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Case Study

“Kettering links up with national Connexions card”
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1. Case Study

Every year about 173,000 young people between the ages of 16 and 18 are not involved in any education, training or employment. A further 25% experience obstacles which cause many to drop out before completing their planned course of learning, according to Government statistics.

These patterns reduce the chances that those young people have of obtaining a rewarding job later in life and furthermore the situation contributes to a reduction in the country’s overall economic competitiveness. 

The Connexions Card is one of a range of measures that has been introduced by the Government aimed at increasing the numbers of young people who stay on in education and training. The Social Exclusion Unit’s report ‘Bridging the Gap’ published in 1999 found that financial barriers were preventing many young people from staying in learning. The report recommended that a youth ‘smart card’, now branded the Connexions Card, should be introduced to help tackle social exclusion by reducing some of the financial barriers preventing young people staying in post-compulsory learning. 

The card is being delivered by a public/private partnership between DfES and Capita, which is helping to develop commercial and other relationships that bring rewards and discounts into the system. Young people are encouraged to use the Connexions smart card to collect points and redeem them for a wide range of exciting and interesting experiences such as tickets to a pop concert or a major sporting event or a day’s work experience with a local employer. Cardholders also receive rewards from major brands popular with young people as well as discounts in a wide range of high street shops, from designer clothes to beauty treatments.

In 2003, in partnership with the DfES, Northamptonshire Trading Standards and Kettering Local Health Group, Kettering Borough Council combined their Kettering Leisure Pass with the Connexions Card. Pia Bellamy, Kettering’s contract services manager for Leisure (Community Services), says by linking up with the national scheme 16-19 year olds in the area are able to qualify for discounts at a range of local leisure facilities. The combined card also replaces the local “Proof of Age” Card. “It is early days, but the card helps to raise awareness of what facilities there are in the borough. We would love our young people to do more physical activity to improve their health.” 

On a practical level, the decision to link with the central Government initiative means that young people in Kettering don’t have to carry three cards around with them any longer. Reviewing the progress of the tie up, Pia Bellamy says, “It’s going okay. Our main challenge is that we need to raise awareness of what the card can do. The partners promote it as a “three in one card”.

Nick Parry, project manager for the Department for Education and Skills’ Connexions card, says, “The Connexions Card can work with any local authority to make life easier for citizens and can bring down the start up costs for reaching the audience they are looking for.” The link with central Government has minimized the risk and lowered the card production costs for Kettering, he explains, “There is core stability there. We help with the card production and provide a technical infrastructure which a council the size of Kettering doesn’t have.” However he accepts that the key measure of the success of any local authority application on a national scheme is whether or not young people are using it. “The Connexions card will stand or fall on whether young people find it useful or not. We have to see if this is a function which young people value. We have anecdotal evidence already from evaluations that young people do find it useful.”

The DfES Connexions team is working closely with Kettering to raise awareness, monitor usage and take up, and to see if there are any technical problems. Nick Parry says that in Kettering and across the country 16-19 year olds are a chief focus of educational policies and the purpose of the card is to motivate them through rewards and discounts to fulfil their potential. “We’re looking at encouraging young people over 16 to stay on in full time education.”

There are about 2000 Connexions cards in circulation in Kettering. “ We have looked around at the shops where young people go in Kettering. There are discounts available in local shops for Connexions card-holders,” Nick Parry says. “We are keen not just to give national discounts.” 

The DfES sees the introduction of the Connexions card in Kettering as a possible first move towards the introduction of a fully-fledged smart card. “The card could be an end in itself or it might be a springboard into future smart card developments,” says Nick Parry. In theory, further local functions could be added to enable the Kettering/Connexions card to be eventually used as an e-purse, a library card or for the provision of discounted travel across the borough.
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