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Abstract

The Individual Learning Credit Card is a key tool to achieve the strategic objectives set out by the Lisbon European Council of 2000 and their subsequent revision (Lisbon 2). Among the objectives to be achieved by 2010 there is a 12.5% rate of adult participation in education and training. This goal requires enforcing pro-active labour market rules, promoting mobility and flexibility on both the workers’ and the enterprises’ side, and improving access to training. 

In Italy, the Credit Card has been activated in five Provinces (Arezzo, Grosseto, Livorno, Pistoia – for the Tuscany Region – and Terni – for the Umbria Region). In order to assure assistance to these Administrations, the Italian Ministry of Labour and Welfare started a support intervention in cooperation with a group of four firms.
The project provides for specific actions which should help the implementation of the Card and its diffusion across Italy, in particular through the support, the monitoring, the evaluation and the modelization of local experiences

1. The Context: lifelong learning in Italy compared to Europe

The renewed Lisbon Strategy and the new policy for a European social cohesion give importance once again to lifelong learning as an instrument for the rethinking of our economy in terms of a knowledge – based system. Among the objectives to be achieved by 2010, set out by the Lisbon European Council of 2000 and their subsequent revision (Lisbon 2), there is a 12.5% rate of adult participation in education and training. This goal requires enforcing pro-active labour market rules, promoting mobility and flexibility on both the workers’ and the enterprises’ side, and improving access to training.
Statistics on the diffusion of lifelong learning in Italy highlight the necessity of adopting new strategies and instruments with a higher potential impact on the labour market, especially through a more efficient matching between labour demand and supply. In fact, in Italy, only 6.2% of the population aged 25 – 64 is constantly involved in learning activities.
 This is still far away from the above mentioned Lisbon objective of a 12.5% rate of adult participation in education and training. 

The suggested interventions to promote the participation of unemployed people and workers in learning and training activities become strategic, especially for the third sector, which requires a constantly increasing professionalism.

Therefore, it is particularly important to enlarge the participation in learning activities not only of those professionalized workers but also of those people in social or economic difficulties (i.e. unemployed people or workers with atypical contracts). 

2. The Individual Learning Credit Card

The Individual Learning Credit Card (or I.L.A.) is a highly innovative instrument. It fosters the rationalization of a ‘supply-driven’ market giving the holders the possibility to choose customized learning solutions.

It is a prepaid credit card that allows card holders to be refunded (in part or in total) of training expenses. The project’s main goal is to put individuals (the demand side) at the core of their own vocational training process, and have training providers (the supply side) offer fully customizable, progressive training paths.

This prepaid credit card gives eligible individuals access to subsidized training. In Italy those eligible for the subsidies are mainly unemployed people (high school or university graduates, immigrants, women) and employees with atypical contracts.

The career and training counselors at the Employment Centers of Arezzo - Grosseto - Livorno - Pistoia (demand-supply convergence) interview users to verify their customized training and career projects. By single or repeated interviews (depending on actual needs), the counselors aim at: checking the user’s eligibility and agree on customized training projects to achieve employment/professional goals; removing any hindrances to attending training activities and monitoring the training process until completion.

Once the individual training project is defined, the Provincial Employment Service informs the user and the reference local Credit Institution that a prepaid Credit Card is to be issued in her/his name.

Hence, a Card is issued with a 2,500.00 € spending limit (divided into single 500,00 € refills). The budget can be invested on formal, non formal, or informal training; learning material; travel and accommodation; further expenses.

The use of the Card can be particularly useful in the Italian learning context because the instrument allows the holders to partially remove those factors
 which could constitute potential obstacles to the participation of the people in learning activities,
a) 23.8 % of people older than 18 find the courses too expensive,

b) 16.2% find difficulties in moving from home (or living) in the places where courses take place,

c) 40.0 % is too busy because of their own family commitments,

d) 16.1 % is scared by the idea of “going back to school”,

e) 20.1 % of those who have attended at least a course do not consider these experiences suitable to their own needs and expectations.

The Card, instead,
a) offers an economic aid which allows the holder to buy courses (or to pay part of its cost)

b) thanks to its high flexibility, can be used also to face accessory costs of learning (i.e. travel expenses and accommodation, fees, food, etc)

c) covers the expenses for family and children care services (i.e. nursery, baby sitting, etc.)

d) allows the holder to attend also non formal learning activities (i.e. training on the job)

e) allows the holder to choose, among a wide range of learning activities, the one which is more suitable to its own need or expectations. He can also buy one or more segments of a course, avoiding those ones considered less interesting or useful.

3. The testing phase in Italy

The Individual Learning Credit Card project was launched in 2005 by the joint actions of three Regions (Tuscany, Umbria and Piemonte). Currently, the Card is active only in some Provinces of Tuscany and Umbria. Each Provincial Administration has defined specific supply procedures and eligible target groups, as well as they have allocated a specific budget for the experimentation.
Terni (Umbria Region)
a. starting date: February 2006,
b. target Group: High school or university graduates ,
c. sums allocated: 100,000 € (50% from the Regional Administration and 50% from the Provincial Administration,
d. nr of cards to supply: 39,
e. nr of cards supplied: 9,
f. procedure: Announcement of competition.
Arezzo (Tuscany Region)

a. starting date: January 2006,
b. target Group: Unemployed women (with a high school or university degree, women older than 40, female workers with atypical contracts,

c. sums allocated: 2,000,000 € (50% from the Regional Administration and 50% from the Provincial Administration,

d. nr of cards to supply: 800,
e. nr of cards supplied: 798,
f. procedure: Open until depletion of sums.

Pistoia (Tuscany Region)

a. starting date: April 2005,
b. target Group: Unemployed (with a high school or university degree), immigrants, workers with atypical contracts, transsexual and transgender,

c. sums allocated: 2,000,000 € (50% Reg. Adm. and 50% Prov. Adm.) + 150,000 € (Reg. Adm.) for transexual and transgender,

d. nr of cards to supply: 800 + 50 (transexual + transgender),

e. nr of cards supplied: 807,
f. procedure: Open until depletion of sums.
Grosseto (Tuscany Region)

a. starting date: January 2006,
b. target Group: Unemployed (between 18 and 35), women coming back to work, workers with atypical contracts,

c. sums allocated: 702,500 € (100% from the Provincial Administration),

d. nr of cards to supply: 281,

e. nr of cards supplied: 267,
f. procedure: Open until depletion of sums.
Livorno (Tuscany Region)

a. starting date: June 2006,
b. target Group: Unemployed (between 18 and 35), women coming back to work, workers with atypical contracts,

c. sums allocated: 2,000,000 € (50% from the Regional Administration and 50% from the Provincial Administration),

d. nr of cards to supply: 800,

e. nr of cards supplied: 401,
f. procedure: Open until depletion of sums.
4. Main features of the Credit Card

The experience gained at national and European level (Germany, United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Austria, etc.) pointed out that the Credit Card (and the Individual Learning Accounts, in general) is an instrument with well defined features.
Strengths

a) encourage people to have a personal stake in their own learning and a greater control over their personal development,

b) personalization/individualization of the learning projects,

c) defining of customized policies for each specific target group,

d) empowerment of the individual (as citizen, worker and ‘customer’),

e) covering of ‘direct’ and ‘non direct’ costs of training.

Weaknesses

a) necessity of specific professional figures dedicated to the counseling and supplying activities

b) necessity of a well structured monitoring system

c) difficulty for Regional and Provincial Administrations in making the learning supply more flexible

Opportunities

a) rationalization of a supply-driven market

b) promotion of the cost-sharing in the field of learning

c) increase of the training value of actors belonging to the productive system: SME, craftsman, professional men

Threats

a) low flexibility in the learning supply of the local learning providers

b) risks of fraud without an adequate control by the public administrations

c) the card holders do not really understand the opportunities given by the instrument and its functioning

5. The support intervention promoted by the Ministry
Aware of the difficulties connected to a testing phase, the Italian Ministry of Labour and Welfare tasked a group of four firms (Ernst & Young Italy – project leader – Iter, Sigla and Studio Come) an intervention aimed at supporting, monitoring, evaluating and modelizing local experiences. 
The project provides for the following actions,
a) qualitative and quantitative data monitoring on Card holders and learning projects,

b) support to local actors involved in the experiment,

c) information about the experiences at local and national level,

d) case studies to analyze the most representative experiences,

e) ex post evaluation on the employment and learning impacts,

f) modelization and transfer of successful experiences and best practices towards other contexts,

g) exchange of experiences at European level.

Action “A” tries to satisfy the need for an understanding of the main features and ways of implementation of the Individual Learning Credit Card and for a harmonization in the administrative management of the Individual Learning Credit Card. Therefore, the Action aims at the gathering of data and information useful for the monitoring and management of the experimentations.

Action “B” tries to fill the lack of specific professionalism among the local actors in the field of the Individual Learning Accounts as well as to facilitate the transfer of uniform specialized knowledge and the knowledge sharing between the counselors directly involved in the experimentations. The Action provides for the definition of a methodology for the analysis of the learning supply, the support in the identification of new target groups and the building of a “counselors’ community”.

Action “C” has been conceived in order to fill the lack of promotion for the Card outside the local contexts where it is active and the lack of models and solutions in the card management which could be common to all the local administrations. It aims at the promotion of thematic forums, meetings between the primary actors of the experimentations (Administrations, counselors, learning providers, etc.) and seminars on I.L.A. to illustrate the results achieved by the experimentations.

Action “D” derives from the need for the identification of strengths and weaknesses of the Individual Learning Credit Card and for the rationalization of the mechanism of the Card. The Action provides for case analysis and the mapping of the administrative procedures followed for the delivery of the Card.

Action “E” tries to investigate the real impacts produced by the Credit Card on the holders. It consists in an ex post evaluation on the employment and learning impacts produced by the Credit Card and a counterfactual analysis on people who have not obtained the Credit Card, in order to calculate the gap between these people and the Card holders.

Action “F” pursues the aim of an enlargement of the experimentation of the Individual Learning Credit Card. This objective will be achieved through a) the identification of those elements and features which are common to all the experimentations and can be “exported” in other local contexts and b) the definition of a new model which takes into account the critical aspects of the different experimentations and identifies the conditions for the transfer in other local contexts.

Action “G” has been conceived with the intention to build a network or a link with other European Countries and Institutions involved in the I.L.A.s experimentations. This result passes through the promotion of meetings with the participation of European experts in the field of the I.L.A.s for the sharing of knowledge and best practices.
6. Focus: ex post evaluation on the employment and learning impacts 
The last paragraph of this paper contains a focus on the outcome of the ex post evaluation, carried out within the support intervention, on the employment and learning impacts produced by the Credit Card. Since the testing phase (and therefore the evaluation too) is still ongoing, the outcome hereafter presented derives from a survey carried out on those learning projects which to date have been completed.
The survey was made on a sample consisting of 55 people: 12 males (22%) and 43 females (78%); 54 Italians and only one coming from an extra EU State. The greater part of the sample has a high educational level (51% are university graduates, 7% have a post - university master; 22% are high school graduates) but at the moment they are unemployed (36% have lost their job while 42% never got one). Nearly all of them live within a family ambit (53% still live with the original family group; while 44% have built a new one).
As regards to the impacts produced by the Credit Card, we must firstly underline the fact that the cards have allowed their holders to face almost all the direct costs of learning. In fact, if the average expense for learning activities has been 1,711 €, at least 1,336 € have been withdrawn from the Credit Card. This data confirms that the Card has been used by the holders mainly to pay the price of learning activities, thus removing one of the main factors which could constitute potential obstacles to the participation of people in education (30% of the sample had never participated to the mentioned activities before because of budget problems). In other cases (34%), the Card has allowed the holder to find solutions to avoid difficulties (family commitments, etc.) consisting in the lack of sufficient free time.

As far as the impacts on the holders’ employment conditions are concerned, the main results are,
a) 67% of the sample has improved their conditions;

b) 62% confirm that the learning activities carried out have contributed to this improvement;

c) 58% felt strongly motivated to go on searching for a new or better job (in most cases, the search started during or soon after the conclusion of the learning activities).

As far as the impacts on the educational level of the holders is concerned, the main results are,
a) in 74% of the cases, the learning activity met the holders’ expectations;

b) in 13% of the cases, the learning activity exceeded the holders’ expectations;

c) the main effects of the card have been an updating of knowledge and skills (64%), an increase of knowledge and skills (45%), an improvement of the  relational capability (42%) and a better attitude towards working activities (33%).
� Source: European Commission - DGEAC, Eurostat, Crell


� The survey has been carried out in the month of May 2006 and concerns the participation of adults (over 18 years old) in learning activities during the last 12 months. Source: ISTAT, “The participation of adults in learning activities”, January 2008 
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