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Summary
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a severe financial impact on households nationwide.
For the most vulnerable of those households, face-to-face debt advice is essential. To
help meet this need, Christians Against Poverty (CAP) provides a free debt help service
through a series of home visits and accompanying head office support.

During the height of the pandemic, CAP had to temporarily operate through telephone
appointments instead of home visits. The non-availability of face-to-face support
particularly impacted clients who were vulnerable and struggled to engage through
other channels.

All CAP head office Debt Advisors transferred to working from home with no loss of
service. After-care support and flexible policies were put in place to protect the
wellbeing of all Debt Operations staff, who now had to handle difficult calls while
working from home.

To reach those in need, CAP used new successful approaches to increase referrals to our
debt service when our main local sources of referrals were affected due to lockdown
restrictions.

For CAP clients on a low income, the £20 uplift in Universal Credit and Tax Credits was
a vital source of financial support. While CAP hasn't yet seen the full impact of the
removal of the £20 uplift, the early signs show that many clients’ budgets will now be
unsustainable as a result.

To meet this pending need for debt advice, CAP would urge MaPS to ensure stability in
the provision of face-to-face debt advice, invest in debt advice marketing campaigns and
continue to help people recognise problem debt before the point of crisis.
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Questions

1. What are your reflections on the impact of the closure of face-to-face debt advice
services, particularly for those customers more likely to have been struggling
financially prior to the pandemic?

Closure of CAP’s face-to face debt service meant that clients who needed face-to-face
debt advice and support with tasks like filling in forms or getting paperwork together
were unable to receive it. Our experience shows us that many vulnerable clients rely on
their Debt Coaches to talk things through and offer the support needed to access debt
advice and progress their cases through to a debt solution. Often a fuller picture of the
client’s situation is gained and tailored support is provided when Debt Coaches are able
to see the circumstances clients are living in, and by reading their body language and
other visible cues.

While CAP was able to move face-to-face home visits to video and phone calls,
gathering initial information and helping clients to navigate through paperwork and
upload them digitally would take at least three to four video calls or phone calls instead
of one home visit. This resulted in clients' cases moving more slowly through the initial
set up process as well as further down the line while waiting to go through a debt
solution. When lockdown restrictions eased, CAP was able to offer COVID-secure
options for vulnerable clients who couldn’t send us paperwork digitally, where the Debt
Coach would come to collect it at their doorstep.

2. What changes, if any, did you see in the socio-economic and/or demographic
profile (e.g. age, gender, ethnicity, disability status) of your client base during the
pandemic?

CAP saw no significant changes in the socio-economic and/or demographic profile of the
clients seeking advice during the pandemic. However, half of CAP clients wait over a
year before seeking debt help, and one in four wait for at least three years. Client
demographics may change as the future impact of the pandemic upfolds and demand
increases.

3. Reflecting on any changes you made to your service delivery model during the
pandemic, what impact did these have on the type of the cases you were seeing
during that time, either in terms of complexity or urgency/priority?

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted CAP clients' lives in a significant way with the lack
of social contact and support. Seven in ten CAP clients already felt lonely or socially
isolated before lockdown began, and more than half live alone. Loneliness is grave for
many clients, and for those who were offline, it was even harder to stay in touch and
engage with CAP without face-to-face support. CAP saw an increase in clients feeling
more anxious generally and uncertain about what would happen when forbearance
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measures that were put in place during the early stages of the pandemic came to an
end.

More clients were unable to progress towards an immediate debt solution due to the
short-term and longer-term impact of COVID-19 on their finances. CAP placed clients’
cases that could not be progressed due to the pandemic onto one of five ‘Hold routes’:

1. Lockdown: For example, if a client was unable to post a bankruptcy form, or was
facing a significant increase to household expenditure.

2. Insolvency unavailable: For clients in Northern Ireland, who were unable to
submit an insolvency application because the Debt Relief Order Unit and courts
were closed.

3. Social distancing: For some clients who were unable to interact with CAP
without a support worker or Debt Coach present.

4. Permanent job loss: Where a client’s work contract has been terminated
because of social distancing, rather than being furloughed.

5. School closures: For instance, if a parent had to reduce hours, and therefore pay
in order to look after their children.

CAP created a temporary financial statement for these ‘Hold cases’ so that they could
be reviewed again and a long-term debt solution agreed at the appropriate time or
when their circumstances changed permanently.

Practical, financial and emotional support is already built into CAP’s current model,
however the support available was expanded by including:

● Additional phone calls to check in with clients.
● Access to CAP’s emergency client support for food, gas, electric and phone

top-ups (which was later expanded to cover personal protective equipment,
prescriptions charges, small kitchen items, school and interview clothes,
following an emergency fundraising appeal that raised £600,000).

● Practical help, for example with shopping for essentials.

4. How has the pandemic affected the way you deliver debt advice?

During the pandemic there was little disruption to CAP’s ability to deliver a debt advice
service. All Debt Advisors transferred to working from home with no loss of service and
now continue to work in a hybrid working environment. A small number of changes
were necessary to accommodate the temporary change to telephone appointments
instead of face-to-face onboarding of new clients, and CAP paused taking on new
appointment bookings for six weeks while these changes were implemented.

CAP introduced a new application called NextCloud that enabled clients to upload
paperwork digitally to our head office Debt Operations teams, rather than having to post
it in Freepost envelopes or hand it to their Debt Coach. More flexibility is now also
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offered to clients who do not wish to have in-home appointments. Clients can now,
where they prefer, opt for a telephone appointment or meet their Debt Coach outside
their home, for example at the local CAP Debt Centre office where they won’t be
overheard.

5. How did the closure of in-person services affect how you engage with your
community networks as sources of client referrals for debt advice, and how did you
adapt your approach?

One of the key benefits of being a local face-to-face debt advice provider is CAP’s
connection to other local referral sources. There was a significant drop in the number of
local referrals received as many of the local referring organisations had furloughed staff
or were focused primarily on meeting the emergency needs of their clients.

The essential face-to-face conversations and relationships that in the past had resulted
in referrals being made to CAP were no longer happening.

CAP invested time into working intensively with Debt Centres who had capacity to see
more clients by creating and implementing a programme of one-to-one coaching. This
equipped Debt Centres to target their engagement with organisations and sectors that
were continuing to send client referrals during the pandemic within their local
communities.

CAP also created and developed a new way of working with a key national referral
partner, where face-to-face referral arrangements were no longer possible. The new
process instead utilised a phone-based system of referrals and was rolled out across all
CAP’s frontline Debt Centres. This helped to increase referrals from people who needed
debt help through this key national referral partner.

These adaptations to CAP’s approach led to the debt service operating at 70-75%
capacity despite the main source of referrals decreasing.

6. What were the challenges and opportunities, and how can MaPS capitalise on
these opportunities in the design and delivery of future debt advice services?

Often those experiencing debt problems reach a crisis point before seeking advice. Many
calls to CAP’s New Enquiries team are made at a point of desperation, as a person’s
debt situation hits a crisis point. During the height of the lockdown, many people did not
reach this stage as early as anticipated because of the moratorium on evictions,
repossessions and enforcement agent action. It is critical for MaPS to continue to help
people recognise their problem debt situation and seek help earlier through free debt
advice, before they reach the point of crisis.
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CAP would encourage MaPS to invest in digital advertising and debt advice marketing
campaigns as done by the Scottish Government to counter the increase in misleading
claims, mimicking of national debt advice charities by using similar names, and
promotion of IVA-only advertising by lead generators, including on social media.

Lockdown restrictions further highlighted how essential face-to-face services are for the
most vulnerable in society. One in five (22%) CAP clients have no internet access at
home and are only able to contact vital support networks by phone. Some clients have
been unable to afford credit for their pay-as-you-go mobile, leaving them instantly cut
off from friends and family, and unable to contact anyone to ask for help.

Diane, an expert by experience and former CAP client said, 'I won’t be online in two
days as my phone is pay-as-you-go and it is £15 every 30 days. That’s how I’m online. I
don’t have a phone or internet in my house. I can’t afford the phone bill. I won’t be able
to phone [my family] as I won’t have any credit. It’s been horrible these last few weeks’.

CAP would like MaPS to ensure that there is sufficient and stable provision of
face-to-face debt advice available for those who would struggle to engage with or
access other channels of debt advice.
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About Christians Against Poverty (CAP)
Christians Against Poverty (CAP) is a Christian charity tackling poverty in communities
across the UK through free debt help and local community groups. CAP provides
award-winning free debt help through local churches. Each church’s CAP Debt Centre
offers emotional and practical support, while our head office team in Bradford provides
bespoke debt advice and a plan to help people get out of debt.

CAP also offers community groups dedicated to tackling poverty at the root. These are
run through local churches, and cover topics such as interview skills, applying for a job
and writing a CV, how to budget, making money go further and key life skills.

Requests for further information
This response has been written by Mark Anchen, Relationship Manager for Christians
Against Poverty (CAP), with contributions from:

Pete Martin, Network and Debt Operations Manager
Rachel Saxton, Head of Debt Operations
Helen Webb, External Affairs Manager
Jonathan Shaw, Creditor Relationship Manager
Rachel Gregory, Social Policy Manager

Please send requests for further information to:

Mark Anchen
Jubilee Mill
North Street
Bradford
BD1 4EW
externalaffairs@capuk.org
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