Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was employed to identify patterns across 

the data. Employers were asked about their recruitment practices, their perceptions of 

non-traditional credentials such as Gaisce – The President’s Award, and the attributes 

they valued most in young candidates. The findings are presented thematically, with 

participants’ own words woven throughout the narrative. Quotations are anonymised and 

attributed by participant number (P1–P45). 

7.2 Theme 1: Recruitment Processes and Tools 

Recruitment practices varied considerably depending on organisational size and 

resources. Larger organisations leaned on structured and digital processes, while 

smaller businesses typically relied on manual approaches and personal judgement. This 

revealed a contrast between efficiency and personal interaction. 

“We use an online tool that scans the CV and picks out keywords, gives a score. But if 

you are a good HR person, you do not just take the score, you open the CV and read 

between the lines.” (P4) 

This account illustrates how technology was valued for processing applications 

quickly, yet it was never considered a substitute for human oversight. For example, while 
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digital tools provided a starting point, recruiters often emphasised that they needed to 

interpret and contextualise applicants’ experience beyond what the system captured. 

“We do not rely on any AI. For me it is about meeting the person, seeing how they carry 

themselves when they hand me the CV.” (P43) 

In contrast, smaller employers stressed the importance of face-to-face interactions. 

For them, recruitment was about reading personal qualities such as attitude, 

presentation, and communication, rather than relying on formal systems. This highlights 

how interpersonal cues were often prioritised over technical screening. 

“In the pizza shop it is manual. People come in, we chat, and if I like them, I will throw 

them on a shift. That tells me far more than a computer.” (P3) 

Here, recruitment is presented as a relational and practical process. For example, the 

use of trial shifts provided employers with a direct and immediate sense of a candidate’s 

ability to cope in a real work environment. 

“I know organisations that have had disasters with AI, someone great gets filtered out 

because their CV did not have the exact keywords.” (P12) 

This perspective underlines the limitations of automation. Employers noted that 

technology sometimes excluded strong candidates for arbitrary reasons, particularly 

when CVs failed to match the right keywords. 

“There was even a case where a recruiter’s own CV was rejected by their company’s 

system. That shows how flawed it can be.” (P41) 

Such stories reinforced the perception that while digital systems were efficient, they 

also carried risks of unfair exclusion. Furthermore, these examples suggest that the 

neutrality of technology could be misleading, as algorithms did not always align with 

human judgement about what made a candidate suitable. 

7.3 Theme 2: Soft Skills as Recruitment Priority 

Soft skills were consistently prioritised over technical qualifications. Employers 

repeatedly highlighted communication, teamwork, adaptability and problem-solving as 

the most valued qualities. 
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“Teamwork for sure, and definitely communication skills, especially with customers. 

That is what we look for most.” (P37) 

This illustrates how interpersonal effectiveness was seen as central, particularly in 

customer-facing roles. 

“We ask how they would handle rush hour when short-staffed. That tells us about 

teamwork and resilience.” (P9) 

Here, scenario-based questioning was used to gauge how applicants might respond 

under pressure. For example, by imagining a challenging situation, employers could test 

for problem-solving skills and emotional stability. 

“If you worked in a kitchen at 4am making sandwiches, it shows you can work under 

pressure. You have to read between the lines like that.” (P25) 

This comment demonstrates how recruiters often inferred soft skills indirectly from 

prior experiences. In other words, evidence of commitment in one setting could signal 

resilience transferable to another. 

“I always looked for grads who worked summers. It shows work ethic, not just living 

off family support.” (P17) 

For this employer, early work experience indicated drive and independence. 

Furthermore, it suggested that candidates had the motivation to take responsibility for 

their own progress. 

“Trial shifts are the best way. You see quickly who can adapt, who panics, and who 

works well with others.” (P8) 

The use of trial shifts was perceived as the most reliable measure of soft skills. 

Employers valued this opportunity to observe teamwork and adaptability in practice 

rather than inferring them solely from interviews or CVs. 

7.4 Theme 3: Awareness and Perceptions of Gaisce 

Employer awareness of Gaisce varied widely. Some considered it a valuable marker 

of perseverance, responsibility, and initiative. 



37 
 

“You can see when someone is passionate about volunteering, or they have done 

youth work or Gaisce. Their whole body language changes when they talk about it.” 

(P1) 

This suggests that Gaisce enhanced how candidates presented themselves. For 

instance, participation appeared to build confidence and provide a narrative that 

candidates could draw upon in interview settings. 

“It shows they have stuck with something and followed through. That is valuable to 

me.” (P7) 

For this participant, Gaisce completion demonstrated persistence and dependability. 

“If they have done Gaisce, it tells me they have gone above the minimum.” (P5) 

This highlights how the award signalled initiative and ambition beyond academic 

requirements. However, awareness of the programme was not universal. For instance, 

this example illustrates a lack of knowledge about the full scope of Gaisce. 

“Honestly, I had not heard of it before.” (P26) 

Similarly, focusing specifically on the justice system, one participant stated: 

“I did not actually know it was offered in prisons, I only found that out from a 

colleague.” (P1) 

Such statements point to gaps in recognition that limited its influence in recruitment. 

For example, Participant 14 stated: 

“It is not something I have ever seen on a CV, so it does not really feature in our 

decisions.” (P14) 

This underlines that without visibility, Gaisce struggled to act as a consistent 

employability signal. 

7.5 Visibility of Gaisce in Recruitment 

A further challenge was that young people who completed Gaisce often underplayed 

it during recruitment. Employers noticed that it was usually listed on CVs but rarely raised 

in interviews. 
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“I have seen it written on CVs before, but young people do not really talk about it when 

you interview them. They do not seem to realise it is something that makes them stand 

out.” (P32) 

This illustrates that the employability potential of Gaisce was sometimes lost 

because candidates did not articulate it effectively. 

“They might put Gaisce down under hobbies or volunteering, but I have never had a 

candidate bring it up themselves when we ask about strengths.” (P11) 

Here, Gaisce remained hidden unless interviewers explicitly probed. For instance, 

Participant 7 states: 

“Unless you ask specifically, it does not usually come up. A lot of them do not make 

the link that it is relevant to work.” (P7) 

This suggests that candidates may not fully appreciate how their experiences map 

onto workplace skills. 

“It is a shame really, because if someone explained what they had done for Gaisce, 

that would tell me a lot about resilience and commitment. But it is usually just a line 

on paper.” (P5) 

As these accounts show, the visibility gap limited the impact of Gaisce in recruitment 

contexts. While employers valued it when discussed, the lack of self-promotion by 

candidates meant it often went unnoticed. 

7.6 Theme 4: Motivation, Confidence, and Mental Health 

Employers consistently linked Gaisce and similar programmes with motivation and 

confidence. These qualities were seen as key differentiators. 

“Doing programmes like Gaisce gives young people motivation to put themselves out 

there and prove they can do what older people can.” (P4) 

This illustrates how participation was perceived as a sign of initiative and ambition. 

For example, Participant 40 stated: 
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“People who have volunteered appear more confident. Their shoulders drop in 

interview, you can see their passion.” (P40) 

Employers noticed not only the content of candidates’ experiences but also how they 

spoke about them. This suggests confidence was embodied as much as it was 

verbalised. 

“Confidence is key. If they can speak clearly about their experiences, not just give one-

liners, that is huge.” (P6) 

For many employers, the ability to articulate experiences was seen as evidence of 

communication skills and maturity. 

“When somebody flips a negative into a positive, like talking about failing something 

and then improving, that shows confidence and growth.” (P37) 

Here, confidence was linked to resilience and the ability to learn from setbacks. For 

example, Participant 10 stated: 

“It gives them resilience and purpose. That helps with confidence, but also their 

overall mindset when they come into work.” (P10) 

Employers associated confidence with emotional wellbeing, framing it as both a 

personal asset and a workplace strength. 

7.7 Theme 5: Resilience, Adaptability, and Feedback 

Resilience was seen as vital but difficult to measure directly. Employers therefore 

looked for indirect signs of persistence and adaptability. 

“If someone was unemployed but did a 10-week IT course, that tells me they did not 

just sit at home, they did something.” (P1) 

This demonstrates how employers valued proactive behaviour during challenging 

times. For instance, one participant stated: 

“Particularly during the recession, you would look at what they did in gaps. Did they 

upskill, volunteer, anything like that?”  
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Periods of unemployment were reframed as opportunities to show initiative. This is 

illustrated below: 

“If they played GAA or soccer for years, it shows commitment and teamwork.”  

Here, sustained involvement in sport was used as a proxy for resilience and dedication, 

as highlighted by Participant 1: 

“Volunteering shows they have thought about the role before they even studied for it.” 

(P1) 

This illustrates how employers linked voluntary activity to foresight and adaptability. 

“We look for people who can take feedback without crumbling. That is part of 

resilience.” (P13) 

Employers also defined resilience in terms of openness to criticism and personal growth. 

7.8 Theme 6: Creativity, Lifelong Learning, and Initiative 

Although discussed less often, creativity and curiosity were regarded as important 

qualities. Employers associated them with problem-solving and adaptability. 

“Critical thinking is essential. Programmes like Gaisce build that by pushing people to 

try new things.” (P23) 

This shows how structured challenges were seen as developing transferable skills. 

“They seem more ambitious, curious, willing to learn. That is what I want on my team.” 

(P6) 

Ambition and curiosity were regarded as markers of long-term potential. 

“If they have set themselves challenges through Gaisce, it shows drive and initiative.” 

(P31) 

Here, Gaisce was presented as a visible signal of proactivity. 

“Creativity is not just about art, it is about solving problems. Gaisce-type activities 

show that.” (P15) 
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Employers therefore understood creativity in broad terms, equating it with initiative 

and innovation in problem-solving contexts. 

7.9 Theme 7: Equity, Diversity, and Second Chance Employment 

The concept of second chance hiring elicited varied responses. Some employers 

admitted unfamiliarity, others expressed cautious openness, while systemic barriers 

constrained practice. 

Misunderstandings and Low Awareness 

Many of the participants declared an unawareness of the concept of second-chance 

employment/fair chance hiring. For example, Participant 34 stated: 

“To be honest, it is not a term I have ever heard.” (P34) 

Similarly, Participant 28 questioned: 

 “No, what is this?” (P29) 

This indicates that the language of second chance hiring is not yet widely known. This 

reflects broader gaps in awareness that limit the uptake of such practices. 

Conditional Openness 

Some participants expressed hesitancy with regards to hiring candidates with lived 

experience of the justice system, but were open to considering the possibility subject to 

organisational fit.  

“I would be lying if I said it was not negative, but again, if we can see that somebody 

aligns with our organisation quite well, I do not think it would be a complete deal 

breaker.” (P34) 

This quotation illustrates the cautious tone taken by many employers. For 

example, prior convictions were seen as potential concerns, but employers stressed 

that decisions depended on context. 

“I know we have a question in the application process that asks if the person has a 

criminal conviction. But I am not sure if answering yes eliminates them at that stage. 

Honestly, I am not sure.” (P22) 
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This suggests uncertainty about policy implementation, which may create hidden 

barriers for applicants. 

Systemic and Policy Barriers 

“If anybody is working with children on our sets, they would need to be vetted. That is 

the only way it would prohibit somebody as such.” (P29) 

Here, vetting requirements were described as mandatory, leaving little scope for 

discretion. 

“Part of our policy is that we do Garda vetting and we do get people back who have 

had convictions.” (P18) 

This shows how legal compliance shaped the limits of second chance hiring, 

regardless of personal employer attitudes. 

Positive Practices and the Role of Gaisce 

“They work with the open prison in Location Y, and they give work placement 

opportunities. That has been ongoing for the last number of years.” (P18) 

This demonstrates proactive engagement with rehabilitation in practice. 

“If a candidate had a past conviction but had completed the Gaisce Award while 

incarcerated, I think that is a massive strength.” (P22) 

Here, Gaisce was seen as evidence of change and resilience, reframing justice 

involvement in a more positive light. 

7.10 Synthesis 

Across 45 interviews and over 100 open text survey responses, employers 

consistently emphasised the importance of soft skills, motivation, resilience, and 

adaptability. These qualities were frequently associated with participation in Gaisce. 

However, two tensions emerged strongly. The first was the digital transition in 

recruitment. While technology offered efficiency, it also carried risks of excluding 

capable candidates when human interpretation was removed. The second was second 

chance hiring. Employers varied in awareness and attitudes, with some supportive in 

principle but many constrained by policy requirements or hesitant in practice. 
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Importantly, Gaisce emerged as a potential bridge in both areas. It offered structured 

evidence of initiative, perseverance, and personal growth. Yet its visibility remained 

inconsistent. Many candidates listed it on their CVs but failed to discuss it in interviews, 

reducing its potential impact. For second chance candidates in particular, Gaisce 

provided a narrative of rehabilitation and resilience that employers valued when it was 

made visible. 

Table 7.1. Summary of Interview Findings 

Theme Subtheme Illustrative Participant Quotations 

1. Recruitment 
Processes and 
Tools 

Digital systems 
and human 
oversight 

“We use an online tool that scans the CV and picks out keywords, gives a score. But if you 
are a good HR person, you do not just take the score, you open the CV and read between 
the lines.”  
 
“I know organisations that have had disasters with AI, someone great gets filtered out 
because their CV did not have the exact keywords.”  

Manual and 
relational 
approaches 

“We do not rely on any AI. For me it is about meeting the person, seeing how they carry 
themselves when they hand me the CV.”  
 
“In the pizza shop it is manual. People come in, we chat, and if I like them, I will throw them 
on a shift. That tells me far more than a computer.”  

Risks of 
automation 

“There was even a case where a recruiter’s own CV was rejected by their company’s 
system. That shows how flawed it can be.”  
 
“The system makes it easy to filter, but you lose the human judgement and sometimes the 
best candidates never get seen.”  

2. Soft Skills as 
Recruitment 
Priority 

Communication 
and teamwork 

“Teamwork for sure, and definitely communication skills, especially with customers. That is 
what we look for most.”  
 
“We ask how they would handle rush hour when short-staffed. That tells us about 
teamwork and resilience.”  

Work ethic and 
reliability 

“If you worked in a kitchen at 4am making sandwiches, it shows you can work under 
pressure. You have to read between the lines like that.”  
 
“I always looked for grads who worked summers. It shows work ethic, not just living off 
family support.”  

Observing 
behaviour in 
practice 

“Trial shifts are the best way. You see quickly who can adapt, who panics, and who works 
well with others.”  
 
“You learn more in a two-hour shift about someone than from a CV.”  

3. Awareness 
and 
Perceptions of 
Gaisce 

Positive 
perceptions 

“You can see when someone is passionate about volunteering, or they have done youth 
work or Gaisce. Their whole body language changes when they talk about it.”  
 
“It shows they have stuck with something and followed through. That is valuable to me.”  

Limited awareness 
“Honestly, I had not heard of it before.”  
 
“It is not something I have ever seen on a CV, so it does not really feature in our decisions.”  

Visibility gap (CV vs 
interview) 

“I have seen it written on CVs before, but young people do not really talk about it when you 
interview them. They do not seem to realise it is something that makes them stand out.”  
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Theme Subtheme Illustrative Participant Quotations 

“Unless you ask specifically, it does not usually come up. A lot of them do not make the link 
that it is relevant to work.”  

4. Motivation, 
Confidence, 
and Mental 
Health 

Demonstrating 
Drive 

“Doing programmes like Gaisce gives young people motivation to put themselves out there 
and prove they can do what older people can.”  
 
“Confidence is key. If they can speak clearly about their experiences, not just give one-
liners, that is huge.”  

 
Growth and 
Resilience 

“When somebody flips a negative into a positive, like talking about failing something and 
then improving, that shows confidence and growth.”   
 
“It gives them resilience and purpose. That helps with confidence, but also their overall 
mindset when they come into work.”  

5. Resilience, 
Adaptability, 
and Feedback 

Proactive 
Behaviours 

“If someone was unemployed but did a 10-week IT course, that tells me they did not just sit 
at home, they did something.”  
 
“Particularly during the recession, you would look at what they did in gaps. Did they upskill, 
volunteer, anything like that?”  

 
Long-term 
Commitment 

“If they played GAA or soccer for years, it shows commitment and teamwork.”  
 
“Volunteering shows they have thought about the role before they even studied for it.”  

 
Response to 
Feedback 

“We look for people who can take feedback without crumbling. That is part of resilience.”  
 
“If they learn from mistakes and bounce back, that tells us a lot.”  

6. Creativity, 
Lifelong 
Learning, and 
Initiative 

Critical Thinking 
“Critical thinking is essential. Programmes like Gaisce build that by pushing people to try 
new things.”  
“They seem more ambitious, curious, willing to learn. That is what I want on my team.”  

Evidence of 
Initiative 

“If they have set themselves challenges through Gaisce, it shows drive and initiative.”   
“Creativity is not just about art, it is about solving problems. Gaisce-type activities show 
that.”  

7. Equity, 
Diversity, and 
Second Chance 
Employment 

Misunderstandings 
and Low 
Awareness 

“Um, to be honest, it is not a term I have ever heard.”  
“No, what is this?”  

Conditional 
Openness 

“I would be lying if I said it was not negative, but again, if we can see that somebody aligns 
with our organisation quite well, I do not think it would be a complete deal breaker.”  
 
“I know we have a question in the application process that asks if the person has a criminal 
conviction. But I am not sure if answering yes eliminates them at that stage. Honestly, I am 
not sure.”  

Systemic and 
Policy Barriers 

“If anybody is working with children on our sets, they would need to be vetted. That is the 
only way it would prohibit somebody as such.”  
 
“Part of our policy is that we do Garda vetting and we do get people back who have had 
convictions.”  

Positive Practices 
and Gaisce as a 
Signal 

“They work with the open prison in [Town Y], and they give work placement opportunities. 
That has been ongoing for the last number of years.”   

 
“If a candidate had a past conviction but had completed the Gaisce Award while 
incarcerated, I think that is a massive strength.”  
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Quantitative Findings 

8.1 Quantitative Data Results 

The quantitative analysis confirmed the qualitative results, showing the positive 

effect of the Gaisce Award on employability. For instance, results demonstrated that 

Gaisce awareness directly affects employability, where the effect is moderate and 

statistically significant (β= 0.43). This shows that knowledge of personal development 

programmes can significantly contribute to the perception of career readiness, and 

therefore non-formal awards like the Gaisce Award can be used to signal the qualities of 

motivation, initiative, adaptability and commitment which are the attributes most 

favoured by employers. 

 

Figure 7.1. SEM Path Model 
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Figure 7.2. SEM Analysis 

From descriptive and correlation analysis, the survey information also 

demonstrated how employers perceived the benefits of the Award. The total score of the 

Employability Index 3.17/5 and Soft Skills Index 3.01/5 indicate that employers noted 

perceived objectively quantifiable structural changes in teamwork, problem-solving, 

communication, and resilience. The most rated of these, which was rated at 3.82/5 was 

confidence and self-belief and this highlighted the role of the Award in emotional 

intelligence and self-efficacy. These results suggest that employers perceive that Gaisce 

awardees can attain technical and interpersonal skills, but also build up their self-

perception, which is quite essential to successfully overcome occupational challenges. 

 

Figure 7.3. Correlation Analysis of Survey data 
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On the whole, the findings suggest that Gaisce Award helps in promoting personal 

and professional development. The program has the potential to increase employability 

and equip participants to face workplace challenges by offering structured experiences 

that promote reflection, initiative, and problem-solving. The qualitative data and 

quantitative results provide a significant emphasis on the importance of personal 

development programs emphasising their importance in the process of closing the gap 

between formal and applied workforce readiness, especially in young or inexperienced 

candidates. 

8.2 Soft Skills 

Survey analysis also showed that motivation, resilience, and personal growth had 

a strong loading on the employability construct, which means that these qualities are the 

core of the program influence on career preparedness.  

These attributes are of paramount importance in the current dynamic labour 

markets because technical skills may not ensure long-term success. Employers are more 

willing to reward people with ability to show motivation, flexibility, and high interpersonal 

effectiveness. The evidence implies that Gaisce helps young people acquire these 

qualities and narrows the gap between academic credentials and the wider range of skills 

and orientations necessary to succeed in the diverse workplace contexts. 

8.3 Recruitment Attitude and Employability 

Recruiter attitudes proved to be a very important mediator in the relationship 

existing between Gaisce participation and employability outcomes. SEM findings 

revealed that the beneficial effect of Gaisce is vastly complemented when employers 

focus on its contribution to the development of leadership, teamwork and initiative. This 

implicates that the effect of the Gaisce Award lies not only in the achievements of the 

participants but also in the interpretation and appreciation of such achievements by 

recruiters as part of the employment process. 

Although this was a potential, survey data showed that general awareness of 

Gaisce amongst employers was quite low with an overall mean of 2.64/5. In addition, it 

was rated mediumly with a score of 3.66/5 on its acknowledgement as a significant 
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signalling tool. The consequence of these findings is that there is a limitation to the extent 

of the signalling power of Gaisce without adequate awareness and appreciation on the 

part of the recruiters, and this has reduced its capacity to distinguish candidates in 

competitive labour markets. 

This fact is consistent with Signalling Theory (Spence, 1973) that argues that the 

credentials should be used to their effect only when they are comprehended and 

appreciated by employers. To achieve its full potential in the area of improving 

employability, more outreach, employer education, and integration into the recruitment 

practices is needed by Gaisce. The Award may be enhanced to be a more efficient 

measure of resilience, initiative, and personal development by young candidates as their 

acknowledgment is strengthened. 

8.4 Direct and Indirect Effects on Employability 

The Award increases employability directly and indirectly. The direct impacts are 

the enhancement of the perceived confidence, leadership potential, and work readiness. 

The indirect effects can be discussed in terms of the formation of soft skills and positive 

attitude of the employers, proving that personal development and evaluation of recruiter 

have a common impact on career readiness. The regression analysis showed R 2 of 0.815, 

which is above 80 percent of the variation in the employability outcomes, so awareness 

of Gaisce, soft skills and recruiter perception explain over 80 percent of the variation in 

the employability outcomes.  

8.5 Synthesis of Qualitative and Quantitative Findings 

The combination of the qualitative interview data and the quantitative survey/SEM 

analysis gives a better full picture of the position of the Gaisce Award in the recruitment 

practices and employability outcomes. The two approaches independently noted the 

importance of soft skills like resilience, teamwork, communication, and adaptability but 

when they come together, they demonstrate how the skills are perceived and are in 

practice. The findings of the interviews indicated that such skills are significantly valued 

by employers who in most instances give more importance to them than formal 

academic qualifications. It was repeatedly stated that trial shifts, informal conversations 

and practical observation were the methods of assessing these characteristics as it was 
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used in retail, hospitality, and small businesses. Conversely, the survey and SEM findings 

suggest that the strongest mediators between Gaisce participation and employability 

was the development of soft skills. 

One area of overlap is awareness. The interviews also demonstrated 

inconsistency in the degree of knowledge of Gaisce among employers, where some 

managers spoke of it with great approval as a sign of commitment and others 

acknowledged that they had never heard of it. Quantitative data reflected this gap with 

the average level of awareness being only 2.64/5 which implies that the lack of employer 

recognition is a consistent obstacle. Both streams of data underscore the fact that the 

potential of the Gaisce Award is not fully utilised as it is not systematically interpreted or 

appreciated in the context of the recruitment procedures despite the obvious positive 

effects on the candidates that use it. 

Lastly, both strands of evidence emphasise the importance of situation in 

employability outcomes. Interviews reported that Gaisce might serve as a tie-breaker 

between otherwise equal applicants, and those outcomes of SEM indicated a direct and 

indirect route between awareness, participation and employability. This suggests, as a 

dual lens, that Gaisce is not likely to ensure a job is secured, however, it increases the 

chances of a successful job seeker, as it boosts the confidence of the candidate, and has 

a positive impact on the recruiters with the right recognition. In such a way, the synthesis 

notes both opportunities and constraints: the Award is effective in the formation of 

capabilities, whereas its usefulness in recruitment needs to be enhanced and 

institutionalised across industries. 

8.6 Conclusion of Findings Section 

The results of the qualitative and the quantitative analysis prove that Gaisce plays 

a significant though disproportional role in developing employability. On the positive 

note, the Award evidently builds soft skills in the form of teamwork, resilience, 

adaptability, and communications, which are the key competencies that employers 

continued to emphasise as the keys to success in the workplace. When they were applied 

during recruitment procedures, such skills tended to provide an advantage to the 

candidates, particularly in lower-level or service-based jobs where interpersonal skill and 
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reliability are considered as highly important as technical sophistication. This was 

supported by quantitative findings that indicated that soft skills development has a 

strong mediating influence between Gaisce participation and employability outcomes. 

Meanwhile, challenges present. For instance, Gaisce is less well known to 

employers and this restriction prevents its role as a recognised credential or 

employability signal. Many organisations tend to place more weight on direct work 

experience rather than awards. The results indicate that increased outreach and 

communication to employers and better presentation of the Gaisce Award achievements 

by the participants would enhance its visibility during the process of recruitment. 
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Discussion 

The main objective of this research was to examine the effect that the completion 

of the Gaisce Award has on employability, soft skills, and recruiters’ perceptions, 

particularly with young, entry-level applicants. This study incorporated qualitative and 

quantitative approaches, which involved conducting semi-structured interviews and 

surveys with recruiters working in various industries. This provided insights on how career 

readiness could be affected by participation in personal development programmes like 

Gaisce. 

The findings of this research underline the value of the Gaisce Award in building 

competencies that are increasingly recognised as essential to employability, particularly 

in the context of entry-level recruitment. Participation in Gaisce was consistently 

associated with the development of resilience, teamwork, adaptability and 

communication, which employers frequently described as more critical to long-term 

success than technical proficiency alone. 

While the results of this study suggest that although the Gaisce Award has an 

overwhelmingly positive impact on an individual’s competencies and soft skills, its 

awareness among employers is poor. With reference to the study’s objectives, it can be 

stated that non-traditional credentials such as the Gaisce Award may indirectly influence 

employability outcomes by developing soft skills and perceived motivation. However, 

their direct impact on hiring decisions is mediated by an employer’s prior awareness and 

perceptions. 

The results therefore point towards a signalling gap. While Gaisce cultivates 

transferable skills, the absence of a systematic recognition framework limits its effect on 

employment outcomes. This gap reinforces the importance of Signalling Theory (Spence, 

1973), which highlights that the value of a credential is contingent not only on the 

competencies it represents but also on the degree to which employers interpret and act 

upon it. In the absence of widespread awareness, Gaisce struggles to fulfil its role as a 

credible employability signal. 

Gaisce could benefit from targeted employer engagement and widespread public 

campaigns that would elevate its visibility in the labour market. Such an approach could 
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help bridge the awareness gap and ensure that the competencies developed by 

participants are more directly translated into labour market advantage. The findings 

therefore suggest that future developments should focus not only on programme delivery 

but also on employer-facing strategies, ensuring that the outcomes of participation are 

articulated in terms that align with recruitment practices and industry needs. 

The results from this study also show a need to balance experiential learning and 

formal credentials, particularly in how recruiters weigh these factors when evaluating 

candidates for entry-level roles. The discussion unites the findings of the interviews and 

survey to explain the mechanisms by which the Gaisce Award can facilitate employability 

and career development. 
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Linking Findings to Literature  

The results of this research are much consistent with the previous literature 

regarding employability and the extent of contribution of non-formal learning in 

developing youth. The interviews showed the focus of employers to be frequently on 

pragmatic experience and soft skills rather than on formal academic performance, which 

is in-line with the views of Inkson, that employability relies as much on personal qualities 

and experience as it does on certified qualifications (Inkson, 2007). It demonstrates that 

in many cases, recruiters are using trial shifts or probation periods as the means to 

evaluate the adaptability, teamwork and reliability, with the emphasis on the observable 

competencies over the theoretical knowledge only. These customs back up the findings 

of Arora and Rangnekar (2016) who affirm that the relational and emotional skills are 

important to the workplace performance particularly in the client-facing or team-based 

jobs. 

It was identified that awareness and perceptions towards Gaisce Award differed 

greatly among employers. Some managers, especially in small firms were quite aware 

and helpful of Gaisce but others only had a superficial knowledge of its goals and 

advantages. This is in line with previous studies by Dacre Pool and Sewell (2007), which 

highlight the fact that acknowledgment of non-traditional credentials is sometimes 

disproportionate across industries and may influence their signalling potential during 

employment selection. The respondents have repeatedly indicated that Gaisce exercises 

initiative, resilience and personal motivation, which is consistent with the literature on 

the usefulness of extracurricular success as predictors of employability (Spence, 1973). 

Also, the results demonstrate that the development of soft skills, as developed through 

such programs as Gaisce, is a critical factor in career preparedness and correlates with 

the focus of Luthans and Youssef-Morgan (2017) on psychological capital as a predictor 

of performance in dynamic workplaces. 

Another qualitative finding is also that employers are more inclined to perceive 

Gaisce as a supplementary factor and not a decisive criterion. The latter result augers 

well with current research on youth awards/non-formal credentials, indicating that youth 

awards programs have a positive effect on perceived employability, but only in 
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association with practical experience and work ethic (Inkson, 2007; Arora and Rangnekar, 

2016). Overall, the results of the study support the idea that employability is a 

multidimensional concept comprising of personal, social, and professional 

competencies, and that non-traditional development programs do have a supporting, yet 

significant role.  
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Theoretical Implications  

Theoretically, the research provides an understanding of three interconnected 

theories, which are Human Capital Theory, Signalling Theory and Psychological Capital 

Theory. Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1993) is the theory that supports the claim that 

education and training helps to improve productivity and career opportunities. The 

results confirm that Gaisce participation fosters transferable skills including leadership, 

teamwork, communication and resilience which are recruited.  

The Signalling Theory (Spence, 1973) justifies the dual effect of Gaisce on the 

success of hiring. Although the Gaisce Award conveys dedication, perseverance, and 

inspiration, its power as a signal is dampened by the awareness of the employers. Most 

recruiters were not informed of the competencies built and therefore Gaisce had no 

effect on employment decisions. This underscores the need to enhance employer 

recognition so that it can realise its signalling potential to the maximum. 

The model of the Psychological Capital Theory (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 

2017) explains that Gaisce improves motivation, adaptability and persistence through 

instilling hope, resilience, optimism, and self-efficacy. Interviews proved that 

participants tended to show emotional intelligence, the willingness to listen to feedback, 

and participate in mentorship. These characteristics of psychology are a complement to 

both human capital and signalling views, and demonstrate that the personal 

development programs such as Gaisce produce internal competency benefits, as well as 

external signalling benefits, when properly endorsed by employers. 
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Practical Implications  

For employers, the findings highlight the importance of expanding recruitment 

practices to account for non-traditional credentials such as Gaisce. Employers 

consistently emphasised the centrality of soft skills, yet these were often assessed 

informally through trial shifts or interpersonal judgement. Recognising Gaisce, and other 

non-traditional credentials, as structured evidence of motivation, adaptability, 

resilience, initiative and leadership would provide a more systematic means of identifying 

these qualities. Enhanced awareness and training for HR professionals would therefore 

enable employers to evaluate candidates in a more balanced manner, particularly where 

formal work experience is limited. 

For policymakers, the research indicates the value of embedding Gaisce more 

formally within national education and employment frameworks. Integration into the 

Ireland's National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) would legitimise the Award as a 

recognised marker of skill development, and thereby reduce disparities in how it is 

interpreted by employers. Awareness campaigns, targeted funding for disadvantaged 

groups, and alignment with European youth employability strategies, would further 

extend the Award’s reach and impact. Such actions would not only enhance the 

credibility of Gaisce but also ensure that its benefits are equitably distributed across 

socio-economic and geographical divides. 

For participants, the implication is that the skills and confidence gained through 

Gaisce must be communicated effectively if they are to influence employability 

outcomes. Structured reflection methods, such as the STAR approach, provide a means 

of framing Award experiences in ways that align with employer expectations. The 

introduction of digital badges and micro-credentials linked to specific competencies 

would also offer participants portable and verifiable evidence of achievement, bridging 

the gap between personal development and recruitment practice. In this way, the Gaisce 

Award can be translated from an experience of growth into a recognised and valued signal 

within the labour market. 
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Limitations of Study 

The research has a number of limitations though it has been contributing. The 

qualitative interviews were designed using a small, purposively chosen sample of 

recruiters, which might be restrictive in extending the results to other industries, small or 

large organisations, or regions. In like manner, responses to the survey were based on 

self-reporting of perceptions of employability and soft skills, which presents the 

possibility of bias in the perceptions of the respondents. There was also the use of cross-

sectional data, which limits the evaluation of long term effects of Gaisce participation on 

career progress and employment.  

Furthermore, the Gaisce awareness among employers was not uniform and this 

uncertainty can have affected the perceived value of Gaisce among participants and 

thus, the perceived direct impact of Gaisce on the hiring decision. Lastly, although the 

study shows significant correlations between Gaisce involvement and the employability, 

we cannot be confident of cause and effect relationships. These constraints imply that 

the next round of research ought to include bigger and more varied samples, longitudinal 

studies, and methods to create greater awareness of non-formal credentials among 

employers. 
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Recommendations for Future Practice 

Further studies may expand on the current study by looking into a larger variety of 

non-traditional credentials and youth development programs to assess their relative 

impact on employability, transferable skills, and career readiness. It may be helpful to 

explore programs that have various structures, lengths, and groups of participants to gain 

more insight into which interventions have the greatest capacity to improve workforce 

preparedness. It would be better to extend the sample to larger and more diverse group 

of employers in industries, organisations of various sizes and in various geographic areas 

to generalise the findings and identify the differences in perceptions and recruitment 

procedures. 

Longitudinal research designs would enable longitudinal tracking of the 

participants to provide information on the long-term effects of programs such as Gaisce 

on career growth, employment on professional skills, resilience, and employment results 

in the labour market. These studies may also look at the interaction between 

psychological capital, human capital and signalling mechanisms explaining how 

individual progression converts to long term employability. 

The results of this study suggest a number of directions for strengthening the 

employability value of Gaisce. First, greater employer awareness is essential. Developing 

targeted toolkits for recruiters, supported by case studies and guidelines on how to 

interpret Gaisce Award achievements, would enhance recognition across industries. 

Second, the introduction of micro-credentials and digital badges that map Gaisce 

activities to recognised employability frameworks would provide participants with more 

credible and transferable evidence of achievement. Finally, integration into formal policy 

structures, such as Irelands National Framework of Qualifications, would provide  

recognition that enhances Gaisce’s credibility and consistency across recruitment 

practices.  

Future research should extend the scope of this study through longitudinal 

analysis, tracking Gaisce alumni over time to assess the long-term effects on career 

progression, employment stability and psychosocial development. Comparative studies 

with similar international awards, such as The Duke of Edinburgh International Award, 
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could provide insights into best practices for employer engagement and policy 

integration. Further experimental research, such as CV screening exercises, would also 

allow for more precise measurement of the extent to which Gaisce participation 

influences hiring decisions in practice. Thirdly, further research should examine whether 

Gaisce participation assists individuals with lived experience of the justice system in 

gaining employment, exploring the extent to which structured personal development 

programmes can reduce stigma, signal resilience, and support fair-chance hiring. 

Collectively, these avenues for research would not only strengthen the evidence base but 

also provide actionable insights to ensure that the Award achieves its full potential as a 

recognised pathway to employability. 

  



60 
 

Conclusion 

The research offers strong testimony that the Gaisce Award is a positive 

contribution to the growth of the employability skills, especially the soft skills of 

leadership, teamwork, resilience, and adaptability. The results of the interviews and 

analysis of the survey show that the Award contributes to the development of 

psychological capital and personal motivation and improves the preparedness of the 

candidates to the workforce. The relationship between the direct effect of Gaisce and 

employment is moderated by the level of employer awareness and knowledge, which 

highlights a disconnect between skills development and employment outcomes.  

The synthesis of qualitative and quantitative data supports the study’s findings, 

showing that non-traditional credentials can be effective supplements to formal 

education and work experience, provided they are acknowledged and correctly 

communicated. These lessons carry practical implications for employers, policymakers 

and educators, particularly in emphasising awareness creation, consistent recognition, 

and the integration of non-formal accomplishments into career development. Overall, 

this report reinforces the importance of personal development schemes such as Gaisce 

in equipping young people with the skills to make successful first entries into the labour 

market, while also highlighting areas that could be adopted to enhance the effectiveness 

of the programme. 

This study provides strong evidence that the Gaisce Award contributes 

meaningfully to the development of employability-relevant skills, particularly those 

associated with resilience, teamwork, adaptability and leadership. Both qualitative and 

quantitative findings highlight that employers recognise the potential value of increased 

confidence and motivation in recruitment. However, the research also demonstrates that 

the translation of these benefits into tangible labour market outcomes is uneven, owing 

largely to limited awareness and inconsistent recognition among recruiters. In respect to 

this, the challenge for Gaisce is not in the intrinsic value of the Award but in its external 

validation within hiring systems. 

The results therefore carry three key implications. For participants, the Award 

provides a platform for developing personal and interpersonal competencies that must 
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be actively articulated in applications and interviews if they are to yield real employability 

benefits. For employers, recognition of Gaisce represents an untapped opportunity to 

identify motivated and adaptable candidates, particularly within the context of entry-

level recruitment. For policymakers, the integration of Gaisce into formal qualification 

frameworks would enable the Award to achieve greater legitimacy and signalling power. 

In conclusion, the research demonstrates that Gaisce holds significant potential 

to function as a national benchmark for youth employability in Ireland. If the gaps in 

awareness, recognition and accessibility are addressed through strategic action, the 

Award can evolve from being a valuable personal development experience into a widely 

acknowledged signal of readiness for work. This transition would not only enhance 

individual career outcomes but also contribute to broader policy goals of social 

inclusion, skills development and youth employment in a rapidly changing labour market. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



62 
 

Reference List 

Antonakis, J., Bendahan, S., Jacquart, P. & Lalive, R., 2010. On making causal claims: A review 

and recommendations. The Leadership Quarterly, 21(6), pp.1086–1120. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.10.010. 

Arendell, T., 1997. Reflections on the researcher-researched relationship: A woman interviewing 

men. Qualitative Sociology, 20(3), pp.341–368. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1024727316052. 

Arora, R. & Rangnekar, S., 2016. Towards understanding the two-way interaction effects of 

extraversion and openness to experience on career commitment. International Journal 

for Educational and Vocational Guidance, 16(2), pp.213–232. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275973360_Towards_understanding_the_tw

o_way_interaction_effects_of_extraversion_and_openness_to_experience_on_career_c

ommitment. 

Arthur, M.B., Khapova, S.N. & Wilderom, C.P.M., 2005. Career success in a boundaryless career 

world. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 26(2), pp.177–202. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.290. 

Avey, J.B., Reichard, R.J., Luthans, F. & Mhatre, K.H., 2011. Meta-analysis of the impact of 

positive psychological capital on employee attitudes, behaviors, and performance. 

Human Resource Development Quarterly, 22(2), pp.127–152. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1002/hrdq.20070. 

Bandura, A., 1977. Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological 

Review, 84(2), pp.191–215. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191. 

Bandura, A., 1998. Health promotion from the perspective of social cognitive theory. Psychology 

and Health, 13(4), pp.623–649. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08870449808407422. 

Becker, G.S., 1993. Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis, with Special Reference 

to Education. 3rd edn. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

https://www.nber.org/books-and-chapters/human-capital-theoretical-and-empirical-

analysis-special-reference-education-third-edition. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.10.010?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1024727316052?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275973360_Towards_understanding_the_two_way_interaction_effects_of_extraversion_and_openness_to_experience_on_career_commitment?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275973360_Towards_understanding_the_two_way_interaction_effects_of_extraversion_and_openness_to_experience_on_career_commitment?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275973360_Towards_understanding_the_two_way_interaction_effects_of_extraversion_and_openness_to_experience_on_career_commitment?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.290?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1002/hrdq.20070?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870449808407422?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nber.org/books-and-chapters/human-capital-theoretical-and-empirical-analysis-special-reference-education-third-edition?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nber.org/books-and-chapters/human-capital-theoretical-and-empirical-analysis-special-reference-education-third-edition?utm_source=chatgpt.com


63 
 

Bergen, N. & Labonté, R., 2020. “Everything is perfect, and we have no problems”: Detecting and 

limiting social desirability bias in qualitative research. Qualitative Health Research, 30(5), 

pp.783–792. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732319889354. 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V., 2006. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 3(2), pp.77–101. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa. 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V., 2019. Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in 

Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), pp.589–597. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806. 

Calkins, K., 1970. Time: Perspectives, marking and styles of usage. Social Problems, 17(4), 

pp.487–501. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.1970.17.4.03a00070. 

Carrigan, J. & Maunsell, C., 2014. ‘Never really had a good education you know, until I came in 

here’: Educational life histories of young adult male prisoner learners. Irish Educational 

Studies, 33(4), pp.399–417. https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2014.977642. 

Cedefop, 2018. The changing nature and role of vocational education and training in Europe: 

Volume 2: the responsiveness of European VET systems to external change (1995–2015). 

Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. Available at: 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3075. 

Clarke, M., 2018. Rethinking graduate employability: the role of capital, individual attributes and 

context. Studies in Higher Education, 43(11), pp.1923–1937. doi: 

10.1080/03075079.2017.1294152. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1294152. 

Clarke MacMahon, N. & O’Reilly, G., 2015. ‘It made you feel you had self-worth’: Does Gaisce – 

The President’s Award act as a catalyst in the enhancement of the psychological 

attributes of hope, self-efficacy, self-esteem, happiness, and psychological well-being in 

its participants? UCD School of Psychology and Gaisce – The President’s Award. 

Available at: https://www.gaisce.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Research-Synopsis-

Branded.pdf. 

Cohen, S. & Taylor, L., 1972. Psychological Survival: The Experience of Long-Term Imprisonment. 

New York: Pantheon Books. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732319889354?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.1970.17.4.03a00070?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2014.977642?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3075?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1294152?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gaisce.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Research-Synopsis-Branded.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gaisce.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Research-Synopsis-Branded.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com


64 
 

Council of the European Union, 2012. Council recommendation of 20 December 2012 on the 

validation of non-formal and informal learning. Official Journal of the European Union, 

C398, pp.1–5. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:2012:398:FULL. 

Crewe, B., 2011. Depth, weight, tightness: Revisiting the pains of imprisonment. Punishment & 

Society, 13(5), pp.509–529. https://doi.org/10.1177/1462474511422172. 

Dacre Pool, L. & Sewell, P., 2007. The key to employability: developing a practical model of 

graduate employability. Education + Training, 49(4), pp.277–289. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910710754435. 

Deming, D.J., 2017. The growing importance of social skills in the labor market. Quarterly Journal 

of Economics, 132(4), pp.1593–1640. Available at: 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/132/4/1593/3861633. 

Digipathways Consortium, 2019. Digipathways: Developing Digital Competence through Non-

formal Learning. Erasmus+ Project Report. Available at: https://digipathways.eu. 

Doyle, L., Lalor, K., Forkan, C. & O’Sullivan, K., 2021. Youth work with young people in 

disadvantaged communities: Challenges and responses. Dublin: Maynooth University. 

Dubberley, S., 2010. Young offenders, imprisonment, and the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award. PhD 

Thesis, University of Wales, UK. 

European Court of Auditors, 2021. EU support for the digital skills of young people: Limited 

impact and sustainability. Special Report No 14. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the 

European Union. Available at: https://www.eca.europa.eu. 

European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA), 2021. Youth policy in the European 

Union: Status and future developments. Brussels: European Commission. 

European Parliament, 2022. Youth employment policies in the EU: Evaluation and future 

perspectives. Brussels: European Parliament. Available at: 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:2012:398:FULL&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:C:2012:398:FULL&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1177/1462474511422172?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910710754435?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/132/4/1593/3861633?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://digipathways.eu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.eca.europa.eu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com


65 
 

Forret, M.L. & Dougherty, T.W., 2004. Networking behaviors and career outcomes: Differences 

for men and women? Journal of Organizational Behavior, 25(3), pp.419–437. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.251. 

Fugate, M., Kinicki, A.J. & Ashforth, B.E., 2004. Employability: A psycho-social construct, its 

dimensions, and applications. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 65(1), pp.14–38. Available 

at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2003.10.005. 

Gagliardi, S., 2023. The Impact of 'Gaisce – The President's Award' on Young Adults in Irish 

Prisons: A Qualitative Evaluation Report. Public Policy.ie. Available at: 

https://publicpolicy.ie/covid/the-impact-of-gaisce-the-presidents-award-on-young-

adults-in-irish-prisons-a-qualitative-evaluation-report-1/. 

Gaisce – The President’s Award, 2023. About Gaisce: The President’s Award. Dublin: Gaisce. 

Available at: https://www.gaisce.ie/about-gaisce/. 

Goffman, E., 1961. On the characteristics of total institutions: The inmate world. In D.R. Cressey 

(Ed.), The Prison: Studies in Institutional Organization and Change (pp.15–67). New York: 

Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Inkson, K., 2007. Understanding Careers: The Metaphors of Working Lives. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

SAGE Publications. Available at: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/292654304_Understanding_careers_The_m

etaphors_of_working_lives. 

International Labour Organization (ILO), 2020. Global Employment Trends for Youth 2020: 

Technology and the future of jobs. Geneva: ILO. Available at: 

https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_737648/lang--en/index.htm. 

Joseph, D.L. & Newman, D.A., 2010. Emotional intelligence: An integrative meta-analysis and 

cascading model. Journal of Applied Psychology, 95(1), pp.54–78. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017286. 

Kolb, D.A., 1984. Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. 

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. Available at: 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Experiential_Learning.html?id=jpbeBQAAQBAJ. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.251?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2003.10.005?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://publicpolicy.ie/covid/the-impact-of-gaisce-the-presidents-award-on-young-adults-in-irish-prisons-a-qualitative-evaluation-report-1/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://publicpolicy.ie/covid/the-impact-of-gaisce-the-presidents-award-on-young-adults-in-irish-prisons-a-qualitative-evaluation-report-1/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gaisce.ie/about-gaisce/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/292654304_Understanding_careers_The_metaphors_of_working_lives?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/292654304_Understanding_careers_The_metaphors_of_working_lives?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_737648/lang--en/index.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017286?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://books.google.com/books/about/Experiential_Learning.html?id=jpbeBQAAQBAJ&utm_source=chatgpt.com


66 
 

Koenig, J. & Glowacz, F., 2020. Psychological capital and well-being in adolescence: A 

longitudinal study. Journal of Adolescence, 82, pp.1–11. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2020.04.007. 

Lerman, R.I., 2013. Are employability skills learned in U.S. youth education and training 

programs? IZA Journal of Labor Policy, 2(6). Available at: 

https://izajolp.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/2193-9004-2-6. 

Levashina, J., Hartwell, C.J., Morgeson, F.P. & Campion, M.A., 2014. The structured employment 

interview: Narrative and quantitative review of the research literature. Personnel 

Psychology, 67(1), pp.241–293. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12052. 

Luthans, F. & Youssef-Morgan, C.M., 2017. Psychological capital and beyond. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. Available at: https://global.oup.com/academic/product/psychological-

capital-and-beyond-9780199316472. 

Meek, R. & Lewis, G., 2014. The impact of a sports initiative for young men in prison: Staff and 

participant perspectives. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 38(2), pp.95–123. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723512472896. 

Moon, J.A., 2004. A Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning: Theory and Practice. 

London: Routledge. Available at: https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203416150. 

Morley, R.H. & Fulton, C.L., 2020. The impact of mindfulness meditation on self-esteem and self-

compassion among prisoners. Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 59(2), pp.98–116. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2019. OECD Skills Outlook 

2019: Thriving in a digital world. Paris: OECD Publishing. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1787/df80bc12-en. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2019. Skills for 2030. Paris: 

OECD Publishing. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2024. Equity in education: 

Breaking down barriers to social mobility. Paris: OECD Publishing. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1787/19939019. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2020.04.007?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://izajolp.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/2193-9004-2-6?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12052?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/psychological-capital-and-beyond-9780199316472?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/psychological-capital-and-beyond-9780199316472?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723512472896?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203416150?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1787/df80bc12-en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.oecd.org/education/2030-project/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1787/19939019?utm_source=chatgpt.com


67 
 

Perrin, D., Coates, H. & Gill, B., 2020. Rethinking micro-credentials: A guide to understanding 

and implementing micro-credentials. Melbourne: Higher Education Research and 

Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA). 

Porath, C.L., Spreitzer, G.M., Gibson, C.B. & Garnett, F.G., 2012. Thriving at work: Toward its 

measurement, construct validation, and theoretical refinement. Journal of 

Organizational Behavior, 33(2), pp.250–275. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.756. 

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), 2024. Core Policies and Criteria for the Inclusion of 

Awards within the Framework. Dublin: QQI. Available at: 

https://www.qqi.ie/sites/default/files/2024-08/qp-24-core-policies-and-criteria-for-the-

inclusion-of-awards-within-the-framework.pdf. 

Rajan, R., Dondi, M., Mischke, J. & Singla, A., 2023. Defining the skills citizens will need in the 

future world of work. McKinsey Global Institute. Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com. 

Rudolph, C.W., Lavigne, K.N. & Zacher, H., 2017. Career adaptability: A meta-analysis of 

relationships with measures of adaptive performance. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 98, 

pp.17–34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2016.09.002. 

Savickas, M.L. & Porfeli, E.J., 2012. Career adapt-abilities scale: Construction, reliability, and 

measurement equivalence across 13 countries. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 80(3), 

pp.661–673. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2012.01.011. 

Seibert, S.E., Kraimer, M.L. & Liden, R.C., 2017. A social capital theory of career success. 

Academy of Management Journal, 44(2), pp.219–237. Available at: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228831713_A_Social_Capital_Theory_of_Ca

reer_Success. 

Shi, F., Gu, Q. & Zhou, T., 2024. Understanding brand reputation: a case study of Chinese 

wineries. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 36(8), 

pp.2774–2794. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-07-2023-1057. 

SOLAS & Amárach Research, 2017. Barriers to further education and training (FET) in Ireland. 

Dublin: SOLAS. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.756?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.qqi.ie/sites/default/files/2024-08/qp-24-core-policies-and-criteria-for-the-inclusion-of-awards-within-the-framework.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.qqi.ie/sites/default/files/2024-08/qp-24-core-policies-and-criteria-for-the-inclusion-of-awards-within-the-framework.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.mckinsey.com/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2016.09.002?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2012.01.011?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228831713_A_Social_Capital_Theory_of_Career_Success?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228831713_A_Social_Capital_Theory_of_Career_Success?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-07-2023-1057?utm_source=chatgpt.com


68 
 

Speed, R., 1998. Choosing between line extensions and second brands: the case of the 

Australian and New Zealand wine industries. Journal of Product & Brand Management, 

7(6), pp.519–533. https://doi.org/10.1108/10610429810244684. 

Spence, M., 1973. Job market signaling. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 87(3), pp.355–374. 

Available at: https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/87/3/355/1909092. 

The Duke of Edinburgh International Award Foundation, 2022. The Duke of Edinburgh 

International Award: About the Award. London: DofE Foundation. Available at: 

https://www.intaward.org/about/. 

UNESCO, 2020. Education for Sustainable Development: A Roadmap. Paris: UNESCO. Available 

at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802. 

Williamson, I.O., King, J.E., Lepak, D. & Sarma, A., 2010. Firm reputation, recruitment web sites, 

and attracting applicants. Human Resource Management, 49(4), pp.669–687. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.20379. 

Youth Work Ireland, 2019. Building blocks for youth work provision in rural Ireland. Dublin: Youth 

Work Ireland. 

Youth Work Ireland, 2019. Youth Work in Ireland: Annual Report 2019. Dublin: Youth Work 

Ireland. Available at: https://www.youthworkireland.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2022/02/YWI-Financial-Accounts-2019.pdf. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1108/10610429810244684?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/87/3/355/1909092?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.intaward.org/about/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1002/hrm.20379?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.youthworkireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/YWI-Financial-Accounts-2019.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.youthworkireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/YWI-Financial-Accounts-2019.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com


69 
 

Appendices 

Appendix A. Interview Guide 

Familiarity with Gaisce 

• What is your familiarity with the Gaisce Award, if any? 

• Provide short explanation:  

Gaisce – The President’s Award is Ireland’s national youth award and is a personal 

development programme for young people aged 14-25. It is a direct challenge 

from the President of Ireland, Michael D. Higgins, to all young people to dream big 

and fulfil their potential. In 2025 Gaisce celebrates its 40th Anniversary. 

The Gaisce Award programme has three progressive Award Levels – Bronze, Silver 

and Gold Awards.  For each award level, participants must undertake Challenge 

Area activities that fulfil Personal Skill, Community Involvement, Physical 

Recreation and Adventure Journey requirements. 

Background and Role 

Before we begin: 

• Can you briefly describe your involvement in the recruitment processes within 

your organisation? 

• Can you describe your familiarity with the CV screening process in recruitment in 

your organisation? 

• To what extent does your company utilise AI in the recruitment process, if at all? 

Skills Acquisition 

• As someone involved in the recruitment process, what is your perception of non-

traditional credentials, such as personal development, youth awards or 

outreach/volunteering? 

• Have you encountered candidates or colleagues who have completed Gaisce or 

similar personal development programmes? 

• If yes, were there any personal qualities that stood out to you? 
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• What soft skills do you value in a candidate (e.g. teamwork, communication, 

problem-solving, critical thinking)? 

• What would signal to you, if anything, that a candidate possesses these soft skills? 

Motivation 

• What types of behaviour or experience, if any, suggest an interviewee is motivated 

to succeed in their role?  

• In the recruitment process, how do you evaluate a candidate’s motivation or 

commitment to work? 

• Do you perceive any association between structured personal development 

programmes such as Gaisce and motivation in candidates? 

Self-Efficacy/Confidence 

• What, if anything, would signal that a candidate is confident in their own abilities? 

• Are there any specific achievements or experiences that would indicate this? 

• Have you ever seen any connection between a candidate's participation in a 

programme like Gaisce and their self-confidence? 

Resilience & Adaptability 

• When reviewing candidates, what would indicate to you that they have developed 

resilience or the ability to manage setbacks or uncertainty? 

• Have you ever seen any connection between a candidate's participation in a 

programme like Gaisce and their ability to handle setbacks or uncertainty? 

Interpersonal Skills 

• In your experience, what kinds of behaviours or cues suggest that a candidate 

works well with others? 

• Have you noticed a link between candidates who have taken part in a personal 

development programme like Gaisce and certain strengths in their interpersonal 

skills or teamwork abilities? 
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Dealing with Authority and Peers 

• What signals suggest that a candidate may respond positively to feedback? 

• What signs might suggest that a candidate could respond negatively to feedback? 

• Have you observed any differences in how candidates who have completed 

personal development programmes respond to guidance or instruction? 

Creativity 

• Does your recruitment process aim to identify skills such as creativity, problem-

solving, or original thinking? 

• How do you recognise when a candidate exhibits these traits during the 

recruitment process? (CV, interview, assessment centre, etc.) 

• In your experience, would you perceive candidates who have participated in a 

personal development programme like Gaisce to demonstrate the ability to think 

creatively or approach problems in original ways? 

Lifelong Learning  

• As a recruiter or hiring manager, how important is it to you personally that a 

candidate demonstrates an ongoing and voluntary pursuit of knowledge and skills 

throughout their life? 

• This is called as lifelong learning. Are you familiar with it?  

• Is lifelong learning something your organisation actively values or encourages in 

its workforce? 

• Do you actively look for signs of lifelong learning when hiring? 

• If yes, can you provide examples of how lifelong learning shows up in candidates? 

 

Equity, Diversity and Inclusion, Fair Chance Hiring and Gaisce 

• How would you describe your organisation’s approach to Equity, Diversity, 

and Inclusion (EDI), particularly in the context of recruitment or hiring 

practices? 
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• Are you familiar with the Fair Chance hiring (also known as Second Chance 

hiring)? 

o If yes, could you tell me a little bit about what you know in your own 

words? 

o If no, provide explanation.  

 Fair chance hiring focuses on providing equal employment 

opportunities for people with convictions (PWCs). It encourages 

employers to look beyond an applicant’s lived experience with 

the justice system and consider their current skills and potential 

contribution to the workplace instead. 

• Are you aware of your organisation's hiring policy regarding those with lived 

experience with the justice system? 

• To your knowledge, are there any formal policies or role restrictions in your 

organisation in place that would prevent hiring someone with lived 

experience of the justice system? 

• To what extent would a conviction impact a candidate's application? 

• If a candidate has a past conviction, what might influence your view of their 

application? 

• If a candidate has a past conviction but completed a personal development 

programme like the Gaisce Award while incarcerated, how might that affect 

your perception of their application? 

• Is there anything you feel has not been asked that you would like to share 

with us? 

 

Appendix B: Survey Questions 

 

Section 1: Respondent Profile 

1. Which sector do you currently work in or hope to work in the future? 

• Hospitality 
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• Retail 

• Healthcare 

• Technology 

• Public sector 

• Other (Please state) 

3. What is your current role? 

• Recruiter  

• Hiring manager  

4. How many years of work experience do you have? 

• None 

• Less than 1 year 

• 1-3 years 

• 4-7 years 

• 8+ years 

Section 2: Recruitment Process and Practices 

5. Which recruitment methods do you use often?  

• Job websites and online recruitment boards 

• Recruitment agencies 

• Partnership with schools and colleges 

• Internal referrals 

• Other (please specify) 

6. Do you use AI or any automated recruitment tools for your recruitment process? 

• Never 

• Rarely 

• Sometimes 

• Often 

• Always 
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7. What is the weighting that you give to personal development programmes 

compared to the formal qualifications? (Likert scale: 1 = No weight, 5 = Very high weight) 

8. How likely is it that you will invite a candidate for interview if they mention 

personal development awards (e.g.) Gaisce (Likert scale: 1 = Very unlikely, 5 = Very 

likely) 

9. How often do you consider non-traditional credentials when you are hiring? For 

example, Gaisce, or any similar volunteering programmes? 

• Always 

• Often 

• Sometimes 

• Rarely 

• Never 

10. In your experience, aside from academic qualifications, what other 

qualities/qualifications would you look for from a candidate?  

11. Can you describe a time when a candidate’s volunteering, awards, or extracurricular 

activities influenced your hiring decision, if ever? 

Section 3: Awareness and experience with Gaisce awards 

12. Are you familiar with Gaisce awards?  (Likert scale: 1 = Not at all familiar, 5 = Very 

familiar) 

13. Have you completed a Gaisce award or do you know someone who has 

completed one? 

• Yes, I have completed it 

• Yes, I know someone who has done it 

• No 

• Not sure 

14. If yes, what impact does it have, if any on skills like teamwork, communication 

skills or leadership? (Likert scale: 1= strongly disagree,5= strongly agree)* Skip if your 

answer for Q11 is No or Not sure 
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15. How often have you experienced candidates mentioning Gaisce or other 

personal development awards as an achievement in job applications or CVs? 

• Never 

• Rarely 

• Sometimes 

• Often 

• Always 

16. If you have encountered Gaisce in recruitment or employment, how did it influence 

your opinion of the person, if at all? 

Section 4: Importance of skills in employment 

How important do you think these skills are for a candidate to posess? 

(Likert scale: 1 = Not important, 5 = Very important) 

17. Academic qualifications 

18. Previous work experience 

19. Extracurricular activities  

20. Personal development programmes (e.g. Gaisce) 

21. Soft skills 

22. References 

23. Based on your experience, how is the Gaisce Award employee compared to 

others in the following aspects? (Scale: 1 = Much worse, 2 = Worse, 3 = About the same, 

4 = Better, 5 = Much better)  

• Job performance 

• Teamwork 

• Adaptability 

• Leadership 

• Commitment to work 
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24. How important is personality development to you? (Likert scale: 1 = Not 

important at all, 5 = Extremely important) 

25. “Soft skills are more important than technical skills for work success”. Do you 

agree or not? (Likert scale: 1= strongly disagree,5= strongly agree) 

26. To what extent do you believe participation in volunteering programmes and 

Gaisce can be an advantage for inexperienced job seekers? (Likert scale: 1 = Not at all, 5 

= To a great extent) 

27. Recruiters should consider personal development programmes and awards in 

consideration compared to academic qualifications. Do you agree or not(Likert scale: 

1= strongly disagree,5= strongly agree) 

28.       In your opinion, which skills are most difficult to assess in a job application, and 

how could awards like Gaisce help demonstrate them? 

Section 5: Motivation to complete Gaisce awards 

29. To what extent do you agree that programmes like Gaisce will help with the 

following? (Likert scale: 1= strongly disagree,5= strongly agree) 

• Confidence 

• Resilience 

• Motivation 

• Teamwork 

• Problem solving 

30. Rate the chance of career success of people with Gaisce compared to others 

based on your experience (Likert scale: 1= much worse, 5= very good)  

31. How confident are you with your skills as a recruiter? (Likert scale: 1= Not 

confident, 5 = Very confident) 

Section 6: Challenges faced 

32. To what extent do you feel like personal development awards such as Gaisce are 

not appreciated for employability?  (Likert scale: 1= strongly disagree,5= strongly agree) 
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33. What do you think is the greatest obstacle for candidates to showcase skills for a 

job opportunity? 

• Lack of work experience to show 

• Lack of formal academic qualifications required for the job 

• Fewer opportunities to showcase soft skills in interviews and work 

• Lack of recognition for awards like Gaisce and other volunteering 

activities for employability 

• Other (please specify) 

34. Why do you think that awards like Gaisce is not always recognised by employers? 

Section 7: Increasing recognition and employer awareness of Gaisce awards 

35. How can we increase the value of Gaisce and its impact on employability? 

• More awareness among employers 

• More inclusion in job application and sorting prompts 

• Successful alumni testimonials 

• Campaigns 

• Others (Please specify) 

36.    If you were in charge of making Gaisce more recognised in the job market, what 

would you do? 

37. Is your company open to working with Gaisce for promoting skill development? 

• Yes 

• No 

• Need more information 
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