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Glimpsing into any organisation today, one is struck by the massive change in skills requirements from 

individuals.   The question of what the individual needs to know and what the employer requires from them 

has become a serious issue for many organisations.  The workplace environment has been invaded with the 

need for knowledge, learning, upskilling, and training .  Workplace upskilling has reached fever pitch.  

Despite the enthusiasm for it, it often lacks a clear path for implementa tion and support .  Very often, clear 

directions towards improvement through education and upskilling need to be nurtured and encouraged in 

organisations as they face many economic and business challenges.   

 

The ULearning Skillnet was set up in January 2008 to provide industry and academic training providers with 

an opportunity to integrate, design, and develop a number of programmes in the areas of Science, 

Engineering, and Technology at Diploma, Degree, and Masters levels.  The ULearning Network strives to 

provide information to educational providers regarding the tools, professional development, and technical 

assistance required to support the delivery of accredited programmes that meet the needs of industry 

learners and productive citizens.   

 

There is no doubt that global competition and indeed global economic pressures have driven our labour 

market to change, making the market for skilled workers more important than ever .  Industries and 

companies are competing for skilled individuals, and strategies to attract, train, and retain skilled employees 

are vital now.  This report looks at workplace education efforts and the improvements needed to encourage 

industry to upskill and to support them in this process .  Whilst this report touches on a number of issu es, the 

focus of the report is on integrating industry and educational providers .  The survey findings have been 

produced to assist industry, educational providers, and government policy makers.  For Ireland to become 

equipped for the future in terms of it s Human Capital, a continual understanding of the future demand for 

skills is required.  We need to continue to encourage networks that integrate industry with educational 

training providers.   

 

The ULearning Network has paved the way for collaboration between industry and educational institutions in 

Ireland, giving both parties an opportunity to voice their requirements and concerns and establish what is 

required to maintain a highly skilled workforce.  It has also provided a platform for the development o f 

accredited educational programmes and the testing of these programmes in collaboration with industry.  

_____________________   

Dr Ingrid Hunt,  

Executive Summary  
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The success of ULearning Skillnet has been achieved through its unique approach in bringing together 

businesses, education providers, and public agencies in a co-operative network.  This network focuses on 

the strategic need to integrate the requirements of businesses and individuals with progressive academia.  

In this way, it  ensures that Ireland develops a workforce with the advanced and advancing skills required to 

both survive the current economic situation and to be strategically placed and equipped to take advantage of 

the opportunities which will arise as the world economy regains it strength. 

Organisations with people taking part  in ULearning programmes are:  

  Adelaide & Meath Hospital 

  Air Atlanta Aero Engineering 

  Alcon Laboratories Ireland Ltd. 

  Arvato Finance Services Ltd. 

  Astellas Ireland Co Ltd . 

  Avocent 

  Ballina Beverages 

  Beckman Coulter 

  Benson Engineering 

  Bon Secours Hospital 

  Boston Scientific ï Cork 

  Boston Scientific ï Galway 

  Brimble Consultants Ltd. 

  C & F Tooling Ltd. 

  Celestica Ireland Ltd. 

  Chanelle 

  Chaos Management 

  Claymon Laboratories 

  Constructive Intervention Ltd. 

  Creganna 

  Data Display 

  DePuy Johnson & Johnson 

  EI Electronics 

  Enterprise Ireland 

  ESS Ltd. 

ULearning Members  

http://www.amnch.ie/
http://www.shannonmro.com/
http://www.alcon.com/
http://www.arvatofinance.com/
http://www.astellas.com/
http://www.avocent.ie/
mailto:smcgovern@eur.ko.com
http://www.beckmancoulter.com/Default.asp?bhfv=7
http://www.bensoneng.ie/
http://www.bonsecoursireland.org/
http://www.bostonscientific.com/home.bsci
http://www.bostonscientific.com/home.bsci
mailto:brimbleconsultants@gmail.com
http://www.cftooling.ie/
http://www.celestica.com/
http://www.chanellegroup.ie/
http://www.chaosmanagement.ie/
http://www.claymon.com/
http://www.civ.ie/
http://www.creganna.com/
http://www.data-display.com/
http://www.depuy.com/
http://www.eielectronics.com/
http://www.enterprise-ireland.com/
http://www.essltd.ie/
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  Flextronics 

  Garrett Thompson Ltd. 

  Genworth Financial 

  Health Intelligence, HSE 

  Hewlett Packard 

  Industrial Outreach, NUIG 

  Int el Ireland Ltd . 

  Kalahari IT Solutions Ltd. 

  Ken O'Sullivan Ltd. 

  Lean Business Systems 

  Limerick Institute of Technology  

  McLaw & Associates Ltd. 

  Medtronic 

  Nursing Matters 

  Olympus Life Science Research Europa GmBh 

  Pat Humphries Management Services Ltd. 

  Penn Engineering Fastening Technologies (Europe) Ltd. 

  Pfizer 

  5050 (Used to be Partners in Europe) 

  Reagecon 

  Rival Validation Services 

  Roche Ireland Limited 

  Sanmina-SCI 

  SerCom Solutions 

  Serosep Ltd. 

  Shannon Aerospace 

  Siobhan Hurley 

  Sirus Engineering 

  Stada Production Ireland 

  Stryker Orthopaedics 

  Tecnotree Ltd. 

  Transitions Optical Ltd. 

  Tytex Ireland Ltd . 

  Vitalograph (Ireland) Ltd.  

 

 

http://www.flextronics.com/
mailto:gar.thompson@gmail.com
http://www.genworth.com/
http://www.hse.ie/
http://www.hp.com/
http://optics.nuigalway.ie/
http://www.intel.com/
http://www.leanbusiness.ie/
http://www.lit.ie/
http://www.mclaw.ie/
http://www.medtronic.com/
http://www.nursingmatters.ie/
http://www.olympus-europa.com/
mailto:patrickhumphreys@eircom.net
http://www.pemnet.com/
http://www.pfizer.ie/
http://www.5050.ie/default.asp?
http://www.reagecon.com/
mailto:rita.gleeson@stryker.com
http://www.roche.ie/
http://www.samina-sci.com/
http://www.sercomsolutions.ie/
http://www.serosep.com/
http://www.shannonaerospace.com/
mailto:mullerys@eircom.net
http://www.sirus.ie/
http://www.stada.de/english/about/salescompanies/ausland/Irland.asp
http://www.stryker.com/
http://www.tecnotree.com/
http://www.transitions.com/
http://www.tytex.com/
http://www.vitalograph.ie/
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Members of the ULearning Educational Network include:  

 Athlone IT 

 Limerick IT 

 National University of Ireland, Galway 

 Sligo IT 

 University of Limerick 

 University of Ulster, Jordanstown 

 

ULearning Educa tional Network  

http://www.ait.ie/
http://www.lit.ie/
http://www.nuigalway.ie/
http://www.itsligo.ie/
http://www.ul.ie/
http://www.ulster.ac.uk/
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ULearning Skillnet  Mission Statement  

 

The ULearning Skillnet Mission is to: 

  

We aim to provide:  

  Individuals with transferable skills  

  Industrial training with strategic imparting of knowledge through acquired life-long learning  

  Modular and flexible learning, whilst capturing the strategic intent of developing the skills base of 

the workforce 

  A platform for Ireland to sustain and enhance its capability to become a world leader in R&D and 

innovation 

  Innovative, individualised accredited learning   

  A flexible framework meeting the needs of both individual learners and their employers  

 

 

Promote and deliver a convergence of academia and industry expertise, devoted to developing and 

sustaining competitive advantage for the 21 st century, through  lifelong education and network 

integration.  
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Introduction  

 

Training and education plays a vital role in the success of Irelandôs economy.   Intellectual development, 

career change, and transitioning of skills are all attributes required by todayôs employee.  As a result, 

employees require training programmes and educational courses that are convenient, accessible, and valued 

amongst peers to facilitate advancement in their lives and careers.   

 

Flexible and blended learning programmes enable individuals to maintain full -time employment while they 

pursue their educational qualifications.  Modular and flexible learning gives the individual the choice t o pick 

and choose the subject areas of relevance and interest to them, whilst gaining credits leading to a higher 

qualification.  As educators and training providers, we want to offer the best choice of courses to our 

industry partners.   The reality of limited training budgets  and resources in organisations often prevents us 

from using the knowledge of industry experts to establish what is required in terms of educational 

programmes for individuals and industry.  

 

ULearning Skillnet (http://www.ulearning.ie ) was set up to link industry and academia together to establish 

content for courses in the areas of Science, Engineering, and Technology and also to form a network of 

experts who have a keen interest in promoting education and training in industry.  

 

The ULearning Network Skillnet Project has been particularly successful in drawing in both educational and 

industrial partners (9 educational partners and 75 industrial partners).   I t has proven that there is a 

willingness for collaboration on both sides of the academic-industry divide.  I t has also expanded the 

Diploma in Science & Technology Studies into a full BSc. programme at honours level.   More significantly, it 

has facilitated over 18,000 hours of education fo r over 200 participants in a flexible and effective manner.  

 

 

 

óFrom the point of view of the enterprise, investment in training and human resources is not only 

necessary to survive and continue operating in a very competitive market and to develop the necessary 
(innovative) skills and competencies, but also to turn the organisation into a learning organisation. 

Enterprises have to shift their emphasis from saving skills to building skills which underlines that 

becoming a learning organisation requires more than investment alone.ô  
 
(Drake, 1996) 

http://www.ulearning.ie/
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The ULearning Network has found that simple and inexpensive network activities have led to meaningful  

exchange of experiences between the educational sector and industry.  In fact, both part ies agree that there 

is a clear need to support this type of partnership .  

 

Working together with industry , the ULearning Network can: 

  Provide industry with resources to aid them in establishing the educational training cours es they 

require 

  Give academic training providers the knowledge to offer curricula which are relevant to industry  

Bringing together the strengths of both parties will ensure that Irelandôs human capital will strengthen our 

economy. 
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Industry Focus ï Where Are We Now  and What Needs to Be Done  

 
Senior Managers across all industries often say that the most valuable resource an organisation has is its 

people.  Most mission and vision statements include a comment about valuing and developing people.  This 

is essentially true.  Ireland developed itself into a major economic player on the world stage because of the 

quality of people  involved in industries of all types.   I t is generally agreed that Irelandôs biggest asset in 

developing the Celtic Tiger economy was the standard of education and skills offered by the workforce .  In 

changed times, these assets have become even more important.   The quality and skills of our people are 

what will help Ireland not only survive the current economic situation , but emerge from it with the ability to 

deal with new challenges and opportunities which undoubtedly await it at the other side.  

 

From the point of view of industry, i t is of vital importance  that the process of upskilling the workforce  

and offering benefits and development opportunities through further education does not become a casualty 

of the economic cycle.  Were this to happen, our ability to respond to the upturn when it comes would 

undoubtedly be compromised, as would the potential for a return visit to the glory days of the Celtic Tiger.  

 

We also recognise that times have changed: margins are tight, efficiencies are at an optimum , and the 

requirement for maximum use of resources has never been greater.  Industry needs its partners in 

education to offer upskilling opportunities that fulfil three  principle requirements: 

 

  Relevance : There is a place for purely academic learning; Irish Industry in 2009 is not it! Industry 

requires courses which offer high levels of training and are directly relevant to the needs of both the 

organisation and the individuals within that organisation .  This training must then be practically 

applied to add value to the organisation. 

 

  Effective Delivery : With the constraints that i ndustry will face in the coming years, most 

organisations will be unable to be without vital  members of staff for extended periods of time  while 

they attend courses.  Delivery methods which use the benefits of technology and offer flexibility in 

terms of time and commitment are essential. 

 

  Economics:  Courses have to be available to organisations and individuals at a cost that makes 

them attractive .  In addition, they should include a flexible payment system that will appeal to both  

organisations and individuals. 

 

To achieve the previously mentioned requirements, there is a need for enhanced co-operation between 

academia and industry at all levels: working closely together, whilst providing a vehicle for the exchange of 
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information.  Both groups working together can undoubtedly achieve a much better outcome than the 

combined outcome of the individual groups.  This outcome will ultimately result in the relevant and effective 

upskilling of the workforce.  

 

The ULearning Network  offers a unique opportunity for industry and academia  to work together in 

precisely this way.  Industry is invited to sit down  with academia and to identify the areas which are of 

importance to different sectors .  Then, industry and academia can jointly develop courses and content at 

levels which are appropriate and relevant to the needs of those sectors and their workforces .  Course 

delivery methods that meet the needs of students and organisations are given prime consideration.  Blended 

learning techniques and flexibility are essential factors in all courses.  The consultative and inclusive 

approach of ULearning, coupled with the use of multiple methods of course development and delivery, 

represents a creative approach to the needs of industry, individuals, and to Ireland Inc .   It ensures that 

education and development continues to be a vital weapon in Irelandôs economic armoury and that it 

remains an accessible and relevant force in preparing to meet the undoubtedly new and different 

opportunities which will emerge in the coming years. 1 

 

                                                 
1
 ULearning successfully developed 40 modules for the BSc. in Science and Technology in collaboration with 

industry. 

óThis is no ordinary Skillnet. Providing fully accredited, large scale university qualifications with a format 

and content accessible to industry is a far greater challenge than that faced by ot her, conventional 
Skillnets. To succeed, the ULearning Skillnet had to get this working, regardless of whatever other issues 

arose. It did!  

 
The ULearning Network is now firmly established where considerable time and effort has been expended 

in developing co-operation between industry and education.  
 

Fundamentally, industry and education training initiatives will only work where the private sector 

understands their value and is committed to the process.  In this respect, the ULearning model has paved 
the way for a new learning agenda in Ireland ðworking to create a flexible bridge between industry and 

academiaé.ô 
 
(Dr. Rob Cosgrave, ULearning Evaluator, June 2009) 
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Education and Training  Analysis  

 
The objective of the education and training analysis of industry was to gather existing information and future 

requirements regarding upskilling and education in the workplace.  By bringing together the quantitative  

information from the online industry survey and the qualitative information from formal and infor mal 

interviews, the research contributes to the ongoing development of strategies for  education and training, 

which is essential as a basis for informed policy 

recommendations for industry learners.   This 

research has also established a number of areas 

where there is a clear need for improvement .   

There is no doubt that employers now need to 

work closely with educators to establish the key 

skills and competencies their employees require.   

 

 

 

 

 

The level of demand for training and education is 

not commensurate with the perceived need for it. 

One of the reasons is that individuals and 
businesses are not aware of their skills 

shortcomings. In order to engage with individuals 
and firms and meet their needs, individuals and 

enterprise need to be able to assess their strengths 
and weaknesses from a skills perspective. 

 

(National Skills Strategy Research Report, 2007) 
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Research Methodology   

 
The research focused on existing data from reports of interest and industry surveys supported by industry 

and working group meetings.  The methodology comprised of the following:  

 

  An extensive review of research literature and statistical information  relating to upskilling and 

education in I reland: FAS, Forfás, and HEA reports 

  ULearning Steering Group and ULearning Industry Group brainstorming and workshops 

  ULearning enterprise events 

  ULearning interviews with industry students partaking in the AUA Diploma in Innovation 

Management Programme 

  Consultations with key informants including ISME, FAS, Enterprise Ireland, and Skillnets Ltd. 

The research work carried out by the ULearning Skillnets group has provided an extremely useful overview 

of data and trends and identifi ed drivers of skills needs within organisations and across industries in Ireland 

today.  Industry respondents answered a number of questions designed to establish the status of 

educational training in organisations, as well as background questions about their experience in education, 

their requirements, and their suggestions for the future . 

ULearning adapted a Community of Practice (COP) methodology whereby members share knowledge, 

experience, and ideas that are supported with academic and industry research and expertise in order to 

identify best practice in a particular areaðin this case, training and upskilling.  Due to the time limit ations of 

responders, a direct approach using an online questionnaire and face-to-face interviews was deemed more 

suitable for the initial interface with industry .  This approach not only demanded less time, it also allowed for 

the inclusion of a larger nu mber of participants.  The questionnaire (see Appendix 1) comprised 28 questions 

that were categorised under the headings: 

  Profile of organisation 

  Education of employees 

  Competencies of employees 

  Training needs and gaps in the organisation 

  Delivery mechanisms 

  Future skill needs and support for organisations 

Interviews were conducted to supplement the questionnaire responses and to gain an appreciation of the 

participantsô vision for the upskilling of their employees in the future.   

http://www.ulearning.ie/forfas090514_dse_evaluation.pdf
http://www.ulearning.ie/events.html
http://www.aua.ie/
http://www.isme.ie/
http://www.fas.ie/en/
http://www.enterprise-ireland.com/
http://www.skillnets.com/
http://www.weknow.ch/marco/A2002/Rome02/Slides_021106.pdf


 

© ULearning Skillnet 17/11/2009  
 

Page 9 

 

Result Information  

 
In t otal, there were 46 online industry responses, and an additional 75 industry members supported the 

research with information provided in interviews, meetings, and workshops about their experience and 

findings.  Respondersô positions ranged from junior mana gers to senior managers to owner managers.   The 

survey questions are available online at: 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=8SjLqpbiwoGBF8T7saAWmA%203d%203d 

Participants were from the manufacturing and service sectors and spanned the manufacturing, medical, 

tourism, pharmaceutical, engineering, technological, software, finance, local government , and retail 

industries across Ireland.  Company size ranged from micro organisations to large multinationals.  See 

Figures 1, 2, and 3. 

 

Figure 1: Breakdown of Participants by Industry  

 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=8SjLqpbiwoGBF8T7saAWmA%203d%203d
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Figure 2: Breakdown of Participants by Job  
 

 

 

Figure 3: Breakdown of Employee Numbers per Organisation  
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With regard to course accreditation delivery and professional qualifications, ULearning wanted to consider 

whether the time, effort , and cost associated with developing a course for accreditation was beneficial in 

terms of marketing the course or attracting industry students to it .   Overwhelmingly, the response was that 

accreditation is commonly seen as an indicator within industry that the course meets particular quality 

standards.  See Figure 4.   For industry learners, recognition is very important .  It is  a major factor in their 

decision to participate in a course.  However, some responders felt that Levels 7, 8, and 9 accreditation may 

not always be necessary and another form of industry recognitionðthat is, professional certificationðis 

sufficient; f or example, CISCO Certification and  SAP Certification. 

 

Figure 4: Accreditation Level  

Industry is offered a range of courses every year but ULearning has found that , when asked, they still feel 

they are not being offered the exact subject areas within these courses to meet their specific needs.  Figure 

5 highlights the subject areas that are still required to meet the needs of individuals in industry. 
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Figure 5: Organisational Needs  

Other courses or specific subject areas identified for design, development, or review include: 

  Develop the Innovat ion Manager 

  Leadership Development 

  Lean, Sales, and Marketing Applications 

  People Management with Six Sigma 

  Medical Device Regulation (I ncluding Performance Standards) 

  Problem Solving Tools and Techniques 

  Retail Customer Service Skills 

  Sales and Negotiations 

  Property Management Regulation 

  Customer Engagement 

  Business Writing 

  Lean Communication 

  Global Dealings 

  Corporate Social Responsibility 



 

© ULearning Skillnet 17/11/2009  
 

Page 13 

 

  Green IT 

  Mentoring and Coaching 

  Quality Engineering ï Global and National 

  Planning and Buying 

  Business Excellence 

  Team Building 

  Technical Writing 

  Problem Solving 

  How to Become a Manager 

  How to Stay a Manager 

In support of organisational needs, it was found that over 78% of industry responders wanted subject area 

courses to last no longer than 5 days.  Interesti ngly, realising that they could not get Level 7, 8, or 9 

accreditation in such a short period of time, many were willing to invest time in intens ive courses of up to 20 

days to get a professional award for doing so.  

 

Figure 6: Course Durations  
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Ideally, most of the subject areas should be supported by a practical application as indicated in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 7: Compulsory Practical Application  

 

Respondents noted that there was a skills gap in their organisations or that they expected one to occur 

within the next year.  When asked to identify the knowledge or skills gaps their organisations were 

experiencing today, the following ranked as the top most important skills lacking in industry (see Figure 8):  

  Workplace skills 

  Interpersonal skills 

  Initiative and enterprise skills 

  Learning 

  Personal values 

  Technical skills 

  Corporate social responsibility  
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Figure 8: Knowledge and Skills Gaps  

Respondents commonly commented that a shortage of skilled workers will put pressure on achieving 

innovation and growth .  Knowledge and a skilled workforce will be the key to growing and sustaining 

competitive advantage. 

 

In addition , respondents reported inadequate problem solving skills, óthink outside the boxô skills, and 

insufficient reading, writing , and presentation skills.  Compounding the problem is the fact that many 

technologies are rapidly changing.  To meet business needs, the key is for employers to keep up with skills 

training.  

 

Among the other skills reported to be important for individuals are t ransferable skills .  As shown in Figure 

9, these include: 

  Problem solving 

  Decision making 

  Critical thinking 

  Teamwork 

  Written communication 

  Oral communication 

  Networking 

  Customer-centric skills 
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  Innovation, entrepreneurship, and creativity 

  Corporate social responsibility 

 

Figu re 9: Transferable Skills  

ULearning has established that gaps do existðfrom basic to highly technical skills to business and 

communications skillsðand these gaps affect all levels of the organisation.  Figure 10 highlights the future 

skills areas that need industry attention.  While all those questioned were able to discuss the severity of the 

issue and the wide ranging consequences of not having specifically skilled individuals in specific areas, many 

of those questioned felt they did not know what the ómagic solutionô was to improve the situation.   

 


