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1. Introduction 

This report summarises the findings of the National Leisure Card Survey carried out by Loughborough 
University in 1998 and comments where relevant on the North Lanarkshire Council comparative 
position. 

2. Background 

The report details the findings of leisure card research undertaken by Mike Collins and Chns 
Kennett of the Institute for Sport and Leisure Policy, Loughborough University in late 1997/early 
1998. 

The findings of the study are being presented as a conference paper to the World Leisure and 
Recreation congress Leisure and Social Exclusion in October 1998. 

The first section of the report outlines the commitment of the Government towards tackling social 
exclusion in leisure. 

Definitions and reasons for the growth in the number of poor people, low income, poverty and 
inequality are provided. They go on to state that “an inability to participate in leisure activities 
through low income can contribute to the general exclusion of these groups from society”, and 
that “this concept extends the boundaries of exclusion on a monetary basis to exclusion from 
social participation, de3ned in terms of denial of civil, political, social, economic and cultural 
rights .” 

The second section details the development and emergence of UK leisure card schemes, which they 
have defined as “a membership scheme offering discounts for public, and sometimes private sport, 
and sometimes leisure services.” Previous research identified reasons for introducing them as: 
“simplifiing the complex pricing and ticketing arrangement (administrative); keeping prices low to 
enable deprivedpeople to participate (social); and encouraging the use of empty space, especially 
offpeak (economic).” They then go on to state that leisure cards have all the properties of a private 
membership scheme: “rules of eligibility, wastage and turnover and the need to promote and 
recruit. I’ 

3. Summarv Findings 

The study found in summary that: 
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Public S D O ~ ~  and recreation 

About half of the local authorities in Britain operate some form of Card scheme. 

97 

Authorities which adopted Leisure Cards were: 
larger, with 73% having a population of over 100,000 people (see Fig 1); 
more likely to be introduced by Labour-controlled authorities; 
likely to spend more on leisure; 
likely to have more people depending on Income Support payments from the state and to have 
more people defined as poor. 

Heritage attractions 
Commercial operators, entertainments, events 
Private arts 
Countryside recreation 
Libraries 
Voluntary sector 
Education courses 
Transpodparking 

55% of cards were concession only, 44% were multi-tier which often included a residents’ card 
(with a lower overall discount) and only 5% were residents’lloyalty cards analogous to those offered 
by supermarkets and petrol stations. This trend has resulted from reduced leisure budgets and the 
increased need for financial accountability and financial return on investment. 

35 
28 
16 
10 
9 
8 
6 
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The NLC Passport to Leisure Card Scheme is concession oiily. 

Reasons identified for introducing a Leisure Card were divided between social, economic and 
managerial objectives, with 80% providing primary social and political reasons for providing a card, 
e.g. to encourage low income people to participate (see Fig 2). 

Eligibility Categories: 

Target groups were defined predominantly according to social security benefit categories for ease of 
proof of membership. 89% targeted Income Support and 73% Family Credit claimants, 79% 
targeted the unemployed, 64% full-time students and 59% all pensioners. The report also 
mentioned that some authorities had ‘tightened’ up their rules to exclude some groups of applicants 
such as pensioners not in receipt of benefit. (see Fig 3). 

Eligible categories in the NLC Passport to Leisure Scheme include all of the above and more. A 
listing of all eligible categories are included in Appendix 1. 

Activities Available: 

In terms of scope, municipal sport and recreation facilities proved to be the prime focus of Leisure 
Cards surveyed. The following table details the scope of discount activities covered: 

I Public arts I 40 I 

Activities covered by the NLC Passport to Leisure Scheme include all of the above with the 
exception of private arts, the voluntary sector, education courses and transporUparking. 
However, concessions are available for  health and fitness courses, arts development courses and 
open learning courses. 
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Swimming is the most popular activity. Commercial sector involvement is still quite low and 
produce an average benefit of 10% discount for card holders. 

Swimming is the most popular activity carried out by NL C Passport to Leisure holders. 

0 Price: 

About one third of cards, 32%, were free, 18% cost between 21 and &2 and 19% cost between 22 
and 23 per year. The equivalent non-concessionary adult price for a multi-tiered Resident card was 
over 210 per year. The study suggests that pricing is a very important factor as price increases, 
however small, can affect renewal rates. 

The NLC Passport to Leisure card costs €2 per year. 

0 Discount levels 

Discount levels varied widely. 29 schemes offered across-the-board discounts, at an average of 
50% for sport and recreation activities. 4 authorities offered free use to all card holders. 39 
schemes varied the level of discount according to activity, with more expensive and popular sports 
at lower levels or no discount at aI1. Further variation was caused by restricting card use to off-peak 
periods, creating another tier of prices. 

The NLC Passsport to Leisure scheme offers across-the-board discounts at an average discount 
level of 50% for most activities. 

0 Multi-card schemes 

differentiated discount levels according to membership categories, giving greater discounts to target 
groups. Discount levels can therefore vary according to: membership category; activity; time of 
use; type of facility. Many of the schemes have re-launched their cards for disadvantaged groups to 
include Residents’ cards, or attempted to add extra tiers designed to generate higher levels of 
income from a wider market, although the authors stress that “there is no doubt that the focus on 
disadvantaged groups is often lost in such cases”. 

Marketing Activity: 

Marketing revolved around leisure centres via leaflets (88%) and posters (74’’, I I c a ! : ’ i ~ ! ~  in other 
public places were identified (69%) as were newspaper advertisements (31” I t  1 x 2  :!:c i : ~ d >  suggests 
that despite this there was little evidence of active outreach activities to encou:d;c r;cr:.,-;’~.ni~ipants. 
Only a few authorities had used roadshows or visited schools, job centres and ci35, \microus 
schemes produced newsletters, usually quarterly. Very few had appointed rn3rkt.11r-1; officers. 

. 

Marketing activity for the NLC Passport to Leisure scheme has tended to focirr o r i  Icaflct and 
poster promotions at joining centres, and participation at exhibitions and opcri daj-s. .-I rtrarketing 
programme is currently being developed for  the scheme. There is no dedicated rrrarXcring officer 
for the scheme. 

The study reiterates that “cards need staff’ and that there is “no such thing as a seljlmarketing 
membership scheme ......... without acfive marketing even if discounts are not cut, membership will 
decline.” 
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0 Renewing: 

78% of authorities issue their cards for one year 

NLC Passport to Leisure cards are valid for one year. 

0 Monitoring and Review: 

75% monitor their schemes via computerised systems, 17% did not monitor their scheme at all and 
9% monitor them every 2 years or less often. Intelligent tills were widespread in over half of the 
authorities surveyed and smart cards although in the minority of authorities are growing. Only 56% 
of authorities monitor take-up by target groups, and even fewer, 39%, by take-up at facilities. Any 
measure of target effectiveness is blurred by people claiming more than one type of benefit being 
eligible for a number of categories. 66% of schemes claimed they had no performance targets. 

The NLC Passport to Leisure scheme is monitored via computerised system on a quarterly and 
annual basis. Take-up is nronitored by target groups, by facilities and by activities. Information 
on usage is reported quarterly and annually to the Leisure Services Committee. Performance 
targets have been set for  the scheme. 

cost 

A lack of budget or no budget at all is also felt to contribute to these problems, with 27% of 
authorities feeling that their budgets were not adequate to operate the schemes effectively. 

0 Take-up 

Fig 4 reveals take-up as a % of the total population. The findings suggest that the most successful 
schemes reach 25 - 30% of those targeted, which the authors feel is a good result given the 
reluctance of many to take up more basic welfare entitlements. 

Take-up of the NLC Passport to Leisure scheme varies by eligible category. Appendix 2 provides 
a breakdown by eligible category grouping, where figures are available. 

Of those authorities who responded who did not have a card scheme, 35% said that they intended to 
introduce a card in the next 3 years and a further 13% in the following three years, which could 
potentially mean an adoption rate of 80%. 

0 The study concludes that “schemes must be managed with clear, realistic strategic andfinancial 
aims based on research into the needs of the target groups, actively marketed, monitored frequently 
and in detail, and constantly reviewed and reassessed. Only in such circumstances can they be 
expected to succeed in achieving their objectives and in justifLing the investment made in them” 

4. Conclusion 

This study has been useful in providing an insight into the current leisure card scheme market. It can 
act as a reference point for comparison purposes. It is useful to note that the report identifies key issues 
already identified in relation to the future development and growth of the Passport to Leisure Scheme, 
namely, the requirement to undertake research, the development of a marketing programme for the 
scheme and the constant need to monitor and review. 

5. Recommendation 

It is recommended that the conteJlts of this report are noted. 
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Family Credit . 

Fioure 3: Groups  tareeted: a cornoarison between Las with and without LCS. 
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Fit.,ure 1 : Population: a comparison between all UK L.4s. those with and those without LCS 
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Fioure 2 :  Reasons for establishino LCs 

Secondary Reason 

To replace complex discount schemes 

To provide a marketing database 

To generate income and hold down subsidies 

To increase spare capacity at facilities 

Encourage a sense of citizenship 

Ideological commitment to low income people 

ncourage low income people to participate in sport 
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Appendix B 

CATEGORIES OF ELIGIBILITY AND ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA 

Unemployed 

Income support 

Person Over 60 

Family Credit 

Single Parent 

Widow 

Person in Receipt of Other Pension, 
e.g. War Pension 

Person Receiving Housing Benefit 

Student in Full-Time Education 

YT Trainees 

Disabled Person 

Incapacity Benefit 

Invalid Care Allowance / Princess 
Trust For Carers Card 

UB40, Careers Office Card, Current 
Giro or Order Book 
Letter of Entitlement, Order 
Payment Book, Letter of 
Confirmation 
Passport, Driving Licence, Birth 
Certificate, Retirement Pension 
Book or Current Giro 
Letter of Entitlement, Order 
Payment Book, Letter of 
Confirmation 
Current Giro, Order Book or Notice 
of Entitlement showing allowance 
for Single Parent Status 
Current Giro, Order Book or Notice 
of Entitlement 
Current Giro, Order Book or Notice 
of Entitlement showing allowance 
for other type of pension 
Letter of Rebate 

Form stamped by school or college, 
or college or university 
matriculation card 
Form stamped or signed by 
employer 
Current Giro, Order Book or Notice 
of Entitlement showing allowance 
for disability 
Current Giro, Order Book or Notice 
of Entitlement showing allowance 
for incapacity 
Current Giro, Order Book or Notice 
of Entitlement showing allowance 01 
Carers Card and proof of North 
Lanarkshire residence 
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Appendix 2 

I 

Sources: 
( 1  ) 1997 Mid Year Estimate GRO 
(2) NL Trends Volume 2 - figure only available for former Monklands District area 
(3) Benefits Agency, August 1997 
(4) Benefits Agency, June 1998 
(5) Scottish Office for year 1996/97, NLC residents registered as Further Education students 
(6) 1991 Census 
(7) Housing Department - figure for year to 31 /3/98 
(8) 199 1 Census - On A Government Scheme 
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