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1.0 BACKGROUND 
 
1.1 At the Scrutiny Management Board meeting of 2 November 2010, non-

Executive Members were given the opportunity to engage in the 
current Strategic Planning process.  Cumbria County Council has been 
faced with a huge challenge in responding to reducing expenditure 
following the Government‟s Comprehensive Spending Review and 
Final Grant Settlement announcements. 

 
1.2 On average there would be 19% reductions across all Council 

department budgets with an aim to eliminating the structural deficit by 
2014-15.  Nationally, there would be a focus on reducing welfare and 
wasteful spending with priority areas.  Implications for Cumbria were 
cuts of £50-£70m. 

 
1.3 At the SMB meeting, members identified pieces of work that could be 

undertaken as part of the consultation and Strategic Planning process, 
bearing in mind the tight timescale for reporting any outcomes.  The 
consultation process would run from 22 November 2010 to January 
2011.  In relation to Children‟s Services, it was suggested that 
members could look at the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  Contract. 

 
1.4 On 25 November, a Children‟s Services Strategic Planning Tripartite 

meeting took place with the Corporate Director – Children‟s Services 
reporting that the Directorate was in a difficult and complex position in 
having to respond to the need for efficiencies and savings on the 
central mainstream budget, whilst also having to respond to a 
significant reduction in the numbers and level of grants that would be 
coming into the authority in future.  

 
1.5 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  was raised in the Corporate Director‟s 

explanation of proposed service changes and reductions in staff.  It is a 
priority service which provides independent information, guidance and 
advice and access to personal development opportunities for young 
people and a contract is in place until 2012.  Members asked that a 
short piece of work be undertaken looking at the range of services 
provided and whether the costs are justified. 

 
1.6 The overall objective for the Task and Finish group was to ascertain 

whether the service provided value for money, would there be 
alternative mechanisms, which could provide elements of the work 
being undertaken by Connexions Cumbria Ltd  and to ensure that the 
most vulnerable young people are protected and supported through the 
adequate provision of service. 
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2.0 METHODOLOGY 
 
 
2.1 Following the agreement that a Task and Finish Group would be 

established, on 9 December 2010, a scoping meeting took place where 
it was explained that due to the cessation of the current grants system 
to schools, funding for the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  service (£3.5 - 
£4m) was under severe threat (there would be some funding available 
in the Early Intervention Grant to support vulnerable children) as there 
would not be enough money to sustain the current arrangements 
therefore the work was considered to be a significant budget pressure.  

 
2.2 A meeting was held with members of the Group (Councillors Keith 

Little, Tina Macur and Frank Morgan) and officers from the County 
Council - Chris Reeve, Commissioning Manager Integrated Youth 
Support Services; Mike Conefrey Strategic Manager, Planning and 
Commissioning; and Beverley Morgan, Strategic Manager Learning & 
Engagement; - where a desk top analysis was undertaken.  Information  
included amongst other things the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  Service 
Specification, and the Agreement between Connexions Cumbria Ltd  
and Cumbria County Council. 

 
2.3 Members then decided to speak with their relevant Connexions 

Cumbria Ltd  Area Manager (Mike Priestly for the Copeland & Allerdale 
area on 21 December 2010 and Claire Willett and Sarah Williams from 
the Barrow & South Lakeland area on 23 December 2010) in their local 
offices to obtain their views on service provision. 

 
2.4 Members agreed to contact their local schools and colleges, as they 

were key stakeholders who received the service, to undertake informal 
interviews with staff to ascertain their views on the service.  The 
schools taking part in the informal interviews were Dowdales School in 
Dalton on 10 January 2011, in the Copeland area the Head at St 
Benedicts Engineering College was interviewed on 6 January 2010 and 
in the Allerdale area, the Principal of the Lakes College was 
interviewed on 21 December as well as Stainburn and Cockermouth 
Schools on 11 January 2011. 

 
2.5 GEN2, possibly the County‟s largest vocational training provider, was 

contacted by one member who outlined the budget constraints and 
possible reforms to the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  Service.  They would 
be submitting a formal response to the Council‟s budget consultation 
document and would inform other training providers of the formal 
consultation process in order for them to respond also. 

 
 



3.0 LIMITATIONS OF THE REVIEW 
 
3.1 Given the very short timescale in which to complete this piece of work, 

it can only provide a snapshot of what members, Connexions Cumbria 
Ltd  Officers and a limited number of schools in the localities where the 
members of the Group live, think of the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  
Service rather than an in-depth review which obtains information from a 
wide range of sources over a longer period of time.  The fact that the 
school Christmas holidays took place during the period of time that the 
review took place, meant that members had to strive to get interviews 
arranged with local schools in a very short space of time.  Members 
recognise that only three districts of the County have been covered by 
this review and would hope that should the review continue, that the 
three other districts are included in research to give a balanced view. 

 
3.2 Members have welcomed the opportunity to find out more about the 

Connexions Cumbria Ltd  service and have gained a great deal of 
insight into how the contract performs on the ground with service users 
as well as Connexions Cumbria Ltd  staff.  They have gained an 
understanding of the fact that Connexions Cumbria Ltd  has a number 
of contracts throughout the county whilst forging links and maintaining 
working relationships with other agencies for the benefit of young 
people in the county. 

 
4.0 Acknowledgements 
 
4.1 The Task and Finish Group would like to thank the Corporate Director 

– Children‟s Services, Mike Conefrey, Chris Reeve and Beverly 
Morgan as well as the Schools and Connexions Cumbria Ltd officers 
for their assistance in providing information to the group which has 
been essential for their work on this Scrutiny Review. 
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5.0 FINDINGS 
 
5.1 Members firstly met with County Council Officers working alongside 

Connexions Cumbria Ltd  in December 2010.  Officers provided 
detailed information which was considered by the members and a 
question and answer session followed.  The group focussed on the 
Information, Advice and Guidance part of the contract. 

 
5.2 As background for members, the Service Specification was outlined as 

well as the value of the contract, how funding has changed over recent 
years, how the Council‟s percentage of holding in the contract has 
reduced, who Council officers involved in the contract are and the 
possible legal implications should the contract be terminated. 

 
5.3 Members focussed on the responsibility of Connexions Cumbria Ltd  to 

monitor where young people are: it reports on young people in and not 
in education, employment or training (EET and NEET respectively).  
Detailed figures were presented to members relating to this, which had 
been reported to the Children‟s Trust Board in 2010.  The reduction of 
16-18 year olds in NEET had been a National Indicator (117) and the 
targets had been met.  The group assessed the NEET targets for all of 
Cumbria which were broken down into the district areas and in 
particular relating to care leavers, and 16-19 year old mothers.  The 
members were informed that Connexions Cumbria Ltd  staff are vigilant 
in tracking the status of young people and undertake labour intensive 
methods of collecting data from the young people (by telephone and/or 
knocking on doors).  Their recording systems for young people were 
very detailed showing all incidents of intervention with young people 
(letters, phone calls etc).  Members recognised that it is important to 
build on the good work that is done with the NEET group because of its 
positive benefit to young people and the economy. 

 
5.4 Members welcomed that Cumbria had performed well in relation to 

Statistical Neighbour Headline Comparisons and they that  it had an 
excellent track record in working with other partners (NHS for 
example), this was picked up in both the Connexions Cumbria Ltd and 
School interviews undertaken by members.  The importance of tracking 
children was emphasised although it was stressed that there needed to 
be a service over and above. 

 
5.5 Members were informed that the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  contract 

was a high risk contract but that staff are in place monitoring it.  There 
is a Quality Assurance system with a new framework in place and an 
audit in the previous year had confirmed that all figures collated were 
accurate.  Members found out that Council officers spend time on the 
management of the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  contract, checking that 
duplication is avoided: this is of major importance as a number of 
contracts can provide the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  service.  The 
rigorous management of the contract and vigilant checking for 
duplication in contract meetings with Connexions Cumbria Ltd  lends 
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officers to evaluate that value for money is being obtained.  
Connexions Cumbria Ltd has ensured that it has a workforce which is 
efficient and it focuses on meetings that are of a high priority and deal 
with service delivery for young people.  Members were reassured that 
audit checks made by the County Council and Audit Commission had 
been thorough and nothing significant had been raised – any issues 
had been addressed by officers.  Given the performance record of the 
Connexions Cumbria Ltd  contract, it would be difficult to argue that it 
does not give value for money because of the good performance 
statistics. 

 
5.6 A customer satisfaction survey had been undertaken by Connexions 

Cumbria Ltd  which the members had the opportunity to study.  It was 
undertaken in 2008 and circulated to schools and PRUs.  It had been 
concluded that the service to schools was a good one and provided 
high quality, impartial advice and guidance tailored to the individual and 
actively involved schools. 

 
5.7 Following one of the meetings with a school in the Furness area, one 

member felt there could be an opportunity to explore sharing the 
Connexions Cumbria Ltd IT system with schools so it can be used by 
all agencies although data protection rules would have to be taken into 
consideration.  It was also discovered that there could be an 
opportunity for Connexions Cumbria Ltd sharing premises with other 
agencies. 

 
5.8 Officers informed the group about Connexions Cumbria Ltd‟ peripatetic 

work, personal advisors, work carried out in schools and communities, 
how the contract was commissioned and the wide ranging contracts 
that Connexions Cumbria Ltd has around the county. 

 
5.9 In order to provide some evidence to find out the value of Connexions 

Cumbria Ltd, the members considered that they should interview 
Schools and colleges and Connexions Cumbria Ltd itself to ascertain 
their views.  Findings from the interviews with Connexions Cumbria Ltd  
staff and School representatives fell broadly into two categories: the 
benefits of the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  service and concerns should 
the service be removed.  General observations were also made about 
the service all of which are outlined below. 

 
Connexions Cumbria Ltd Meetings 
 
Concerns 
 

 If the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  service terminated, it would have a 
massive impact on the Not in Education, Employment and Training 
(NEET) group of young people if it is not delivered in schools 
commencing in Year 9. 

 Schools lack the knowledge of service providers outside of the 
education sector in the County. 
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 If schools take up the delivery of information, Advice and Guidance, 
home visits for NEET young people (undertaken at present 
approximately every eight weeks) would be difficult to resource. 

 Potential cuts to school transport would have a negative impact on 
vulnerable young people. 

 Children should still have somewhere independent to meet should 
the service be terminated. 

 Young people voluntary engage with the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  
Service but making it compulsory would not improve the service or 
help build relationships with young people. 

 The removal of the Educational Maintenance Allowance could have 
a negative impact on vulnerable groups. 

 There is a duplication of some work for nurses dealing with issues 
such as drug and alcohol abuse which could be covered by another 
agency. 

 
Benefits 
 
 It was commented by an officer that “it never feels like there‟s too much 

provision” and Connexions Cumbria Ltd  provides an excellent service 
to young people in the county: for example it loans out scooters to 
young people dealing with transport barriers and tracks young people 
aged 16+ and those with learning difficulties and disabilities. 

 

 There is a great deal of good partnership working in the Furness 
area (with the NHS, Job Centres, Princes Trust and local employers 
for instance). 

 The service works with the most vulnerable groups such as teenage 
parents who can be difficult to engage. 

 Access to local services by way of the local high street centre is 
seen as the service having a strong local identity. 

 Good practice is shared amongst staff in team meetings 
strengthening the service. 

 
General Observations 
 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  is reported to have a very good  
relationship with most of the schools and service providers that 
were interviewed. 

 Targeting the service through schools and colleges at Year 9 to the 
most vulnerable young people would be advantageous. 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  is the main service provider in the EET (in 
Education, Employment and Training) group. 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  is impartial which is essential in offering 
Information Guidance and Advice to young people. 

 In relation to training providers, they appreciate the Connexions 
Cumbria Ltd  Service provided to them in West Cumbria however 
this is not replicated in the Carlisle area however, Connexions 



 9 

Cumbria Ltd  is impartial and the guidance is valued by their 
customer base. 

 
Schools/Colleges Meetings 
 
Concerns 
 

 If the Educational Maintenance Allowance support is withdrawn this 
would have a negative impact on young people and the wider 
economy and could damage students‟ aspirations.  Similar 
concerns have been expressed about discretionary transport 
allowances. 

 The service around the NEET group aged 14/19 years is really 
valued and would be a significant loss should it not be continued. 

 If the service was lost then the impartiality would disappear which 
would be detrimental to young people (particularly in the NEET 
category) and the wider local economy, impacting on the work done 
with lower ability groups. 

 There would be a major training need to provide an equivalent 
service if Connexions Cumbria Ltd  was lost. 

 Some schools are trying to select young people for courses they 
provide but they are unsuitable for some young people. 

 
Benefits 
 

 With the help of Connexions Cumbria Ltd , schools are able to 
transform the lives of many young people by moving them to level 1 
and 2 programmes and into apprenticeships and employment. 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  is an impartial service which is valued: it 
has been involved in School career events providing impartial 
advice. 

 It assists colleges with programmes for school children interested in 
vocational programmes (success rates in Lakes College in 
engineering Young Apprenticeships is 100%). 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  provides good support to schools: the 
national average is 5% NEET but the Cumbrian average is 3.7% 
because of preventative work. 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  Staff integrate well with most schools and 
other agencies. 

 Connexions Cumbria Ltd  engages with young people in innovative 
ways: examples being working with the police and support agencies 
working with young people at risk of involvement with crime, with 
school nurses and schools for young people with special needs. 

 Work with Looked After Children is regarded to be very beneficial. 
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General Observations 
 

 It was described as part of a „National Service‟ and brand -  which 
provides a wider global focus and link between education and the 
economy acting like a „glue‟ which brings together the interests of 
both. 

 Variation in the commitment and proactiveness of Connexions 
Cumbria Ltd officers affects the quality of service provided. 

 Poor communication between some schools and Connexions 
Cumbria Ltd has resulted in the timing of an event clashing with 
school exams. 

 The service is not universal – higher achieving young people who 
have an idea of their path do not come into contact with Connexions 
Cumbria Ltd. 

 Some schools feel they can develop data sharing themselves. 

 Counselling advice is valued but could be provided by County 
Council staff. 

 One school felt that in-house services could be strengthened which 
could then be available to schools on an individual basis or in 
partnership to commission from the Council. 

 



6.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
6.1 Impartiality and Independence are essential in Information Advice and 

Guidance part of the Connexions Cumbria Ltd Service. Connexions 
Cumbria Ltd, schools and colleges have referred to this in their 
responses as well as members in their discussions in formulating the 
recommendations of the group. 

 
6.2 Partnership working should be strengthened – the member in the 

Furness area thought this way of working was very beneficial in the 
area. 

 
6.3 Duplication of services needs to be avoided although it is recognised 

by members that this can be hard to unpick when a holistic service is 
provided. 

 
6.4 In considering their findings, members have felt that a review which 

would collect data on the experiences of young people would give a 
more rounded view of the Connexions Cumbria Ltd Service but they 
recognise that this was not possible in the timescale for reporting back 
to the Scrutiny Management Board in January 2011.  As a 
consequence they feel that the data collected so far in this review could 
form the basis of a more in-depth piece of work. 

 
6.5  Because of the good performance figures it is apparent that the service 

gives value for money. 
 
6.6 An investigation into whether service providers have the capacity to 

fund some of the intervention work within schools would be timely. 
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7.0 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
1. Advice Guidance and Information should remain impartial and 

independent and be available to all young people. 
 
2. Partnership working should be encouraged. 
 
3. Strengthen the in-house teams around vulnerable and looked after 

children within schools 
 
4. Consider the possibility of schools working collectively in the localities 

(a „patch‟ approach) with independent advisors - pending decisions on 
funding. 

 
5. The Corporate Director – Children‟s Services ask Connexions Cumbria 

Ltd to publicise their services to make them more widely understood 
and make formative links with the Local Enterprise Partnership.  

 
6. The Corporate Director – Children‟s Services to continue targeting 

funding and supporting services to vulnerable and at risk young people  
 
7. The Corporate Director Children‟s Services to explore the opportunities 

for improving IT sharing between key partners ie: Health, Children‟s 
Services, Connexions Cumbria Ltd. 

 
8. Scrutiny members to be given the opportunity to engage with and 

consider the future arrangements of the Connexions Cumbria Ltd  
service.  
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