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Background & methodology

In December 2023 Citizens Advice Brighton & Hove decided to deliver an update
to city partners in both the community and voluntary sector and in the statutory
sector on the impact of the Cost of Living Crisis.

As part of this update report we undertook an online survey across the Advice
Matters and Moneyworks services and asked supervisors and front line advisers
to respond to a series of questions along with the option to give free text
explanations to expand on their response.

The survey closed in January 2023 and this report contains the quantitative and
qualitative responses in a format that enables us to clearly hear their voices.

About the survey participants

Organisation Number of responses

Citizens Advice Brighton & Hove 14

Money Advice Plus 9

Possability People 2

St Luke’s Advice Service 1

YMCA YAC 2

Hangleton & Knoll Project 2

BUCFP 1

BHT Advice 3
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MIND Brighton and Hove 1

Finding options for clients who need
help with debt

Debt solutions are designed to provide a sustainable way out of a financial crisis
for people whose circumstances change leaving them unable to pay their debts
back. However, in order to implement a debt solution the client has to be put
into a situation where they can then pay their day to day expenses.

Debt workers nationally are explaining to funders and the government that
increasingly, even where a debt solution is explored that clients wouldn’t be able
to pay their day to day expenses without getting into debt again. This is called a
“negative budget”.
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The vast majority of advisers working with debt are finding it more difficult to
find a debt solution for them.

Debt workers told us about these difficulties:
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“There are such long waiting lists it feels insufficient to signpost and refer
clients to places when you know they won't get help for 1-3 months.
Clients are desperate and the limits of help available are really difficult for
advisers to deal with.”

“Finding the right kind of support for clients, with mental health issues,
with negative budgets having an impact on ability to afford rents in the
long term, and the issues that come with finding affordable and
acceptable accommodation in Brighton and Hove.”

“We are now at the point where for the majority of our clients with deficit
budgets there is no answer to resolve them, no more money to be found,
no costs that can be cut and I am finding I am having to tell people more
often that they are already doing everything they can and yet the budget
is still not balancing. We are increasingly providing 'sticking plasters' e.g.
food bank referrals rather than there being practical long term solutions.”

“More often than not, client's are already claiming everything they are
entitled to or working as much as they are able to. With the exception of a
few available grants (which only provide short term support) it is very
difficult to provide options for increasing income. Client's are often
already getting by on the bare essentials, and aside from the short term
help of food banks, there is often not much that can be done to reduce
expenditure. People who have been just getting by for years are rapidly
gaining significant levels of personal debt.”

“Those who have already done DROs [Debt Relief Orders] are slipping into
debt again”
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“Often the clients do not want to enter into insolvency/DRO's due to the
long term effects that this will have on their ability to obtain credit, or they
are unable to due to the risk of losing things like their car. But at the same
time these same client's do not have the necessary surplus income to
enter into reasonable payment plans, and as mentioned above the
options available for stretching budgets are very limited, so often you end
up in a cycle of holding off the worst effects of indebtedness (i.e. court
action and bailiffs) without actually being able to address the problem.”

Helping clients with benefits issues

Workers have been telling us that more people are seeking help to see if they
are eligible for any more support than they already receive because of the sharp
rise in living costs.

Often clients are claiming what they are entitled to but it is important we are
available to check because we may know of smaller benefits like Healthy Start
Vouchers and even those small amounts can make a significant impact.

There is a real issue with  caseworker capacity in the city to help people through
the disability benefit claim process. Most disability benefit claims that are turned
down, are turned down incorrectly therefore help through the process is likely to
lead to a successful financial outcome for the client.  This work is very time
consuming to support a client through an appeals process. There just aren’t
enough caseworkers available to support clients all the way through mandatory
reconsideration and the tribunal process in the city.
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Benefits advisers told us about the challenges they face helping clients through
the Cost of Living crisis and it isn’t just the challenge around our capacity to help
and needing more caseworkers but also NHS capacity issues and other parts of
the welfare ecosystem being at their limit are contributing to client hardship:

“Much of my work is with clients with a disability or health condition, when
claiming for these benefits it is important to have appropriate medical
evidence. Due to the current difficulties with the NHS, including access to
GPs and long waiting lists, .Clients do not have access to the information
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they need to successfully claim and often need our support to gather
this.”

“Long waiting times for medical assessments are further impacting clients'
health and causing further strain on peoples financial situation.”

“Universal Credit seems to be increasingly slow to respond to journal
messages so problems take longer to be resolved.”

“We are seeing a rising number of clients who 'slip through the cracks' and
are finding out they are not entitled to benefits at a time when they really
need them, for e.g. self employed or couples where one is working and
the other has recently lost their job are finding the working partner's
earnings are wiping out entitlement which is challenging to explain.”

“DWP decisions on LCWRA and PIP are having a detrimental impact on
people's budgets while they wait for appeals which are overwhelmingly
successful, not to mention their mental and physical health.”

“Insufficient support for people submitting appeals for benefits.”

“Case workers are needed to work with the most vulnerable clients that
we see.”

Increasing mental and emotional
distress of clients

Advisers have been telling supervisors and managers informally about the
increased distress of clients they are advising.
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We knew it was important to ask advisers about this issue specifically to
understand across our services how frequently clients express thoughts of
self-harm, and the kinds of distress that advisers hear during advice
appointments.

We found that 40% of advisers are hearing clients express thoughts of self-harm
more frequently than last year. And on average advisers experience this
vicarious trauma weekly.

Compounding issues causing distress

Advisers are finding that the issues clients present with are broad and that they
aren’t always able to help with more than the priority presenting issue but
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access to health and social care support along with a lack of food and housing
security compound the distress and health of clients.

“Due to the nature of the benefit forms I am completing, clients are often
sharing the difficulties they are having with their health and this can link
to their mental health and feelings of worth. Clients will talk about their
problems with accessing services often due to access needs which are not
met.”

“Mental ill health / well being services / Samaritans are frequently raised
by advisors talking to the clients as it is evident the client is needing
support in these areas even though this is not the origin of the enquiry”

“Mental health, welfare of family - e.g. feeding children.”

“Clients are so worried about their own situations, difficulty heating the
house and buying food as well as their friends and neighbours who are all
struggling so much. Clients often have multiple issues - ill health, children
who are disabled, disputes with landlords or council, appealing benefits.
Many also have difficulty with the internet or literacy or English as a
second language making everything much more challenging.”

“Children's mental health and ability to attend school, health anxiety - re
long waiting lists for elective ops, worsening physical health, their own
mental health”

“Main wider issues include: more domestic abuse cases, more rough
sleeping, financial hardship, undiagnosed and unsupported learning
disabilities and mental health needs, lack of wider support networks like
family and friends, substance dependency.”

“The cost of energy has been a massive one recently. Housing quality also
comes up a lot. Mental health, isolation and feelings of helplessness are
extremely frequent issues.”

“Family, relationship, housing issues. The need for using food banks.”

10



Services clients in distress find difficult to access

We asked advisers a question about the accessibility of services in the city,
including advice for those clients who are in significant emotional or mental
health distress. All respondents agreed that client distress compounds their
ability to help themselves find a solution or way forward with their problem.

Advisers explained that the main barriers that clients have in accessing services
is that all the services they need are overwhelmed with demand. This service
overwhelm makes it impossible to deliver that early intervention help we know is
cheaper and more likely to have the best long term outcomes.

The key areas of significant demand pressure are for money advice, housing
help and mental health help (seeing a GP or a mental health practitioner):

“Clients in distress can find housing services difficult to access (having to
wait in a long phone queue), GP services (I am finding this to be more
common this year), any services that don't answer the phone when the
client calls, and where a message has to be left, services that are not
prompt in responding to an enquiry, or don't respond at all.”

“There is a lack of casework/advocacy support for those clients who lack
the skills to negotiate successfully with DWP and housing etc. The reality is
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that there are a substantial number of people who need to have ongoing
support with benefits advice, debt and housing, for example.”

“When a client is experiencing a health condition it can be hard for them
to accept they are considered disabled and entitled to certain benefits.
also PIP is commonly misconstrued as a benefit for those who are not
working where for many it is the extra bit of support which keeps them in
work.”

“Adult social care can be a daunting service to refer yourself into as many
are digitally excluded and do not understand the process clearly or what
additional support can be acquired through the service. I encounter
people regularly who are unable to adequately bathe or prepare food
where with the right adaptation would be in a much more independent
and perhaps financially well off position with the right adaptions in place.”

“Talking to the council is often difficult for many clients -they can't get
through on the phone to resolve easier issues. Some council forms are
also very difficult for clients creating extra work for advisers - e.g. the
council tax reduction form”

“Beyond the mental health crisis team where can people go for support?
Often they do not meet the threshold for this service anyway but
desperately need intervention. Cannot access GP's with ease, cannot
access mental health support without long waits”

“Clients struggle with fewer face to face appointments, find it harder to
engage and be understood. The general assumption is that phone and
online services will meet all access requirements, we see that this is not
the case.”

“Most agencies have very limited capacity and often long waiting lists”
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“Our clients are young people. They come to us as they don't know where
to go or whom to speak to. They often have anxiety which inhibits their
ability to access support.”

“The debt advice process is a good example of this - so much information
and such a high level of detail is required that if a client is distressed it can
be very daunting for them, and this definitely leads to issues with
maintaining long term engagement.”

“Some clients do not have the mental capacity to ask for help/support or
access other services.”

Impact on our frontline advisers

8 in 10 front line workers reported that they feel more stressed than they were a
year ago doing the same job which is a stark reminder that our workforce is
being pushed to its limit this winter.
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Front line workers explained how this impacts on their own mental health:

“Clients' cases are becoming more complex and often their situation more
desperate. This all has an impact on my wellbeing particularly when I am
working more hours than I should as I do not want someone vulnerable to
be let down by my inability to manage my caseload. “

“The news is a constant source of worry as I am so concerned as to how
new developments will affect my vulnerable clients. With each new crisis it
feels like less and less support is available.”
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“There is no mental health support for frontline workers, the cost of living
also has an impact on us, as we are not paid high wages and it can be
hard to listen to clients when we are in the same situation.”

“It is having an effect on my home life. I am increasingly challenged to
switch off and try to leave work at the office. People are really struggling
and the tools I need to help them are not there.”

Changes frontliners would like to see to help
them help clients

Our front line had some really practical suggestions about what would help us to
help clients more effectively:

“Extra resources, employing and maintaining experienced money
advisers”

“Having a broader job description that would allow more in-depth work
with the client.”

“Clients having a regular medical professional who knows them and their
difficulties and can provide support for their benefit claims.”

“More joined working between services to have a more holistic approach.”

“A direct point of contact in the council (specifically in council tax). Some
kind of organisational agreement with the DWP (as some energy
companies have) giving us easier access. An e-consent to act form that can
be sent and received more easily (perhaps through docu-sign as some
estate agents use)”
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“Impact of cost of living crisis on frontliners (our own budgets are
affected)”

“Clients are struggling to adapt their lifestyles and budget accordingly as
they may have addiction issues or mental health issues or other needs
and there is no more help available/nothing we can do to change the
amount of money they are getting especially if on benefits, or waiting for
assessments”

We need to work to improve the flow of client enquiries between advice and our
statutory sector counterparts and try to increase the capacity of our workforce
through fundraising and, specifically, funding for caseworkers who work with
clients for many months to solve more complex issues.

Conclusions and recommendations

There are structural, national issues with the disability benefit system alongside
a gap in the value of wages and benefits versus the high cost of living in the city
which are causing hardship.

Alongside these issues, budget and demand pressures for local statutory sector
services, especially NHS (access to GPs) and the council (particularly for housing
help) are compounding the delays in getting cases dealt with. If a client has to
wait weeks for medical evidence for example, an adviser has to keep that case
open for much longer than necessary.

Our frontliners aren’t mental health workers and are struggling with the levels of
distress they are hearing from clients and their own capacity to work as they
would like to with the people entering our services.
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Focusing in on the responses we had the following recommendations are our
short-term goals for 2023 - 25:

● Ensure that each advice agency has a named contact or escalation route
in BHCC council tax debt services and other relevant teams

● Ensure that all workers are aware of the Employee Assistance Support
services available to talk to about their own cost of living pressures

● Fundraise for a partnership wide “Managing Vicarious Trauma” training
course

● Fundraise to increase resources
● Managers to focus on ensuring our workforce isn’t regularly working over

their allotted hours and are able to share their client concerns with
supervisors in order to better manage stress

Free, confidential advice.
Whoever you are.

We help people overcome their problems and
campaign on big issues when their voices need
to be heard.

We value diversity, champion equality, and
challenge discrimination and harassment.

We’re here for everyone.
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