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1. Summary 
 

 

 

Whitebarn Consulting evaluated the WALK PEER Programme that operated in Louth 

from early 2013 until early 2015.  The programme was set up to address the issue of 

people with disabilities aged 16 to 24 being distanced from the labour market.  111 

stakeholders contributed to the consultation process for the evaluation, using both focus 

groups and an online survey.  The results were analysed, together with documentary 

evidence, in order to answer six evaluation questions. 

 

Were the resources that were invested into the programme adequate? 

The programme was funded relatively generously and was fortunate to be able to avail 

of quality capital, human and in-kind resources, but a lack of time was a big obstacle. 

 

Did the programme deliver what it said it would do at the start? 

Of the eight ambitious targets set: one was not done at all (research on self-

employment and social enterprise); two were part completed (number of programme 

participants and amount of agency staff development); two were reached 

(communications and work with employers); and three were exceeded (volunteer 

recruitment, equality/disability awareness training and networking). 

 

What was the quality of the programme? 

It was found that, with a number of minor exceptions, programme quality was perceived 

to be very high. 

 

What changed as a result of the programme? 

Significant changes happened for the participants themselves while they were actively 

involved with the programme.  Some longer-term changes and changes for other groups 

of people (family members, volunteers, staff, employers, employees, WALK, service 

providers and the general public) could also be identified.  Both positive and negative 

changes were considered.  Overall programme impact was positive. 
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What was the social value of the programme? 

Value-for-money was compared with the broader concept of social value.  It is not 

possible to draw definitive conclusions about the programme’s social value at this point 

in time. 

 

Is it worth repeating or replicating the programme? 

It is concluded that the WALK PEER Programme should be repeated and replicated, but 

that certain changes have to be made to its format in order for it to be as effective as it 

can be in the future.  The following recommendations are made: 

Have absolute clarity of focus 

Optimise on limited resources 

Review PEER mentor system 

Further engage employers 

Assess outcomes, impact and social value to a greater extent 

Outline the role that other parties need to play.  
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2. Programme context 
 

 

 

This chapter briefly notes the issue that WALK aims to address, namely, the distance of 

many young people with disabilities from the labour market.  It describes the 

intervention that it chose to tackle the problem in this instance, in the form of the WALK 

PEER Programme in Co. Louth.  It also states the positive changes that it, together with 

its funders, hoped would come about as a result of the programme. 

 

 

 

2.1 The problem 

 

The consequences of Ireland’s recent economic recession have been well documented.  

Unemployment in particular can have very negative effects, primarily on the individual 

concerned, but also on the people around them and on society as a whole.  For those 

already distanced from the labour market, the chances of finding employment become 

even less likely during an economic downturn.  In this context, young people with 

disabilities are at a particular disadvantage.  They encounter many obstacles to taking the 

first steps into the world of work and their chances of securing paid jobs at this time are 

significantly lower than for those who do not have disabilities.  As a result, they may fall 

behind their non-disabled peers in this vital area of life development.  The possibility of 

remaining permanently disconnected from the labour force is high, even if the economic 

climate improves.  Such deep marginalisation is untenable. 

 

 

2.2 Seeking solutions to the problem 

 

2.2.1 Disability Activation Project 

 

It is commonly recognised that education and employment are vital routes out of 

disadvantage.  Furthermore, Article 23 (i) of the United Nations Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights states that: “Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, 
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to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment” 1.  In 

2012, it was announced that the European Social Fund 2, in partnership with the 

Department of Social Protection 3, would allocate more than €7 million to the Disability 

Activation Project (DACT).  DACT “aims to increase the capacity and potential of people 

on disability or illness welfare payments to participate in the labour market” 4.  Fourteen 

initiatives in the Border, Midlands and Western region were funded by DACT, including 

the programme under evaluation. 

 

 

2.2.2 WALK 

 

The charity WALK describes itself a “progressive organisation that encourages people who 

have intellectual disabilities to lead self-determined lives within socially inclusive 

communities” 5.  It offers a range of person-centred services in the Leinster region.  It 

previously ran the successful 6 Walkways employment project in partnership with Agoriad 

Cyf, a disability support organisation based in North Wales.  WALK learnt many useful 

lessons in its implementation of Walkways, which it was then able to incorporate into its 

subsequent employment programmes. 

 

 

2.3 WALK PEER Programme 

 

2.3.1 An introduction to the programme 

 

PEER stands for Providing Equal Employment Routes.  WALK delivers a PEER programme 

in Dublin and in Co. Louth.  It is the latter that is under evaluation here.  The programme 

is targeted at young people in the area who are aged 16 to 24 and who are in receipt of 

disability payments from the Department of Social Protection 7.  It is therefore not limited 

to people with intellectual disabilities.  

                                            
1 www.un.org 
2 www.ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp 
3 www.welfare.ie 
4 www.pobal.ie/FundingProgrammes/dap/Pages/default.aspx 
5 WALK: A Shared Journey booklets 
6 Final independent evaluation report by Rachel Stevens of Empower All and published in March 2014 
7 Different types of disability payments are eligible under the scheme – taking part in the WALK PEER 
Programme does not affect a claimant’s disability payment.  Although the vast majority of claimants are from 
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The programme is guided by the Irish saying ‘Is tús maith leath na hoibre’ (A good start is 

half the work) and its mission is “to support young people in identifying and bridging gaps 

they may have to access mainstream employment, education and training” 8.  It has been 

identified that these gaps are particularly evident at key points of change during a young 

person’s life, namely: during transition year in secondary school and/or on leaving 

secondary school and/or on leaving third level education.  If these gaps are not bridged, 

there is a very real danger that young people will find themselves neither in education, 

nor in employment, nor in training 9.  It was intended that the provision of focused 

supports to people in the target group would lead to progression towards economic 

activity and enhanced community participation. 

 

2.3.2 Programme objectives 

 

Five objectives were laid out for the WALK PEER programme: 10 

 

• To enable individuals with various disabilities and barriers to learning to gain equal 

access to employment opportunities through the development of supported 

employment pathways based on individual needs and abilities 

• To develop, implement and evaluate a supported employment pathway that 

enables service users to be managed through key transitional phases of their 

young adulthood from education to college, through to training, community 

engagement and on to enterprise placement 

• To deliver training that enables providers, mentors, carers, employers and families 

the opportunity to engage with supported pathways to employment so as to build 

an individualised employment support network 

• To engage relevant stakeholders in the methods, outcomes and evaluations of the 

project so as to promote the mainstreaming of support employment routes in a 

variety of contexts 

• To develop and establish appropriate organisational settings where members of 

the target group may be meaningfully and sustainably employed at appropriate 

stages of their development.  

                                                                                                                                    
Co. Louth, the Department of Social Protection office for Louth also deals with Carrickmacross in Co. 
Monaghan and the east of Co. Meath. 
8 As per programme leaflet and website 
9 Such people are sometimes described by the acronym NEET 
10 From DACT contract – slightly paraphrased for the purposes of clarity 
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3. Evaluation methods 
 

 

 

This chapter describes the methods that were selected to answer the six key evaluation 

questions as efficiently and effectively as possible.  These included focus groups, an 

online survey and documentation analysis.  Methodological constraints for the evaluation 

have been honestly pointed out. 

 

 

 

3.1 Scoping 

 

3.1.1 The evaluation questions 

 

Six key evaluation questions were identified for the WALK PEER Programme, and each of 

the subsequent chapters is devoted to answering one of these questions: 

 

• Were the resources that were invested into the programme adequate? (chapter 4) 

• Did the programme deliver what it said it would do at the start? (chapter 5) 

• What was the quality of the programme? (chapter 6) 

• What changed as a result of the programme? (chapter 7) 

• What was the social value of the programme? (chapter 8) 

• Is it worth repeating or replicating the programme? (chapter 9). 

 

3.1.2 The evaluation framework 

 

The underlying framework for the evaluation questions, which is based on a so-called 

‘logic model’, is shown in the graphic overleaf.  The world is more complex and less linear 

than indicated here, but it may nevertheless act as a useful reference.  Inputs are the 

resources that were invested into the programme; activities are self-explanatory; outputs 

are immediate (usually countable) results from activities; outcomes are the changes that 

can be attributed (usually directly) to the programme; impact is longer/broader change; 

and social value is the ultimate ‘worth’ of the programme. 



 12 

 

Start of programme  During programme  End of programme 

Context?   Programme quality?  Repeat and/or replicate? 

 

 

3.1.3 Methodological constraints 

 

This evaluation had to be undertaken under significant time and financial constraints.  

During the initial scoping exercise, ways were sought to optimise on the limited budget 

without compromising research integrity.  For example, the stakeholder mapping 

component of the scoping exercise acknowledged that whilst the programme could have 

affected many different individuals and groups of people, it was possible to differentiate 

primary stakeholders from secondary ones.  The resultant stakeholder engagement 

strategy reflected this thinking, with primary stakeholders being invited to engage in face-

to-face interaction, but secondary stakeholders only being offered an online feedback 

mechanism. 

 

Any research method has benefits and drawbacks.  A range of different methods was 

used in this evaluation to avoid an overreliance on any one approach.  The 

methodological choices are not debated in detail, but where appropriate in the sections 

below, key advantages have been outlined, together with any trade-offs made. 

 

 

3.2 Stakeholder consultation 

 

3.2.1 Focus groups with primary stakeholders 

 

Focus groups can be a powerful and time-effective way of gathering individual and group-

generated feedback.  WALK was keen to use a group setting for beneficiary feedback.  It 

was decided to hold six 11 two-hour focus groups with four types of key stakeholders:  

                                            
11 Two focus groups were held for participants and two focus groups were held for family members, to 
facilitate people living in different parts of the county. 

inputs activities outputs outcomes impact value 



 13 

 
Stakeholder 

 
Invited (n) 12 Attendance (n) Attendance (%) 

Participants 117 25 21 
Family members  115 33 29 
PEER mentors 63 3 5 
Programme staff members 4 13 4 100 

 

These stakeholder types were very different from each other and the format of the focus 

groups was altered for each to take account of this fact.  This was especially significant 

for the focus groups with the participants themselves, some of whom had an intellectual 

disability 14.  On the whole, the input from programme participants was excellent (and, 

incidentally, much higher than assumed beforehand by many of their parents/guardians).  

However, a very small number of programme participants struggled to contribute 

effectively in a group setting.  Extremely high levels of active engagement were achieved 

in all four other focus groups.  On the whole, attendance rates were good, especially 

given the fact that they were held on wintry evenings or busy Saturdays.  Although the 

attendance rate at the PEER mentors focus group was disappointing, more mentor views 

were gathered in the online survey (see below), which somewhat compensates for this. 

 

3.2.2 Online survey for secondary stakeholders 

 

It was decided to target secondary stakeholders 15 with an online questionnaire, using the 

SurveyMonkey tool 16.  This is a cheap, fast and user-friendly method that people are 

becoming increasingly comfortable with.  The survey itself aimed to be highly accessible, 

using clear language, page logic and question logic to make transit through the questions 

as user-specific as possible.  It was piloted beforehand and ‘text’ reminders were sent to 

those people who had not opened the introductory email after a number of days. 

 

                                            
12 For a variety of reasons, this number does not automatically correspond with the total numbers of 
stakeholders listed in chapter 5 (for example, programme staff may have lost touch with people along the 
way). 
13 Although there are five staff members on the WALK PEER Programme, a joint decision was made to 
exclude the Coordinator from the staff focus group, to ensure free-flowing feedback.  The consultant 
subsequently engaged with the Coordinator on a one-to-one basis to ascertain her views using a telephone 
interview and emails. 
14 For example, see Guerin, S. (2009) Useful Research on Conducting Research in Intellectual Disability, UCD 
School of Psychology, 
www.fedvol.ie/_fileupload/Designated%20Experts/Quality%20Indicators%20Suzanne%20Guerin.pdf 
15 Plus those primary stakeholders who had been unable to attend one of the focus groups 
16 www.surveymonkey.com 
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However, by definition, the online survey excluded stakeholders for whom programme 

staff did not have an email address.  Whilst postal questionnaires were considered as an 

alternative for this group, the time limitations and their notoriously low response rates 

meant that a decision was made to exclude these people from the survey population.  It 

was also recognised that an online survey could potentially have excluded those 

participants who had significant literacy difficulties; an assumption was made that a 

parent/guardian would assist their child, as they would in any similar situation. 

 

There were 46 survey responses, 42 of which yielded usable data.  The response rates for 

participants, family members and PEER mentors were good, especially when considered in 

light of the attendance rates at focus groups outline above.  Similarly, the response rate 

for referral agencies was considered to be sufficiently high.  The response rate for 

employers was very disappointing, however. 

 

  
Stakeholder 

 
Invited (n) Response (n) Rate (%) 

Participants 26 6 23 
Family members  15 7 47 
PEER mentors 38 10 26 
Employers 35 2 6 
Referring agencies 35 13 37 
Advisory Group members 9 17 5 18 56 
WALK staff member 3 2 67 

 

3.2.3 Total number of stakeholders consulted 

 

The total number and range of stakeholders that took part in the consultation process for 

this evaluation was therefore as follows: 

  

                                            
17 This excludes the three WALK members of staff represented on the Advisory Group 
18 This includes two emails received after the survey had been closed 
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Stakeholder 

 
Consulted (n) 

Family members  40 
Participants 31 
Referring agencies 13 
PEER mentors 13 
WALK staff members 19 7 
Advisory Group members 5 
Employers 2 

TOTAL     111 
 

 

3.3 Other data sources 

 

Time was not available to undertake any significant review of external literature.  

However, considerable background information and good quality programme data was 

provided by WALK, which is referenced throughout the report.  Although the programme 

was not due to end until late April 2015, the evaluation took place before this time.  

Quantitative data within the report relates to the period up to the end of March 2015 and 

is therefore likely to be a slight underestimate. 

 

 

3.4 Data analysis and reporting 

 

Internal WALK records provided most of the quantitative data for this evaluation, whereas 

most qualitative data was gathered as part of the consultation processes.  These data 

sets were analysed thematically and the findings are discussed under each of the 

evaluation questions in the chapters that follow. 

 

Whilst every attempt has been made to shed as much light as possible on each aspect of 

the WALK PEER Programme, it is acknowledged that not every stakeholder group was 

probed as deeply as would have been desirable had further resources been forthcoming.  

Some areas (such as the views of employers) remain somewhat in shade, therefore.   

                                            
19 Including all five WALK PEER Programme staff members 
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4. Programme resourcing 
 

 

 

This chapter analyses whether the inputs that were invested into the programme were 

adequate.  It addresses both monetary and non-monetary resources.  Although the 

programme was funded relatively generously and was fortunate to be able to avail of 

quality capital, human and in-kind resources, a lack of time was found to be a big 

obstacle. 

 

 

 

4.1 Financial resources 

 

DACT was the only income source for the programme.  DACT funding is administered by 

the agency Pobal.  Tranches of the grant are paid quarterly in arrears on the basis of 

vouched expenditure.  Any expenditure over €100 is subject to rigid procurement rules 20.  

Expenditure on the WALK PEER Programme has been as follows over the past three 

years: 

 

 
Expenditure category 

 
2013 21 2014 2015 22 Subtotal 

Salaries/wages €188,959 €192,057 €63,541  €444,557 
Programme costs €6,033 €39,996 €34,841 €80,870 
Overheads €18,208 €22,953 €7,419 €48,580 
Travel/subsistence €11,295 €14,603 €3,830 €29,728 
Publicity/advertising €13,135 €3,480 €447 €17,062 
Equipment €6,180 €345 €455 €6,980 
Staff recruitment  €4,150 €0 €0 €4,150 
     
Subtotal €247,960 €273,434 €110,533 TOTAL   €631,927 

 

  

                                            
20 Three quotes, etc 
21 This column also includes some initial expenditure incurred during the latter part of 2012 
22 These figures are for the most part projected 
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4.2 Capital resources 

 

Premises for the programme were found in a business centre in Ardee 23, which is located 

relatively centrally within the county and is therefore suitably accessible for staff and for 

visitors.  Although certainly functional, it was suggested that it would have been 

preferable for the Coordinator to have had her own office.  Programme work necessitated 

extensive travel; staff members used their own vehicles for this purpose.  All necessary 

equipment was sourced for staff to undertake their work.  A partnership was entered with 

the charity Enclude 24 to develop a tailored customer relationship management system 

using the Salesforce 25 platform. 

 

 

4.3 Human resources 

 

4.3.1 Paid staff 

 

WALK recruited five full-time staff with a broad range of backgrounds and skill-sets to 

deliver the programme.  The team consists of a Coordinator and Administrator, as well as 

three Employment Facilitators, each covering approximately one-third of the county.  

Weekly staff team meetings are held; these meetings are very useful, because the 

Employment Facilitators, and indeed, the Coordinator, spend a considerable proportion of 

the working week ‘on the road’. 

 

Pay in the disability sector is notoriously low, but staff members were arguably 

compensated adequately for their demanding roles, with a salary range of €28,960 – 

€41,360 per annum.  The staff members were in receipt of high quality training 

throughout their period of employment, which they valued.  In return, they worked 

extremely hard throughout the duration of their contracts, possibly trying to achieve more 

than was feasible in the time available (see next chapter).  The leadership provided by 

the Coordinator, and her line manager, was complimented. 

 

  

                                            
23 www.ardeebusinesspark.ie 
24 www.enclude.ie 
25 www.salesforce.com 
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4.3.2 Volunteers 

 

It was intended from the outset that a core component of the programme would be the 

involvement of a group of volunteers of a similar age to the participants who would act as 

PEER mentors.  More than 100 were recruited and trained to assist on the programme, 

although not all of those who completed the training in fact became PEER mentors. 

 

 

4.4 In-kind resources 

 

There can be no doubt that without the support of the parent organisation WALK, the 

programme would not have been as successful as it was.  WALK is an established 

organisation with an infrastructure that facilitated the set-up and subsequent 

implementation of the programme. 

 

Three WALK staff members sat on the Advisory Group that was set up to support and 

guide the programme.  They were joined by representatives from: the Department of 

Social Protection; Disability Federation of Ireland 26; Dundalk Chamber of Commerce 27; 

Health Service Executive 28; Irish Association of Supported Employment 29; Local 

Employment Service Drogheda 30; Louth and Meath Education and Training Board 31; 

Malta Services Drogheda 32; and Volunteer Centre Louth 33.  All parties contributed time 

and expertise throughout the duration of the programme.  It was stated that Advisory 

Group meetings were well structured, with clear agendas and supporting documentation, 

and that members also received regular and informative updates in between meetings. 

 

 

  

                                            
26 www.disability-federation.ie 
27 www.dundalk.ie 
28 www.hse.ie 
29 www.iase.ie 
30 www.localemploymentservices.ie/locations/north-east/drogheda-office 
31 www.louthmeath.etb.ie 
32 www.orderofmaltaireland.org/charitable-activities/about-malta-services-drogheda 
33 www.volunteerlouth.ie 
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4.5 Time 

 

Time is a precious resource that was in too short supply for this programme.  There was 

both a delayed start (January 2013 instead of 2012) and an extended lead-in time (the 

whole of the first quarter of 2013).  Although, as indicated above, WALK is well 

established, this was the first time it had run a programme in this location, and it was 

doing so from an empty office with an entirely new staff team who all started work on the 

same day.  In any case, the programme length was very short for the nature of the 

proposed work, which is about building relationships under challenging circumstances – 

this takes time. 

 

The lack of time meant that certain resources that were available were not exploited to 

the full.  For example, a ‘tablet’ was purchased with the intention that specific ‘apps’ could 

be used with participants who had communication problems, but staff did not have 

enough time to learn how to make most effective use of this.  Another illustration of this 

is the Salesforce system, which had powerful features that the staff members did not 

make full use of.  This is lamentable, but understandable given the time constraints. 

 

Had the programme lasted longer, it follows that financial resources would have had to be 

increased, in order to cover all necessary costs (salaries, overheads, etc). 
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5. Programme fidelity 
 

 

 

This chapter clarifies whether the programme delivered what it said it would do at the 

beginning.  It uses as its basis the series of programme activities and associated targets 

that were laid out in its DACT contract 34 and supplements these with additional 

information.  It is found that of the eight targets set, one was not done at all, two were 

part completed, two were reached and three were exceeded. 

 

 

 

5.1 Recruitment of participants 

 

“Implement a recruitment strategy that results in 400 35 participants being engaged in the 

programme of activity and support the participants through the process of personal 

planning.” 

 

5.1.1 Recruitment and engagement strategy 

 

As the eligible target group was strictly defined by age, geography and the fact that they 

were in receipt of a disability payment, it would have been simplest if the Department of 

Social Protection had either provided this information to the programme directly or had 

cooperated indirectly by distributing literature about the programme to its claimants.  

Ultimately this was not found to be a feasible strategy, with the Department citing data 

protection limitations as the explanation for not being able to assist the WALK PEER 

Programme in this regard. 

 

Instead, the staff team, together with the Advisory Group, used their own networks as a 

starting point for drawing up lists of prospective referral agencies – as well as employers 

and support bodies – and they complemented this with further ‘snowball’ research.  They 

then set about making contact with representatives from this very broad range of 

                                            
34 Indicated in italics at the start of each section – the order and language have been amended slightly for 
consistency and clarity purposes 
35 This figure was amended to 380 in the same contract 
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organisations, initially with a view to finding as many programme participants as possible.  

The quality of networking and collaboration that the team engaged in was commended by 

a number of stakeholders.  The tenacity shown by the team in terms of “not giving up … 

really digging in with the participants” was also recognised. 

 

5.1.2 Participant data 

 

The target output was for 190 male and 190 female participants; that is, 380 in total.  It 

was subsequently discovered that the entire pool of eligible people in the region was only 

347!  The difficulties in reaching the target group, combined with the fact that this was a 

voluntary, not a mandatory programme, indicates that the initial target was entirely 

unrealistic.  It is also worth pointing out that it would have involved a caseload of c. 127 

clients per Employment Facilitator, which is a much higher ratio than would be the norm 

for this type of work 36. 

 

A total of 119 people (81 males and 38 females) ended up participating in the 

programme, which falls considerably short of the target figure.  Almost one-third (29%) 

of referrals came from the special school system, with the Health Service Executive (18%) 

and day/rehabilitative training services (18%) also being important referrers.  Others 

came via promotional activity/word-of-mouth (15%), voluntary/community sector 

organisations (11%), mainstream educational settings (7%), or Employ Ability 37 (2%). 

 

On commencement with the WALK PEER Programme, 38 participants were classified as 

NEETs, 36 were in a special school or special unit, 17 were using a day service, 15 were 

in mainstream education and eight were in rehabilitative training. 

 

Participants presented with a broad spectrum of diagnosis, including a number with dual 

or multiple diagnoses.  Considering participants’ primary diagnosis, nearly half (49%) had 

an intellectual disability and almost one-fifth (17%) had a learning disability (for example, 

struggling with basic literacy skills as a result of a condition such as dyspraxia).  Other 

conditions included autism (14%), a physical/sensory disability (11%), a mental health 

problem (6%) and an acquired brain injury (3%).  

                                            
36 Even the actual ratio of c. 40:1 is higher than normal. 
37 www.employability.ie 
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It should be noted that, rightly or wrongly, programme staff also worked with a number 

of young people who were not officially eligible for the programme.  This was done 

following a request from a social worker or because they were part of a group that was 

already being supported 38.  These individuals have not been counted, despite attaining 

significant progression to full-time mainstream education and paid employment in a 

number of cases. 

 

 

5.2 Recruitment of PEER mentors 

 

“Build a panel of 100 PEER buddies from schools, colleges and volunteers and deliver five 

training sessions to the PEER buddies over the course of the project.  The training will 

engage 20 participants at a time.” 

 

An early decision was made to rename PEER buddies as PEER mentors and a role 

description was drawn up for this voluntary position.  Finding people who were willing to 

become PEER mentors was difficult.  They were sourced with considerable effort via 

secondary schools, colleges, Comhairle na nÓg 39, Tús 40, a Local Training Initiative 41 and 

Volunteer Centre Louth, as well as using general advertising.  This challenging goal was 

nonetheless achieved and, indeed, slightly exceeded.  Between August 2013 and October 

2014, 101 PEER mentors were trained over ten separate sessions.  Training covered areas 

such as individualised supports, social role valorisation, the human rights-based approach, 

etc. 

 

 

5.3 Communications strategy 

 

“Implement a communications strategy that includes a PEER brochure aimed at 

employers, participants and PEER buddies in 2012.  In addition, design a website for this 

information and introduce social media such as Facebook and Twitter as communication 

tools for the project.” 
                                            
38 For example, staff worked with senior class groups in St. Ita’s Special School in Drogheda 
www.stitasspecialschool.ie, where only a handful of pupils were either not in receipt of a disability payment or 
their address was in Meath/North Co. Dublin; it was deemed unacceptable to leave these young people out. 
39 www.comhairlenanog.ie 
40 www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Ts--Community-Work-Placement-Initiative.aspx 
41 www.fas.ie/en/Training/Local+Training+Initiative/default.htm 
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As the programme did not fully commence until the second quarter of 2013, this activity 

was delayed slightly, but achieved in its entirety.  A brand identity was found and by May 

2013, a clear and attractive programme leaflet had been written, designed and printed.  

This generic leaflet was supplemented by specific communications for participants 42, 

employers 43 and PEER mentors 44.  Posters, document folders and pull-up stands were 

also created.  By July 2013, a website 45 had been developed and a Twitter 46 account set 

up.  The programme also garnered impressive traditional media coverage, with 28 local 

newspaper articles appearing in the period February 2013 – November 2014 and two 

national television items between September and November 2014. 

 

 

5.4 Equality and diversity awareness 

 

“Host three events which focus on equality and diversity awareness, targeting 10 schools 

or organisations per year to participate in the programme.” 

 

Staff understood that programme success would be influenced greatly by levels of 

awareness around issues of equality and diversity.  They therefore decided to significantly 

increase the number of events in this category of work 47.  Between September 2013 and 

October 2014, 12 workshops were delivered to a total of 274 attendees from: Drogheda 

Institute of Further Education 48; Dundalk Institute of Technology 49; O'Fiaich Institute of 

Further Education 50; St Mary's College 51; St Vincent’s Secondary School 52; and Volunteer 

Centre Louth. 

 

  

                                            
42 An application form and relevant press cuttings 
43 Explanatory information, an expression of interest form, a note to show insurance cover is provided and 
relevant press cuttings 
44 A role description, an expression of interest form, Garda Vetting forms and relevant press cuttings 
45 www.walkpeerprogramme.ie 
46 @WALKPEERProgram, with 233 followers at the time of writing 
47 This was also done in order to recruit PEER mentors – see section 5.2 
48 www.dife.info 
49 www.dkit.ie 
50 www.ofi.ie 
51 www.maristdundalk.com 
52 www.stv.ie 
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5.5 Agency staff development 

 

“Deliver personal development opportunities which focus on the PEER model to 20 agency 

staff such Employ Ability, Louth Leader Partnership 53 and Malta Services.”  

 

When promoting PEER mentor training, invitations to attend the training courses were 

also extended to the staff and volunteers of many local service providers.  One staff 

member from the Connect Family Resource Centre 54 and two RehabCare 55 interns chose 

to join training in August and November 2013.  In January 2015, further training in 

equality, diversity and disability awareness was provided to 11 staff from the Department 

of Social Protection.  This target was 75% reached therefore. 

 

 

5.6 Employer development 

 

“Two PEER information events which focus on employers will be held in 2013/2014.” 

 

The WALK PEER Programme partnered with Peninsula Business Services 56 to provide free 

advice to businesses on employment law (specifically their obligations in relation to 

employee illness, disability and well-being).  It also partnered with the two local 

Chambers of Commerce so that they could promote the employment law seminars to their 

members.  Furthermore, specific local businesses were identified as being potentially 

good environments for participants to undertake work placements and these were also 

invited.  The initial response rate was good although on-the-day attendance was 

somewhat disappointing.  Nonetheless, two events were held in late 2013, attended by a 

total of 13 businesses, and the feedback from the seminars was very positive. 

 

 

  

                                            
53 www.louthleaderpartnership.ie 
54 www.connectfrc.com 
55 www.rehab.ie/county.aspx?co=louth 
56 www.peninsulagrouplimited.com/ie 
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5.7 Networking events and seminars 

 

“Provide information about PEER model to nine networking events and four seminars 

during the course of the project.” 

 

This target was exceeded.  Between March 2013 and March 2015, a large number of 

events were held.  These comprised 11 varied networking events throughout the region, 

plus eight focus groups 57 and four seminars at conferences about autism, supported 

employment and employment for people with disabilities. 

 

 

5.8 Research 

 

“In 2014 research will be carried out to establish a baseline for the engagement of the 

target group in social enterprise and self-employment.” 

 

This planned aspect of work was not done due to a reported lack of time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                            
57 Six of which were held in preparation of this evaluation (see section 3.2.1) 
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6. Programme quality 
 

 

 

This chapter makes an assessment of the quality of the programme overall and of its 

specific components.  It is found that, with a number of minor exceptions, programme 

quality was perceived to be very high. 

 

 

 

6.1 An emphasis on quality 

 

WALK is an organisation whose ethos includes a focus on quality.  For example, it has 

stated: “Good outcomes don’t happen by chance.  They happen because they are planned 

and supported by dedicated staff.  In WALK we recognise the importance of quality 

systems in helping us to consistently support people to achieve meaningful real outcomes.  

In 2012 we achieved two internationally recognised accreditations, namely PQASSO Level 

2 58 and Person Centred Excellence by the Council on Quality and Leadership 59.  The 

successful implementation and recognition of these two quality systems confirm that 

WALK provides high quality services while achieving significant value for money.” 60.  It 

became clear during this evaluation that this emphasis on quality has not only been 

carried through by the WALK PEER Programme, but has also been further built upon. 

 

 

6.2 The importance of the staff team  

 

The programme staff’s passion, professionalism and progressiveness were frequently 

commented upon.  The staff members were described as being ‘friendly’ 61, 

‘approachable’, ‘available’, ‘helpful’, ‘respectful’, ‘welcoming’, ‘supportive’, etc.  They were 

also described as being ‘proactive’, ‘persistent’, ‘responsive’, ‘energetic’ and ‘hands-on’.  In 

their own words, they “hit the ground running” and it is evident that they worked 

                                            
58 www.ces-vol.org.uk/PQASSO/pqasso-the-basics 
59 http://www.c-q-l.org/accreditation/new-accreditation-menu/person-centered-excellence-accreditation 
60 WALK, 2012: A Year in Review, p. 8 
61 On more than one occasion did participants and their parents describe the Employment Facilitators as being 
‘good friends’. 
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tirelessly from the start to the end of the programme.  The staff’s skills both in terms of 

making useful connections and providing a high quality administrative function were 

mentioned on numerous occasions.  Their attention to detail was described as being 

“second to none”. 

 

 

6.3 The application process  

 

Eligibility for the programme was limited 62 and it is likely that despite the staff’s 

considerable efforts 63, there were certain people who were potentially eligible but who 

did not find out about the programme in time.  Within these constraints, the programme 

operated on an entirely equal access basis, however.  Some similar organisations require 

their clients to be ‘job ready’, but no such limitations were put in place on the WALK PEER 

Programme. 

 

Programme staff preferred to use the term ‘supported application’ instead ‘referral’ to 

describe the process of first contact.  The process itself is illustrated in the graphic below. 

 

 

 

Both participants and parents/guardians described the process as being clear, simple and 

swift, with the latter commenting that it was much easier than what they were ordinarily 

used to when applying for services for their children.  Staff aimed to maximise the 

acceptance rate for everyone who made a formal application and therefore spent time 

                                            
62 See section 2.3.1 
63 See section 5.5.1 
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ensuring that the programme was the right fit for anyone who made an enquiry.  The 

Department of Social Protection only refused in the region of eight applications on the 

basis of ineligibility.  For those who were not eligible for whatever reason, staff provided a 

‘quality signposting’ service: a minimum 64 of 24 people received this service. 

 

Not everyone was satisfied with the process, however.  Some referral agencies felt that 

there had been an inconsistency in the way different clients had been dealt with.  It was 

also suggested that a more integrated way of working between the referrer and the 

WALK PEER Programme might have been beneficial for the participants.  Whilst this is a 

laudable aim, it should be noted that interagency working of this kind can be challenging 

due to the different cultures/norms operating within different organisations. 

 

6.4 The support process  

 

6.4.1 Individualised approach 

 

The defining and most welcomed feature of the WALK PEER Programme is its truly 

individualised nature.  The term individualisation is used liberally with the disability sector, 

but there appear to be few services that are as person-centred as this programme is.  

This is primarily because it is relatively unstructured.  The underlying concept is a circular 

process of exploring – experiencing – evaluating (see graphic below) and although it is 

intended that each participant works through a chosen and agreed progression plan, the 

programme itself is entirely flexible and nothing is forced. 

 

                                            
64 Those with whom staff chatted informally at events were not counted, for example 

exploring 

experiencing evaluating 
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The WALK PEER Programme is not associated with any specific disability and because 

none of the staff team members hail from the disability field, they are arguably less likely 

to adopt a ‘medical’ approach to meeting participant needs.  Furthermore, there is an 

emphasis on allowing the participants to make practical decisions for themselves, about 

matters such as where they would like to meet their Employment Facilitators or what 

steps they would like to take next.  This aspect was highly valued by the participants. 

 

Despite advance parental/service provider warnings, staff reported experiencing very little 

‘challenging behaviour’ and they believe that their chosen approach was largely 

responsible for this. 

 

The starting point for the programme is neither the desires of parents/guardians nor the 

needs of employers; it is the personal interests and aspirations of the participants.  This 

necessitates truly listening to participants, properly getting to know them and really 

understanding what ‘makes them tick’.  As a result, the work itself primarily involves one-

to-one support, including an introductory needs assessment, co-creating personal 

progression plans 65, providing opportunities to develop selected practical skills, individual 

guidance towards further education and training, preparation for the world of work, job 

matching, on-the-job support and coaching, and follow-up support and mentoring.  The 

goal is to provide as much support as is needed: no more and no less.  Staff tried to 

broaden participants’ horizons by showing them possibilities that they might never have 

considered, but they explained that they were “careful to not set participants up to fail”.  

 

6.4.2 Training 

 

Participants availed of a range of training courses as part of the programme.  These were 

commended, but both participants and their parents/guardians stated that they would 

have liked there to have been even more training.  A number of parents expressed the 

view that more generic training should have been offered (in standard skills such as 

manual handling and literacy), with a view to the WALK PEER Programme producing a 

panel of people who had basic minimal qualifications and who could be marketed as such 

to potential employers.  Whilst an interesting idea, this is arguably contrary to the 

individualised nature of the programme.  

                                            
65 These were welcomed, though it should be noted that some parents felt that there had been insufficient 
personal progression planning 
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6.4.3 Work experience 

 

The opportunities that were provided for active work experience were particularly 

welcomed.  A deliberate programmatic decision was made to offer only time-bound, part-

time work experience opportunities that focused on developing specific skills or insights 

into the world of work.  There are three types of work experience: 

 

• Job site visit (usually a half day ‘taster’ session)  

• Work placement (structured week experience, for example, one day per week for 

a period of four to six weeks) 

• Work trial (formal work placements with a commitment to employment on 

successful completion). 

 

Internal monitoring data show that 38 individuals participated in a total of 44 job site 

visits and 62 individuals undertook a total of 103 work experience placements/trials.  

Participants provided enthusiastic descriptions of their work experiences in a range of 

settings (office, bakery, library, kitchen, youth club, shop, hotel, animal shelter, etc).  

They liked the variety, but some stated that they would have liked to have had even more 

choice of work experience options.  The vast majority (though not all) placements were 

highly successful.  Most parents/guardians were also very complimentary about the work 

experiences, although some concerns were expressed about the limited number of 

placements and their short length and some questioned whether they had been too 

‘tokenistic’ or ‘artificial’. 

 

 

6.5 The role of parents/guardians 

 

Many positive testimonials were received from parents/guardians, both during the 

programme itself and during the consultation process.  On the whole, they were highly 

complimentary about the programme and the clear respect and care that were afforded 

to their children. 

 

However, it should be noted that the relationship with parents/guardians was not entirely 

without its tensions.  A deliberate decision was made to let the participants themselves be 

in the driving seat, with their family members being far less embedded than in many 
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other programmes for people with disabilities 66.  Whilst many parents were comfortable 

with this approach, others said that they would have preferred for their own views to 

have been taken on board more seriously and that there ought to have been more direct 

communication with parents.  The view was also expressed that it would have been 

beneficial to have more regular family forum sessions. 

 

 

6.6 The role of PEER mentors 

 

The application process for becoming a PEER mentor was said to have been simple and 

smooth.  The training was commended; it was described as being professional, yet 

relaxed.  The fact that a current PEER mentor was present was particularly welcomed, as 

s/he could help allay any fears that prospective volunteers had.  Communication between 

programme staff and PEER mentors was also regarded as being very good. 

 

However, this aspect of the programme did not run exactly to plan.  In some instances, 

the three-way relationship between participants, staff and PEER mentors worked very 

well.  However, in general, managing this type of arrangement is very time-consuming, 

plus, there was an unanticipated mismatch between the needs of the participants and the 

availability of the volunteers.  The very fact that they were each other’s ‘peers’ meant that 

they tended to have needs to be in college or at work at the same time.  This made it 

difficult to arrange for PEER mentors to support participants on courses, during work 

experience or in some other way.  It resulted in an unfavourable and unsustainable 

situation in which trained PEER mentors felt frustrated about their limited involvement, at 

the same time as staff members were overstretched – for instance, accompanying 

participants on job placements – doing work that should have been done by the PEER 

mentors. 

 

 

  

                                            
66 Naturally, due to their young age, participants aged 16-18 required more parental input. 
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6.7 Perceptions of programme overall 

 

6.7.1 Awards 

 

The programme was in receipt of three awards, namely: 

 

• 2013 Drogheda Business Excellence: Rotary Workforce Development Award 

• 2014 Drogheda Business Excellence: Rotary Workforce Development Award   

• 2014 Dundalk Chamber of Commerce: Best Training Initiative Award. 

 

6.7.2 Scoring 67 

 

Survey respondents were asked to rank programme quality on a sliding scale.  The 

average score was 9 out of 10.  PEER mentors were asked the same question during their 

focus group; on this occasion the programme also received an average score of 9 out of 

10.  Programme participants were also asked to rate programme quality on a sliding scale 

(using images); in this instance the average score was 8 out of 10. 

 

6.7.3 Open feedback 

 

Most stakeholder feedback was exceptionally positive.  The words ‘professional’ and 

‘excellence’ were used on numerous occasions to describe the programme.  Participants 

continually stressed how much they enjoyed the programme and indicated very strongly 

that ‘the good’ outweighed ‘the bad’.  Advisory Group members were especially 

complimentary about the programme, which can be perceived in two ways.  On the one 

hand, it could be argued that they are biased.  On the other hand, they doubtlessly have 

a very good understanding of the disability sector and know how this programme 

compares to other services within that sector.  The following quotations reflect the type of 

feedback that was received:  

 

“A fantastic service where one of the main goals is equality.” (PEER mentor) 

 

                                            
67 Programme staff and parents/guardians were not asked to score programme quality during focus groups, 
because it was not deemed appropriate to do so on the day. 
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“Brilliant service, really integrates people who are pushed to the margins of society and 

gives the a chance to find their own feet and place. I couldn't highly recommend it 

enough!!” (PEER mentor) 

 

“Very professional, positive, and refreshingly modern in outlook and execution of targets.” 

(family member) 

 

“The programme is innovative and gets to the heart of helping people progress rather 

than talking about it.  There is room for improvement in terms of follow up 

support/engagement which I think is important to be factored in for the future.” (WALK 

staff member) 

 

“From a policy perspective, I think that this programme greatly enhanced the quality of 

service offered to young people in the area, absolutely, but it also set a high bar for 

activation of disabled people in general and proved that real tangible outcomes were 

possible.  It exposed the low expectations of traditional services as an incomplete and 

incorrect dependency model that does not serve disabled people.  WALK demonstrated a 

level of belief and ambition for those using its service that young people deserve and 

need to see echoed back to them in order to believe in themselves.  WALK went the extra 

mile, demonstrated a deep and holistic understanding of the individual and saw 

possibilities where others saw problems and impossibilities.  The learning from a project 

such as this requires us all to question our assumptions and beliefs about those we serve. 

It was an exceptional project in this management and execution and is an exemplar for 

the disability sector.” (Advisory Group member – not WALK staff member) 

 

 

6.8 Towards programme closure 

 

Consultees were thankful for having been offered the opportunity to provide their views 

on the programme in a collaborative manner towards the end of the programme.  They 

explained that the WALK PEER Programme had responded to a clear need and sincere 

gratitude was expressed for its existence over recent years.  However, at least one 

referral agency felt that promises that were made at the start were then not followed 

through, and some parents concurred with this opinion. 
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Sadly, there is a palpable sense of demoralisation towards the end of the programme.  It 

is clear to all that if funding comes to an end and no more monies are found, the 

programme will cease, but the need for it will remain.  This, in turn, will have negative 

consequences not only for current participants, but also potential future participants and 

those outside the catchment area.  In the words of one parent: 

 

“I am really sad to see this programme come to an end, heartbroken in fact, both for our 

own sakes as we will miss the support and encouragement it offered, and sad for the 

people out there will not experience the positivity and commitment afforded to them by 

the programme.”  

 

  



 35 

7. Programme outcomes and impact 
 

 

 

This chapter answers the vital question ‘what changed as a result of the programme?’.  

It looks at the change brought about for different stakeholders, highlighting both 

positive and negative outcomes.  As expected, significant changes happened for the 

primary beneficiaries – that is, the programme participants themselves – while they 

were actively involved with the programme.  Some longer-term changes and changes 

for other groups of people (family members, volunteers, staff, employers, employees, 

WALK, service providers and the general public) can also be identified.  There is also 

some discussion about the relative impact of the programme. 

 

 

 

7.1 An introduction to assessing programme results 

 

As expected, the primary group of people on whom the programme had an influence was 

the participants themselves.  However, it was possible to identify other groups also 

affected by the programme, as shown in the graphic below (the strength of the colour 

illustrates the relative range and depth of outcomes that were experienced by the 

stakeholders).  An attempt has been made in the sections below to describe (and, where 

possible, quantify) the change that occurred. 

 

 

 

family members of 
participants 

programme staff & 
volunteers 

employers & 
employees 

WALK, service 
providers & general 

public 

participants 
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“The programme was exceptional because it raised expectations, it questioned people’s 

beliefs about disability and it opened a community up and demonstrated the value that 

people with disabilities can bring to the open labour market and the work force.  The 

programme embraced diversity and changed people’s lives for the better.  It also 

challenged traditional thinking and traditional services and gave participants and families 

a choice and a voice.”  68 

 

 

7.2 Outcomes for participants 

 

7.2.1 Quantitative outcomes data 

 

The only group of people for whom quantitative data was systematically gathered was the 

participants themselves.  The progression process for participants was given considerable 

thought by the staff team and the Advisory Group.  It was felt that the outcomes data 

required by funders were too limited and did not fully capture the progression process 

through which participants moved during their time on the programme.  The term 

progression was defined more broadly within the WALK PEER Programme to include 

people “being challenged, encouraged and supported to try new experiences and do new 

things in their lives on an ongoing basis”.  Thus a further set of key performance 

indicators (KPIs) were gathered for internal purposes. 

 

The consultant contends that even these internal metrics did not sufficiently encompass 

the progression process.  The programme is founded on the basis of ‘mainstream’ 

opportunities, which means activities being delivered in, and available to, the broader 

community (not specifically designed to support people with disabilities), with progression 

to jobs which are within mainstream employers and which result in receiving the 

minimum wage or higher and paying taxes in the same manner as all other staff.  There 

is an absolute commitment to this concept and for monitoring purposes, all steps on the 

progression ladder must therefore relate to activities and jobs delivered in a mainstream 

environment.  Whilst this is admirable, it means that participation in certain activities has 

not been counted, notwithstanding the fact that these were deemed an essential 

component in the process towards employability for certain individuals.  Examples include 

participating in activities specifically designed for people with disabilities and undergoing 

                                            
68 Survey response from a WALK staff member 
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training courses which the WALK PEER Programme procured itself for small groups of 

participants, because no mainstream alternatives were readily available locally.  This 

appears to be a clear case of ‘selling oneself short’.  

 

DACT monitoring data for the ‘number of participants progressing into further education’ 

account for the first instances of engaging in a mainstream training or education 

programme, which relates directly to personal progression plan goals and which will 

enhance employability prospects (for example, FETAC 69 accredited courses).  By the end 

of the first quarter of 2015, 48 participants had achieved this.  DACT monitoring data for 

the ‘number of participants progressing into employment’ account for the first instances of 

engaging in mainstream employment.  By the end of the first quarter of 2015, 19 

participants had achieved this.  Thus, the total number of participants progressing into 

either further education or employment was 67, which falls significantly short of the initial 

target of 190.  This is unsurprising, given the smaller numbers of participants discussed in 

section 5.1.2.  However, it is interesting to note that the success rate of this smaller 

group is a little higher than that anticipated for the full group (56% versus 50%).  DACT 

monitoring data also show that at least 10 people with a disability continued in economic 

activity after 12 months, but given the time limitations, this is likely to be an 

underestimate.   However, this figure still falls massively short of the initial target of 95. 

 

In terms of the programme’s internal KPIs, a differentiation was made between training 

and education.  Training refers to the acquisition of a skill, and training outcomes counted 

for participants relate to courses that qualify them to carry out particular skills in the 

workplace such as HACCP 70 or Safe Pass 71.  By the end of the first quarter of 2015, 37 

individuals had participated in training courses.  Education, on the other hand, refers to a 

learning process, and education outcomes relate to the level of learning attained by the 

participant through participation in a course, such as FETAC Level 3, 4 or 5.  By the end 

of the first quarter of 2015, 21 individuals had participated in education courses.  The 

majority of participants also undertook work experience, as detailed in section 6.4.3.  By 

the end of March 2015, 83 of the 119 programme participants (70%) had undergone a 

training, education or employment experience.  

                                            
69 The Further Education and Training Awards Council was dissolved in late 2012 and replaced by the Quality 
and Qualifications Ireland www.qqi.ie, although the term FETAC is still commonly used. 
70 www.fsai.ie/food_businesses/haccp/haccp.html 
71 www.safe-pass.ie 
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Use was also made of the Work Self Evaluation Tool (SET), which was internally 

developed and based loosely on the Work Star 72.  When completing a Work SET, 

participants grade themselves on a scale of 1-10 in seven areas relating to employment. 

Participants are encouraged to re-evaluate themselves after an intervention such as 

commencement of a course, completion of a course, work experience or attaining 

employment.  In the vast majority of cases, the Work SETs were completed by the 

individual working alongside his or her Employment Facilitator, although in six instances 

participants elected to complete their Work SET alone.  In seven instances, the Work SET 

was completed by the Employment Facilitator alone, but as these are not the person’s 

own views, these data have been excluded from the analysis.  A participant can complete 

the Work SET up to four times, although unfortunately, the majority only did so once, as 

shown in the table below.   

 

 
Number of Work SETs completed 

 
Number of participants 

1 94 
2 47 
3 24 
4 1 

 

Time did not allow for a thorough analysis of individual scores, but the average (mean) 

scores nonetheless make for interesting reading, as shown in the table below. 

 

 
Employability factor 

 

 
Average participant score 73 

 
 

SET 1 
 

 
SET 2 

 
SET 3 

Job specific skills & experience 3 5 6 
Aspiration & motivation 4 6 7 
Job search skills 3 4 5 
Stability 5 7 8 
Basic skills 74 4 6 7 
Social skills for work 4 6 8 
Challenges 4 5 6 

 

                                            
72 www.outcomesstar.org.uk/work 
73 SET 4 has not been included as only one participant completed four Work SETs 
74 For example, literacy and numeracy 
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Clearly, not all progress was linear, with some individuals progressing and others 

regressing at different stages, and some underestimating or overestimating their status at 

any one time.  However, for those about whom data is available, it is clear that on 

average, there was progression in every single category at every single stage of the 

process. 

 

7.2.2 Qualitative outcomes data 

 

A wide range of outcomes was described, both by the participants themselves and by 

others.  These outcomes are very much interrelated although an attempt has been made 

to distinguish them here. 

 

The first and possibly most pertinent change was the broadening of horizons.  One WALK 

staff member commented: “I saw young people realise that they weren't sentenced to a 

life of never ending day services”.  Some participants admitted to having spent days in 

their bedrooms playing on games consoles before joining the programme.  It was pointed 

out that being on the programme expanded their world-view, gave purpose to their day-

to-day life and provided some sort of a routine.  Expectations and ambitions were raised.  

Being ‘safe’ and ‘occupied’ was no longer enough; entering a world of studying and/or 

working became a real possibility.  Participants were helped to articulate and achieve their 

own goals and they valued the opportunity to do so with the support of an adult who was 

neither a parent nor a teacher.  Parents/guardians and others spoke of increased ‘self-

worth’, ‘self-belief’, ‘self-esteem’, ‘self-pride’, ‘feeling valued’, ‘flowering’ and enhanced 

levels of ‘happiness’ and ‘contentment’. 

 

The most commonly noted changes for participants were heightened confidence and 

greater independence, which are of course closely linked.  Wherever possible, programme 

staff helped to remove whatever obstacles stood in the way of participants feeling more 

secure about themselves and their situations.  On the surface, some progress may appear 

very minor, however, it can be of huge significance both to the individual concerned and 

to those around them.  To illustrate, one participant was unable to meet anyone in a 

public place at the start of the programme, but now does so quite comfortably.  For 

many, learning how to use public transport was a huge confidence booster, which 

became of very practical significance in terms of getting to college, work, and other 

places.  
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Improving social skills and having greater social interaction were other significant 

changes.  This included rekindling old friendships, meeting new people both in work and 

outside of work, going out more to socialise, being less shy and nervous in social 

situations, speaking more, having greater parity with peers, etc.  Benefits were found 

even for those with autism spectrum disorder.  One PEER mentor described teaching one 

such participant to cope with the inevitable sarcasm/craic he would encounter in the 

workplace. 

 

Practical skill-sets were also improved.  Participants learnt more about their own 

capabilities and it was stated that the work experience placements in particular 

highlighted both their strengths and the areas to work on (for example, learning to break 

down tasks into manageable pieces).  Participants described learning new skills such as 

handling money, using a computer and dealing with customers.  They valued the 

certificates they had gained as part of the programme (for example, HACCP or a forklift 

driving licence).  Having a CV was also regarded as a major achievement. 

 

Naturally, going to college was a significant milestone for many, especially if this was not 

considered as a serious option beforehand or if this meant getting on better college 

courses than previously anticipated.  Furthermore, finding themselves in the workplace 

had seemed like a pipedream by many, yet did become a reality, albeit not for all.  The 

work experiences, and the paid jobs that were achieved by some, have played an 

extremely important role in learning about the world of work.  There is a clearer 

understanding of the norms in mainstream employment situations, such as the need for 

punctuality, good attendance, following orders, etc.  It was reported that participants 

were extremely pleased to be able to do the normal tasks associated with being part of 

the workforce, such as catching the bus to work, having lunch money, having breaks with 

colleagues, receiving pay cheques, availing of fringe benefits offered by employers, etc.   

 

However, there was not across the board success with all participants.  For example, one 

participant described how awful she had felt when her work experience placement did not 

work out and another said that he was not able to get on to the college course he wanted 

because of unwieldy requirements by the Central Applications Office 75.  Furthermore, not 

everyone found work and for those who were working voluntarily, there was a sense that 

this could not continue forever.  

                                            
75 www.cao.ie 



 41 

Staff felt that those who gained most from the programme were those who were most 

motivated and who were not geographically isolated (those living in rural areas without 

transport found it very difficult to play an active role on the programme).  On probing, 

they agreed that there had been a certain amount of unintentional ‘cherry picking’.  They 

explained that there were some participants who were very reluctant to engage after 

initially joining the programme.   After ‘chasing’ them on numerous occasions, their 

energies eventually were directed to those who were ready and willing to progress. 

 

The fact that the programme is ending is a source of considerable upset to many of the 

participants and their worries include the staff losing their jobs and them losing contact 

with the staff.  One parent said that leaving the programme “broke my daughter’s heart” 

and one participant lamented: “we’ll be lost without it … what will we do without it?”. 

 

 

7.3 Outcomes for family members of participants 

 

A number of stakeholders asserted that some parents benefited even more from the 

programme than their children.  This is arguable, but there is no doubt that the WALK 

PEER Programme had a very positive effect on most parents (and guardians), and this 

was recognised not only by themselves, but also by the participants, the PEER mentors 

and others.  Those whose children were on the older side of the age spectrum appeared 

to be especially thankful, as there are few services for people with disabilities once they 

reach 18.  In the words of one parent: “It is the best thing that has happened to our 

family”. 

 

Becoming part of the programme was a source of immense relief to many.  Parents 

described finally encountering a service provider who was prepared to give their child a 

chance and treat them ‘normally’, feeling less alone and sensing that someone ‘truly 

cares’, and being ‘filled with hope for the future’.  There were constant references to 

‘peace of mind’, ‘a sense of security’, ‘easing the worry’, etc.  Practically, the programme 

also provided some much-needed respite.  It took some of the weight off parents’ 

shoulders and gave them some time for themselves.  For example, they may have had to 

spend less time driving their child around once they could use public transport alone.  

Parents whose children did not have a large circle of friends appeared to be especially 

grateful for the respite offered by the programme.  
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A WALK staff member pointed out that “Parents of young people with disabilities were 

given a glimpse of what is possible for their children.”  The parents themselves described 

being surprised to learn things about their own children that they did not know before, 

including abilities that were previously untapped.  Thus, not only were their children’s 

horizons broadened, so were their own horizons and those of members of the wider 

family 76.  Seeing their child receiving a certificate or dressed up in a work uniform was a 

source of considerable pride and high emotion.  The happier the participants were, the 

more content the entire family could be.  There were descriptions of participants finally 

being able to chat about work and related issues with siblings, leading to a better home 

life all round. 

 

However, it would be unwise to paint a picture that is entirely rosy.  It was pointed out by 

various consultees that it cannot be assumed that all parents had equal levels of ambition 

for their children or were entirely supportive of the process.  The transition to a less 

dependent life may be desired, but can nonetheless be difficult for parents.  The 

programme has not ‘waved a magic wand’ and some parents were keen to point out that 

only ‘baby steps’ have been taken at this point in time.  Some are worried that unrealistic 

expectations been raised, especially if the programme does not continue.  One mother 

pointed out that she has not acquired the skills to further support her child in the world of 

employment.  Parents and guardians desperately want the WALK PEER Programme to 

continue.  They feel angry, disappointed, frustrated, ‘left at sea’ and fear ‘being left in 

limbo yet again’.  They described as a ‘tragedy’ that programmes such as these, which 

have a long lead-in time and are time-limited, often get cut, when instead they should be 

rolled out more widely. 

 

 

7.4 Outcomes for programme staff and volunteers 

 

Both the staff team and PEER mentors reported an increase in their skill-sets as a direct 

result of being trained by, and working on, the WALK PEER Programme.  For example, 

both noted how their own disability awareness had increased and how they had learnt 

how best to support people with disabilities.  Staff members also described improving 

their skills in using the Salesforce system and an increased confidence about 

communicating with a very wide range of people.  Some PEER mentors had specifically 

                                            
76 And friends 
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entered the volunteer programme with a view to improving their CVs; for others this was 

an unanticipated but welcome bonus.   

 

The PEER mentors welcomed their certification ceremony and mentioned feeling valued, 

appreciated and encouraged by the staff team, the participants and their parents.  They 

described taking part as partners of the programme participants – in initiatives such as 

computer training or the Kick Start course 77 – and thoroughly enjoying themselves, at the 

same time as knowing they were making a positive difference: “I felt like a million 

dollars”.  

 

The staff and volunteers are immensely frustrated and rather stressed that the 

programme is ending.  Staff members, in particular, feel guilty that not everyone ‘got the 

same share of the pie’ in terms of staff attention. 

 

 

7.5 Outcomes for employers and their employees 

 

DACT monitoring data show that 155 employers were ‘engaged’ as part of the 

programme, with 107 of these ‘engaging in follow-up support’, and 19 ‘providing jobs’.  

As stated in chapter 3, the views of employers were not tapped as much as would have 

been liked for this evaluation.  Thus whilst at least one employer confirmed having been 

happy to provide a reference for one of the participants who had done work experience, 

there is a need to mainly rely on secondhand reports in this instance.  For example, a 

WALK staff member said: “I saw the value people with disabilities brought to the 

workforce … I saw employers who were blown away by the skills and abilities of the 

participants” and a PEER mentor pointed out: “I seen a job placement [sic] accept a client 

for who they were and looked at their skills instead of their disability”. 

 

There can be no doubt that, possibly for the first time, employers and other employees 

learnt what it was like to work alongside someone with a disability, and that in so doing, 

people’s eyes were opened and fears were overcome.  There were positive reports of 

programme participants calming other staff, bringing out the best in people, improving 

morale in the work place, and even outperforming non-disabled employees. 

 

                                            
77 A introductory coaching course run by the Football Association of Ireland www.fai.ie 
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However, not all experiences were positive.   At least two participants were ‘let go’ 

because employer had unrealistic expectations about their abilities, reflecting a lack of 

tolerance or at the very least a lack of understanding about what is involved when 

involving someone who has additional support needs.  It also points to the fact that 

employers need support too, in order to optimise on the unique skills and challenges that 

a programme participant might bring.  Some parents suggested that the biggest barrier 

for employers is the need to pay the Minimum Wage, but this assertion has not been 

proved so far. 

 

 

7.6 Outcomes for others 

 

There are a number of other people and organisations who have been affected by the 

WALK PEER programme. 

 

7.6.1 WALK 

 

The first of these has been WALK itself, which, in the words of one stakeholder, “has 

been pushed outside its own comfort zone” as a result of this programme.  It has 

widened its geographical remit and has begun to look at disabilities beyond intellectual 

disabilities.  The lessons learnt as part of the WALK PEER Programme can be used in 

other aspects of its programming.  If programme staff, leave, however, there will 

inevitably be some institutional knowledge loss. 

 

7.6.2 Other disability service providers 

 

Other services providers (day services, special schools, etc) have also been challenged by 

the programme and there is a strong sense that “the bar has been raised” in the region, 

and possibly beyond, in terms of working with people with disabilities.  Some appear to 

view the WALK PEER Programme as unwelcome competition, but others have very much 

taken on board the approach that the team adopted to working with clients.  At the very 

least, all were shown what was possible, even despite the constraints under which the 

programme operated. 
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7.6.3 The general public 

 

Although impossible to quantify in this instance, the view was expressed that having 

people with disabilities as more active players in the spheres of education, training and 

employment, the general public’s attitudes to disability will by necessity change for the 

better. 

 

Two interesting illustrations can be provided which show broader outcomes.  The first is 

that the course that was offered to PEER mentors has since been accredited and is now 

being delivered in the Institute of Technology Tallaght.  The second is that of a provider 

of mainstream training who was contracted by the programme to deliver manual handling 

training to participants.  The first time round, a number of them failed the assessment, 

but programme staff worked with this cohort over a period of three months before they 

were reassessed by the trainer.  They all passed and she was stunned by the changes she 

witnessed.  She also realised that her course structure could be improved to make it more 

universally accessible, which she has since done. 

 

 

7.7 Impact 

 

It is very easy to overestimate and overclaim the impact that an initiative has had.  This is 

a common problem in the not-for-profit sector.  The reasons for it are understandable 

(fear of failure, desire to impress funders, etc), but ultimately, the consequences of such 

an approach are bad (lack of learning, wasted resources, etc).  The WALK PEER 

Programme was not immune to this problem.  For example, it is tempting to use the same 

positive case studies time and time again for marketing purposes, even if these are not 

necessarily reflective of the full participant pool.  However, the consultant noted a true 

desire within the organisation to challenge itself and most significantly, to learn what was 

and was not working well. 

 

In day-to-day usage, the terms ‘outcomes’ and ‘impact(s)’ are often employed 

interchangeably, although in the world of evaluation, the word ‘outcome’ tends to be used 

to signify a shorter-term and more directly attributable result than ‘impact’.  In the Social 
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Return On Investment 78 approach, for example, impact is calculated as the sum of 

outcomes (positive and negative), minus the effects of the following: 

 

• Deadweight – what change would have happened anyway without the intervention 

• Attribution – how much of the change was caused by others 

• Displacement – if the change caused something else to happen elsewhere  

• Drop-off – how long the change lasts for. 

 

Examples of each of these can be identified for the WALK PEER Programme and should 

be borne in mind when discussing the ultimate success of the programme.  For example, 

one consultee stated: “From the six people I know involved in the programme, one did 

get a part-time job from a combination of this and his previous experience [deadweight] 

and parental input [attribution].”  Any resultant benefits to the public purse from gaining 

employment must also be weighed up very carefully.  Whilst it may be immensely positive 

for a young person with disability to find paid employment, by filling a vacancy, it follows 

that someone else did not secure a job [displacement], unless a new job was specifically 

created for the programme participant.  Finally, there can be no absolute assurance that 

the positive effects gained during the programme will be maintained over time [drop-off], 

especially if the programme is no longer in situ to provide ongoing mentoring and 

support.  For example, due to the short time span of the programme, there is no way of 

knowing if any short-term confidence raised will be maintained if participants are not able 

to find employment or whether those who did find jobs whilst on the programme will still 

be in employment after one or more years. 

 

Notwithstanding all of the above, the high quality of the WALK PEER Programme, 

combined with the overwhelmingly positive outcomes experienced by stakeholders, would 

indicate that the programme has had a beneficial overall impact. 

 

 

  

                                            
78 www.thesroinetwork.org 
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8. Programme value 
 

 

 

This chapter aims to tackle the thorny question of worth; what, ultimately, was the 

social value of the programme?  Although some attempts are made to provide an 

answer, it is not possible to draw a definitive conclusion about the programme’s value at 

this point in time. 

 

 

 

8.1 Value-for-money 

 

It is often asked if something is ‘value-for-money’, but what does this actually mean?  If 

the definition of value-for-money is direct financial benefits exceeding direct financial 

inputs, does the WALK PEER Programme represent good value?  With a projected total 

cost of €631,927 79 and 119 participants, the total cost of the programme per participant 

was €5,310.  If initial programme set-up costs are excluded 80, this figure drops slightly to 

€5,224.  However, if success is measured by the numbers of programme participants who 

showed specific progression over the period of the programme, the figure would increase 

significantly.  For example, if only those in paid employment are considered, the per head 

cost would be a staggering €37,172.  If these are combined with those entering further 

education, the per head cost drops to €9,432.  Does this match or exceed savings to the 

public purse?  In the absence of accessible central data, this is a complex question, the 

answer to which will vary according to personal circumstances. 

 

The staff team has calculated that if the programme is to continue, it will cost in the 

region of €3,000 per participant to run, which is likely to be an underestimate given the 

sums above, especially if successful outcomes are to be guaranteed.  

 

 

  

                                            
79 See section 4.1 
80 See section 4.1: €10,330 recruitment and equipment costs incurred in 2012/2013 
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8.2 Social value 

 

Traditional cost-benefit analysis does not tend to serve social initiatives well.  Rarely are 

direct and immediate financial savings so high as to readily justify changes to public policy 

and the redirection of funding streams.  However, by adopting such a narrow and 

conservative approach, solutions to entrenched problems of inequality are unlikely to be 

found.  It is far more preferable, therefore, to take a social value approach, using a 

methodology such as Social Auditing 81 or Social Return On Investment analysis.  These 

consider the totality of value created for all stakeholders, regardless of whether or not 

this is easily quantifiable in financial terms.   

 

Calculating social value is not easy.  It is a way of thinking that is alien to most people.  

All consultees were asked about the value of the programme, but they found it difficult to 

conceptualise it.  Some participants said that changes for them had been ‘enormous’ or 

‘100%’.  Parents used terms like ‘extremely valuable’, ‘invaluable’ and ‘a god send’ to 

describe the changes.  One parent said: “How do you put a value on giving hope?  How 

do you put a value to being able to sleep at night because you are not worrying?  How do 

you put a value on decreasing stigma?”. 

 

However, when probed more deeply, many were able to provide a more realistic 

assessment.  For example, during the focus groups, participants had initially been asked 

about their favourite thing/activity (bowling, football, One Direction, etc).  When asked to 

compare the WALK PEER Programme – about which they were highly complimentary – to 

that favourite thing/activity, their analysis was tempered slightly.  Some parents of 

children who had not secured employment by the end of the programme also indicated 

that whilst the experience had been very good, its ultimate value may be neutral. 

 

If there are no direct financial costs or benefits that can be counted, proxies have to be 

found instead.  In-depth research 82 could have been done on the value of comparative 

initiatives, in Ireland and/or further afield, but time and money were not available for this 

on this occasion.  Some initial discussions did take place as part of the consultation 

process for this evaluation and there is no doubt that more accurate analyses of value 
                                            
81 www.socialauditnetwork.org.uk 
82 The Global Value Exchange (www.globalvaluexchange.org) is an online resource which aims to: empower 
stakeholders; develop a common language; provide greater consistency to measurement and evaluation 
practice; and bridge the gap between researchers and those delivering change.  It contains entries for 
stakeholders, outcomes, indicators and valuations. 
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could be arrived at if given more time.  For example, in the PEER mentors focus group, 

there was a discussion about the value to them of volunteering on the programme.  It 

was felt that this could be compared to salaries for equivalent jobs in the social sector, 

but it was then stated that this would be an underestimate, for this would not account for 

the level of self-fulfilment that comes with doing work on an unpaid basis.  In one of the 

parents’ focus groups, one parent stated that she would gladly pay for the service 

provided by the WALK PEER Programme and she compared it to paying university fees for 

her other children.  However, another parent objected vehemently to the concept of 

paying for the service, arguing that this would entrench disadvantage even more for 

those who were not in a position to pay. 

 

In conclusion, the social value of the WALK PEER Programme may be considerable, but 

the evidence is not present at this point in time to definitively confirm or counter this. 
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9. Programme future 
 

 

 

This chapter discusses the possible future of the programme.  It concludes that it ought 

to repeated and replicated, but that certain changes have to be made to the programme’s 

format in order for it to be as effective as it can be. 

 

 

 

9.1 Future guaranteed? 

 

“It would be a terrible shame if this vital programme was to come to an end.” 83 

 

“Please save the WALK PEER Programme!” 84 

 

It cannot be claimed that the WALK PEER Programme in Louth was perfect.  In particular, 

it did not meet all of the targets that were set out for it at the start and it experienced 

difficulties in effectively incorporating voluntary mentoring, which had been planned as a 

key feature of the programme.  However, it has been demonstrated that the positives of 

the programme, both in terms of quality and in terms of results, far outweigh any 

negatives.  Aspects of the programme that stand out are its incredibly committed staff 

members with their ‘can-do’ attitude and the truly individualised approach that is 

absolutely person-centred instead of being service-, parent- or employer-focused.  

 

It can be concluded that not only should strong efforts be made to continue the 

programme in Louth 85, WALK should also transfer learnings from this programme to its 

Dublin version and should additionally consider rolling out a version of the programme in 

the other localities in which it works.  Furthermore, other service providers (statutory and 

non-statutory) should closely study the service model of the WALK PEER Programme, to 

see whether it can be replicated, in part or in full, in order to improve the employment 

chances of people with disabilities.  

                                            
83 Survey response from a referring agency 
84 Survey response from a parent 
85 This is already happening at the time of writing 
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9.2 Recommended programme changes 

 

Important lessons have been learnt from the roll-out of the WALK PEER Programme in 

Louth, which must be taken into consideration in any future version(s) of the programme.  

The consultant’s main 86 recommendations are listed below.  

 

9.2.1 Have absolute clarity of focus 

 

Operating ‘at the coalface’, charities often excel at identifying unmet social need.  Given 

their social conscience, there is a danger that they will single-handedly try to meet all of 

that need.  This is neither possible, nor desirable.  One programme cannot be ‘all things 

to all people’ and it should not attempt to be.  It should instead focus on what it does well 

in terms of addressing a specific need and allow others to focus on dealing with other 

aspects of the issue (providing partnership solutions to certain problems is of course 

recommendable). 

 

The programme should not stray from its remit.  For example, time spent supporting 

people who were not eligible for the programme is time that was not spent on another 

aspect of the programme.  It should also be realistic about what is achievable from the 

start.  For example, the likelihood of having had the time to undertake research on self-

employment and social enterprise was probably always slim and may in fact have been 

better suited to an alternative agency or institution. 

 

Another issue that has not been properly clarified is the length of the WALK PEER 

Programme intervention.  Whilst staff and volunteers pointed out that there was never an 

intention that they would engage with clients infinitely, participants and their parents 

without doubt perceived that there would be longer-term interaction than there in fact 

was (due to the programme length).  Obviously, some individuals require more in-depth 

and longer-term support than others.  It was suggested that, in future, there may be 

merit in thinking about a structure that is stratified into those with high, medium or low 

support needs, which participants enter at initial assessment stage and through which 

they move over time.  Regardless of the chosen model, it is important that there is clarity 

about it from the start, both internally and externally.  

                                            
86 Minor quibbles detailed in the preceding text have not been included here   
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9.2.2 Optimise on limited resources 

 

Resources will always be in limited supply.  Whilst efforts should of course be made to 

bring in as many resources to the programme as possible – both monetary and non-

monetary – it is even more important that the resources that are available are optimised 

upon.  Again, being realistic is essential.  This type of work takes time, which should not 

be underestimated, else the programme will again fall foul of entirely unrealistic targets.  

Furthermore, this kind of intervention cannot be run successfully on a c. two-year 

programme basis, a considerable part of which was spent on set-up and close-down 

phases.  This is not only a waste of valuable resources; it was simply too short in length 

to achieve all that was proposed. 

 

Person-centred work requires high quality personnel.  Salaries will always be the primary 

cost of a programme such as this and this is entirely acceptable.  Indeed, thought could 

be given to reallocating the budget in order to devote an even higher proportion of it 

towards salaries, so that even more person-centred work could be done.  The job 

descriptions of the staff may need to be reconfigured slightly to ensure that all 

programme needs that are considered essential are indeed being met. 

 

9.2.3 Review PEER mentor system 

 

The PEER mentor system remains an excellent concept that is worth reviewing to see how 

it can be best incorporated into a new version of the programme.  The obstacles 

experienced thus far should be identified and ways should be found of overcoming these 

barriers.  The good relationship that has been forged with Volunteer Centre Louth will 

prove useful in this regard.  The effort and costs involved in running a comprehensive 

parallel volunteer system should not be underestimated, but this needs to be balanced 

against the time that Employment Facilitators are currently spending accompanying the 

participants to work, college, etc.  A suggestion was made that it may be possible to 

embed the PEER mentor system into the transition year programme of a mainstream 

school that already has disabled and non-disabled students learning together.  This, and 

other solutions, may be worth exploring. 
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9.2.4 Further engage employers 

 

The work experience component of the programme was highly valued and should be built 

upon, so that all participants have the opportunity to experience a range of jobs in a 

range of working environments.  This will inevitably involve more direct work with 

employers, who do not yet appear to be fully on board (as shown by the relatively low 

numbers providing jobs, attending the employment law seminars and participating in this 

evaluation).  Engaging one or more ‘employer champions’ 87 may be useful in this regard.  

It is likely that employers themselves have unmet support needs in terms of working with 

people who have disabilities.  Thought must also be given to the in-work support needs of 

those participants who do enter paid employment 88 and a decision needs to be made 

about whether any that support should be provided by programme staff, and if so, for 

how long. 

 

9.2.5 Assess outcomes, impact and social value to a greater extent 

 

The level of detail at which programme staff monitored progression for participants was 

impressive.  However, not all information that could have been captured was captured 

and the monitoring processes used were overly complex 89.  Also, more and better use 

could have been made of the Work SETs and it may have been preferable to use the 

original Work Star for this purpose, rather than an adapted version.  Any future 

incarnation of the programme should consider carefully how it can assess whether it is 

bringing about the desired change, in the short-, medium- and long-term, and what the 

social value of that change is.  Systems for doing so should be kept as simple as possible. 

 

9.2.6 Outline the role that other parties need to play 

 

Even with the best programme at its disposal, WALK alone cannot change the world.  It is 

reliant on, and must therefore work with, a range of other stakeholders in order to effect 

measurable and sustainable change.  Sometimes these stakeholders are already ‘on the 

same page’, but at other times, they act are obstacles that have to be overcome 90. 

 
                                            
87 Local man Senator Fergal Quinn was put forward as a suggestion in this context 
88 The same issue applies to those entering a mainstream educational institution 
89 The decision to use more than one system was driven by funder requirements for information that was 
considered to be too limited – see section 7.2.1 
90 For example, see PEER mentors (section 9.2.3) and employers (section 9.2.4) 
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The Department of Social Protection provides a good illustration.  Whilst it funded the 

programme, which is welcomed, questions arise over its ultimate commitment to DACT.  

As indicated, the start was delayed, there was no cooperation in terms of providing 

essential information about the target group, the programme was too short in length, and 

evaluation of DACT appears to be limited to a basic summative report. 

 

Furthermore, WALK can create a climate for positive involvement, but it cannot motivate 

potential participants to join and become actively involved.  WALK requires parents and 

guardians to be supportive of a way of working that may be alien to them, and if they do 

like the programme, to help promote it far and wide.  WALK also needs to find ways to 

work effectively with all other providers of services to people with disabilities.  It has 

already made great strides in terms of all of these groups of people, but the task remains 

unfinished. 

 

 

9.3 Final words 

 

The consultant has evaluated numerous not-for-profit initiatives.  Because of all the 

evidence outlined in the report, she was very impressed by the WALK PEER Programme, 

and urges its continuation in some shape or form, so that as many people as possible 

may benefit from its ethos and its activities. 


