
here are many reasons why people might be out 
of work, a change in a family situation, termina-
tion of their previous employment, mental health 

matters or perhaps they had to take time out. Returning 
to the workplace is never easy, whether it be one month, 
one year or a ten-year gap, things have moved on, and it 
can be quite the cause of anxiety to find the right position 
on the right terms.

“I think that companies are looking for ways to find 
all sorts of talent and returners, it’s just another stream 
of people that companies are trying to get at and some 
companies actually even have programmes in place to 
support returners. There is one called Relaunch your Career 
run by Mastercard, there is one run by Accenture. There 
are companies that are focused on trying to get workers 
back in,” said Sinead Caulfield, service delivery director, 
Vantage Resources.

“What attracts people back into the workplace are the 
same things that attract people into a workplace in the 
beginning,” said Mary Cleary, deputy chief executive of 
ICS, “and you’ve got to look at that if you are looking at 
attracting people back generally into work. The whole 
idea of being a worker and an employee and all of what 
that entails, managing your time etc, if you have other re-
sponsibilities for a period of time, that’s one aspect, and the 
other aspect is attracting people into a particular industry 
or into a particular organisation.

“When we talk about a lot of these things, there are a 
lot of reasons that people in the first place might be out of 
work and the reason somebody is out of the workplace is 
important and they are trying to get back in. It might be that 
they have maybe been unemployed for a period of time and 
then there are opportunities coming on stream, it might be 
that they were ill or had caring responsibilities for a parent 
or children, but the underlying elephant in the room for all 
of this is that the vast majority of people in this category are 

women at home minding children.
“Of course, there are people in the other categories as well 

and I think that no matter what category you are looking 
at, there will be slight differences in their perception of the 
workplace and what their ambitions are, and what kind of 
incentives they might need to get back.”

People need to make the decision of what it is they are re-
ally looking for from a return to work; ultimately, you would 
imagine money is the driving factor, but it is not just the re-
quirements around salary expectations they need to pin down, 
the list of benefits has grown a lot longer these days.

“We in Vantage actually had an example of this a little 
while ago,” said Caulfield. “A woman who had been out of 
work for a long time wanted to come back to work and just 
wanted some advice on where to go. We met with her, had 
a chat and told her that the first thing that she needed to do 
was decide what she wanted to do. I think sometimes some 
people are coming back when they have been out of work 
for a long time, they kind of need to figure out where they 
fit in the market now and what role they actually want to 
do. What are their ‘must haves’, what do they not want to 
do from the roles that they had previously because they 
may have left work a long time ago because they didn’t 
like particular elements of their roles.”

Another important area that returners should look into is 
their network; who they know that can get them in touch 
with who they would like to get to know.

“We also had a look at her CV and gave her some advice. 
The way CVs have gone now, they are more competency 
based rather than just a list of where you worked chrono-
logically, so we gave her some tips. We talked to her about 
networking; networking is really important when you are 
trying to get back into work. Talk to people that you know, 
everybody knows people when they are working, people 
that they worked with before, people who have friends 
working in different companies. It’s really important to sit 

down and try and map out your network. Most people get 
jobs through people they know, so it’s really important to 
think about where people could find you opportunities,” 
said Caulfield.

There is no getting away from it, Ireland fares pretty 
poorly when it comes to women in the workforce com-
pared with our European counterparts. Luckily, much is 
being done to try and harness the skills of women and try 
to not only encourage them back into the workplace, but 
make it more accessible for them to take up gainful em-
ployment. In a recent report by the British government, it 
was suggested that the country could gain £23 billion by 
better harnessing women’s skill. Can you only imagine the 
boost that could give to the Irish economy, given that the 
World Economic Forum ranks Ireland highest in terms of 
educational attainment for both genders? Sadly, we drop to 
49th place out of 149 counties in terms of female economic 
participation and opportunity.

So what can we do to get these smart, educated women 
to rejoin the workforce?

“There are ways of getting women back into the work-
force,” said Ciara Garvan, founder of WorkJuggle, “par-
ticularly the ICT skills sector. WorkJuggle does re-entry 
workshops for people who have taken time out or they want 
to get back into work and are not sure where to start. There 
are also some companies, such as Mastercard, which run 
specific returner programmes with mentoring and coaching.

“Those return programmes are great, but they are very 
much targeted to people who have that four-year computer 
science degree and I think increasingly we need to start 
looking at what skills are really needed and is a four-year 
computer science degree really a base from where we need 
to come from? Maybe someone has done a bootcamp or 
specialised in coding for a short period of time, maybe we 
can be looking at those kinds of things as well.

“What we do is we run these Re-entry Workshops, the 
next one runs on April 30. We assume people have skills, we 
don’t do skills training ourselves. It’s all about giving people 
the confidence to really figure out why are they going back 
and what are they looking for and I find increasingly they 
need negotiation skills, being able to negotiate for salary 
and time and what it is they really want.

“We love doing the workshops because you get ten wom-
en in a room for a few hours and everyone starts to realise 
that the woman over in the corner is amazing or that you 
are amazing, people don’t see their strengths after a while, 
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you’re at home for so long and you forget how impressive you 
are. We do an exercise called House of Skills where people 
have to write out all their skills and it’s ridiculous the skills 
that we have in the room at any one time.”

For those not looking to take up a programme, there are 
other ways to ease yourself back into the workplace.

“Vantage doesn’t necessarily have a specific back-to-work 
approach, there is not a specific stream that we are looking 
at, but people that are out of work come to us and we do give 
them a little bit of support,” said Caulfield.

“The kind of options that we see really is part-time jobs. 
Flexible hours are something we look for, so a lot of compa-
nies have to offer these as part of their benefits now, flexible 
hours or remote working. Contracts also suit some people, 
they might want to work for three months and then need 
to have the summer off, they might want to do it in chunks 
like that. Some people have received contracts from Vantage 
where they are working maybe a four-day week, those are 
options some people are looking for.

“Some companies offer job share where you can take a 
job share for maybe two days or three days a week — they 
recruit for the other half if there isn’t somebody else willing 
to share within the company. Another option is compressed 
hours – companies offer benefits where you could do five 
days within four days, you could do longer hours for one 
day, or a half day off.

“I think the biggest one people are looking for in the market 
is remote working, they want to be able to have some flexi-
bility around how many days they come into the office and 
it definitely is the deal breaker these days and people tend 
to stay longer in jobs that offer remote working, that is what 
we are seeing a lot of people asking for.”

Remote working might just be what people are demanding 
from their contracts, but is the infrastructure there to allow 
for this? Many of the multinationals have been on board with 
this increasingly over the last few years, but what is expected 
of companies trying to implement this into their employees’ 
working week?

“There are some companies out there that have a nine-to-
five mentality,” said Caulfield, “and they need to see people 
sitting in their place of work otherwise they are not working, 
and that definitely is the case in some places. Some places 
do offer the right type of collaboration tools such as instant 
messaging and conference calls and the right infrastructure 
or technology to enable people to work from home. Also it’s 
really important that the company has systems put in place 
for people to measure their productivity so people know what 
their supposed to be doing when they work at home and that 
the companies then make sure that people are doing what 
they are meant to do – but not all companies are there yet.

“There is a company that we deal with which does and they 
even have it down to parking. There is a system in place where 
you can’t have parking at the building every single day of the 
week so they have an app, you have to pick the days that you 
are parking and then you remote work on the other days.

“I suppose companies would recognise that there is a lot 
of benefit out of allowing people to do it, you know there are 
lots of studies to show that people are more productive, that 
people are a lot more loyal to companies that allow them to 
work from home. It’s a benefit that they’d like to have. It also 
gives companies the benefit of being able to find talent that’s 
not just based locally.”

There is a lot to be said for remote working. It could cut down 
significant commute times for parents, therefore cutting down 
their spend on childcare. An Irish family on a joint salary of 
€75,000 will spend 27 per cent of their salary on childcare 
costs. Remote working could significantly reduce that spend 
while still allowing both parents to be back in the workforce. 
Many parents feel forced into a situation where one parent 
has to give up their job to stay home with the children and, 
more often than not, it’s the mother, because the costs of 
putting children in childcare for the working day and com-
mute time is impacting grossly on their income. Introducing 
remote working into the ICT skills sector would allow for 
more skilled parents to return to work at a pace that suited 
their families’ needs while addressing the skills shortage.

“They’ve got a bigger talent pool, it gives people a work-life 
balance as well, it allows people that are coming back into 
the workforce the time to collect their kids if that’s the reason 
they need to be home some of the time — whatever the reason 

to be more flexible, that’s what lowers people’s stress. I think 
also there’s probably a lot less absenteeism because if you 
have a bit of a cold or a cough you might not feel like going 
into work, but you might feel like you are okay to sit down in 
the kitchen and put on your laptop. Also, nobody else in the 
office is looking at you thinking please don’t sneeze again, 
keep you germs away from me,” said Caulfield.

In many situations, candidates who are returning from an 
absence can be viewed as having a lot more to offer than just 
their ICT skills. Life skills are also something that are taken into 
consideration at the interview stage, and where prospective 
employees might worry about blanks in their CVs, this can 
often make then stand out from the crowd, depending on 
the reason for the career break.

“If you leave school at 18, go to college for four years, and 
then join the corporate life,” said Garvan, “you just have one 
view of the world. If you take time out and maybe interact 
with people outside the circle you come back into the working 
world with a much richer and a much fuller view of what 
society is really like. 

“I was recently at an event where one of the girls had taken 
time out to take part in a really big sporting event, the World 
Cup of Tag Rugby, and she’d been captain of the team. Yes 
that person worked five days a week because they needed 
to train for this, but they learned such leadership skills and 
management skills and time management skills, so ultimately 
the person coming back into the office when that’s all over is 
coming back in with a much richer perspective and a much 
broader range of skills than they would have got by just sitting 
at their desks for that period of time.”
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