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Ireland remains Europe’s fastest growing economy. 

This impressive performance is testimony to the strength of the Irish business model. A

model of substance; with depth, diversity and years of tactical policy planning and 

implementation behind it.

This year job numbers will reach record levels, with over 2.2 million people at work and 

the economy approaching full employment. However, maintaining this success presents

challenges:

Firstly, how do we do so without experiencing significant competitiveness erosion, and 

the knock-on impact of this on jobs and living standards?

And secondly, how do we do so while also positioning the economy to face the 

challenges posed by rapid technological advances and a fundamental shift in the nature

of work itself.

Today I want to raise three areas where we need an assertive, confident policy

response. One that addresses the immediate issues, and those we’ll be facing for many

years to come.
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Firstly, education  

 

Automation, digital platforms and other innovations are causing a growing polarisation 

of labour-market opportunities between high and low-skill jobs, unemployment and 

under-employment, and risk increasing income inequality.  

To address these challenges, public policy should focus on investing in an individual’s 

broader employment security; rather than maintaining a specific role which will 

eventually become redundant.  

Throughout the school system, flexibility, resilience and an appetite for learning needs 

to be much better integrated into what we teach and how we teach it. Curriculum reform 

and teachers’ professional development are critical. 

 

Secondly, job transition 

 

While we need to equip young people with the skills to navigate this new world, we also 

need social security and education systems that provide the necessary support at all 

stages. 

Not least because there will be many more stages. People will be changing job and 

changing course much more than in the past.  

Smooth transition between work and non-working life is a crucial component to the 

quality of work and employment. It is a key determinant in enabling more people, 

especially women, to participate and remain in the workforce and combine paid work 

with other responsibilities and activities, including family. 
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These transitions depend on effective public employment and social protection systems, 

reformed in line with the labour markets they serve. They cannot be just regarded as 

services to turn to in times of economic difficulty, as has been the way of the past. 

 

Thirdly, I want to mention the broader issue of labour market regulation 

 

With longer working lives comes the need for different types of working, for different 

people, at different stages, and in different circumstances.  It is time to  re-balance the 

narrative that flexible-hours or part-time working is always poorly paid, undesirable or 

precarious work.  

 

Many workers actively choose to work in sectors where flexible hours are available to 

achieve the work-life equilibrium they require or desire.  And the ability to access flexible 

work has created significant opportunities for many workers to take-up or retain an 

active working life while balancing other responsibilities or ambitions at the same time.   

 

Our focus should be on providing well designed and stable working arrangements, that 

also allow for flexibility.  A system that enables employers to respond to changing 

business demands, while also creating opportunities to build decent work for those who 

wish to vary their levels of participation in the workforce.   

Concluding remarks  

In conclusion, the new world of work demands a new approach. An approach that 

meets the challenges head on, but one which is also tailored to take up the many 

opportunities that present. The time to do that is now. 
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Business cannot afford to wait around for the outcomes of long policy-making 

processes. In a globally competitive economic environment, there has never been a 

more urgent need for a talented, enterprising workforce and constant innovation in 

product and service development.  

 

We need the right labour market policies to support future workplaces that are driven by 

dynamic science and technology - flexibility in our working practices and flexibility to 

engage and attract talent will be crucial to promote strong economic growth.  

 

Well thought out and designed policy will support job creation and maximise the 

potential of individuals to devise the next generation of innovative products, processes 

and services needed to support sustainable employment. 
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