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Overview

This brief explores the need for debt advice, and access to such advice amongst work-ready
adults in the UK with low-moderate household incomes.

According to the Money and Pensions Service’s Debt Ladder, which classifies respondents
according to various indicators of debt stress, 42% of those on precarious contracts needed
debt advice compared with 30% of the unemployed, 25% of the self-employed and 22% of
people on permanent contracts. However, amongst those identified as needing debt advice,
those on precarious contracts were most likely to have accessed some advice, perhaps
indicating that they were more likely to recognise their own needs.

Multivariate analysis indicates that, other things being equal, the need for debt advice is
significantly higher amongst those who are not currently working than amongst those on
precarious contracts, and significantly lower amongst the self-employed. Shopping around to
get a good deal and checking income and outgoings appear to be protective, whilst tending to
buy things that are not affordable is associated with increased likelihood of needing debt advice.

We consider what the findings mean for the role of more affordable and accessible advice and
argue for greater fiexibility of income and payment systems.

This study is based on secondary analysis of the alow-medium household income (below £3,332a
2023 UK Debt Need Survey, a survey developed month), resulting in a sample of 7,947 individuals

by the Money and Pensions Service (MaPS) to (unweighted). Of these, 16% are described as being
better understand the debt advice needs of the UK on ‘precarious contracts’ either because they are
population. We apply the same approach asin two in gig work or are on temporary, zero-hours, or fixed
earlier briefs in this series (Atkinson et al., 2025a, term contracts. 67% were employed on a permanent
2025b) focusing on a subset of the entire dataset contract, 9% were self-employed and 8% were not

comprising adults who are work-ready and have working but looking for work.
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The UKs debt landscape

Making good financial decisions - about spending,
saving and planning for the future - is becoming more
important as additional responsibility for financial
security and wellbeing is shifted to individuals and
households. At the same time, people’s financial

lives are increasingly uncertain and subject to
financial shocks with wage stagnation, rising interest
rates and the enduring high cost of living causing
financial strain and greater risk of problem debt.

For example, more people have started borrowing

or increased their borrowing because of the cost

of living in the UK (22% of adults in 2023 compared
with 17% in 2022 (ONS, 2023; The Money Charity,
2024), average unsecured debts and arrears have
increased, particularly on essentials like energy
(Odamtten & Pittaway, 2025), there has been a
significant increase in the use of payday loans,

Buy Now Pay Later (BNPL) and even illegal money
lenders to cover essential costs (Dibb et al., 2022;
Money and Pensions Service, 2023). Arrears are also
affecting those further up the income distribution
with around one in ten middle-income households
now behind on a priority bill, compared with fewer
than one in twenty a decade ago (Odamtten &
Pittaway, 2025). Problem debt can have wide-ranging
and severe consequences for financial and wider
wellbeing including physical and mental health
(Money and Mental Health, 2021). Falling behind on
rent or mortgage payments can lead to eviction and
even homelessness, while poor credit ratings from
debt can force individuals and households into more
expensive private rentals with knock on effects for
long-term security and affordability. Problem debt
can also lead to financial exclusion and the ‘poverty
premium’ where people pay more for essential goods
and services due to their financial circumstances
(for example having poor credit ratings and not being
able to pay for bills by direct debit) (Atkinson and
Overton, 2025a).

Negative budgets (where income fails to

cover essential living costs) are a key driver of
overindebtedness and the need for debt advice
(Upton, 2023), and whilst those on low incomes

are most severely affected, certain employment
arrangements such as temporary, zero hours or other
precarious contracts might also exacerbate or drive
problems with managing money and avoiding debt
problems.

Financial education has arole to play in ensuring
that people have the financial capability to make

the most of their money, but specialist debt advice

is essential for people with problem debt. However,
there is a significant shortfall between the number of
adults identified as needing advice and the number
receiving it (around 8.1 million adults needed debt
advice in 2023, but only about 2 million access
services annually)'. A significant proportion of the
funding for debt advice in the UK comes from a debt
advice levy on financial services firms. In England,
MaPS is responsible for distributing this levy funding
to debt advice providers. The UK government also
provides funding via the levy for debt advice services
in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, with the
devolved governments responsible for delivering
these services in their respective nations (HM
Treasury, 2025).

Whilst the charitable debt advice sector is growing, it
provides only a small proportion of the services taken
by individuals in difficulty, leaving many vulnerable
consumers paying for private provision. StepChange
estimates that using a debt management plan

from a private company could cost an individual an
additional £4,0002(Atkinson et al., 2025a).

In this briefing, we examine the need for debt
advice and experiences of seeking advice as well

as indicators of financially capable behaviours
among low-median income households facing
employment precarity in the UK. We consider the
policy implications and what more needs to be done
to prevent problem debt among those in precarious
work and for widening access to debt advice.

' https://maps.org.uk/en/media-centre/financial-wellbeing-blog/2024-financial-wellbeing-blogs/why-arent-people-accessing-debt-

advice
2 Debt Management Companies. Free Debt Advice. StepChange
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Non-priority arrears are defined as ‘other
bills such as water bills, credit or store cards or

difficulties and the need for unsecured personal loans’.
debt advice Negative events - e.g. disconnection from utility
supplier/ prepayment meter imposed by utility
MaPs have created a composite measure of financial company or not being able to pay for food or
difficulties to identify those in need of debt advice, essentials.
knowr? as.the.: Debt Ladder?. It is derived from the Major events - court summons, bailiff contact,
following indicators: eviction or repossession.
Current and/or past arrears (i.e. the last six Use of high-cost credit - payday lending,
months): logbook loan or an unauthorised overdraft.

Priority arrears are defined as 'bills which have

serious consequences for non-payment such as The Debt Ladder has six steps, of which three are
rent, mortgage, gas, electricity or owing money considered to indicate someone in need of debt
to government bodies e.g. unpaid court fines, advice (Table1).

income tax or National Insurance’.

Table 1 The Money and Pensions Service Debt Ladder

Step Key Characteristics Need for debt advice
1 People with minimal financial difficulties. They either No signs of needing advice
have no credit or are finding it manageable to pay bills or guidance.

and meet credit commitments.

2% People who are mostly managing to service their credit Would benefit from money
and pay bills but some signs of concern such as finding guidance.
it difficult to keep up or the occasional missed payment.

3* This group have early indicators of problem debt- starting At atipping point and need
to build up arrears including a few with priority debts. to seek guidance before their

situation worsens.

4-6 Strong indications of needing debt advice. Currently behind Need regulated debt advice.

on at least one priority bill, facing early or late-stage creditor
action and using credit to pay for essentials.

*People in groups 2 and 3 are considered to be ‘at risk’ of needing advice. Treatment of defaults is principles based, with
defaults typically reported to credit agencies after three missed payments (typically, but not necessarily three months)
where the lender believes the relationship has broken down*. For discussion of debt and credit scoring in the UK, see:
https://www.stepchange.org/debt-info/debt-collection/how-does-debt-affect-a-credit-file.aspx

3

The Debt Ladder is a derived variable that has been created for all participants by the Money and Pensions Service. It draws on the re-
sponses to multiple questions, as described in detail in the Technical Report. These take into account: how many priority and non-pri-
ority debts the respondent is behind on (derived from N2); frequency of consequences of arrears (derived from N4); and use of credit
to cover unexpected expenses (derived from N5). See https://maps.org.uk/content/dam/maps-corporate/en/our-work/debt-advice/
need-for-debt-advice-explanation-february-2022.pdf for a full description.

Consumer Credit Act 2006


https://maps.org.uk/content/dam/maps-corporate/en/our-work/debt-advice/need-for-debt-advice-explanation-february-2022.pdf
https://maps.org.uk/content/dam/maps-corporate/en/our-work/debt-advice/need-for-debt-advice-explanation-february-2022.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/14/crossheading/default-under-regulated-agreements
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Analysis of participants’ position on the Debt Ladder
by work status shows that around half of those in
self-employment or on permanent contracts (51%
and 50%) were on Step 1, meaning that they either
had no credit or were finding it perfectly manageable
to pay bills and meet credit commitments. In
contrast, those on precarious contracts were only
half as likely to be in the same position (26% were on
Step 1), contributing to their lower levels of financial
wellbeing (Atkinson et al., 2025b).

Indeed, those on precarious contracts or doing gig
or seasonal work were more likely than others to
be categorised as needing debt advice because of
arrears with priority bills, experiencing negative or

major events or using credit to pay for essentials.
Summing the proportions on Steps 4-6 in Figure
1indicates that 42% of those on precarious
contracts needed debt advice according to the
MaPS classification compared with 30% of the
unemployed, 25% of the self-employed and 22% of
people on permanent contracts.

There are smaller differences in the likelihood of
being considered to be ‘at risk’ of needing debt
advice (that is, being on Steps 2-3 of the Debt
Ladder) by work status (Figure 1). This ranged from
just over a quarter of the self-employed (26 %),

to a third of the unemployed (33%) and a similar
proportion of those on precarious contracts (32%).

Figure T Financial difficulties across all respondents - MaPS Debt Ladder

Fixed/Zero/
Gig/Casual

@ Step 6: Emergency: in arrears with 2
or more priority debts

@ Step5: Serious arrears: in arrears with a
priority debt, and experiencing negative
impacts/ using high-cost credit

() Step 4:Early arrears - experienced 1
or more major events

‘ Step 3: Starting to build up arrears
including a few with priority debts

. Step 2: Finding it difficult to keep up
or missing occassional payments

Step 1: No credit/ managing to pay bills
and credit commitments

All participants, including those with no debt.

Not currently Self-
working

employed Permament

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%

See technical annex for details: Need for Debt Advice 2023. Those on steps 2 and 3 are considered to be ‘at risk’ whilst

those on step 4-6 are considered to ‘need’ debt advice.
Unweighted n=7947


https://maps.org.uk/en/publications/research/2024/need-for-debt-advice-2023-estimates-for-uk-constituencies-and-local-authorities
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Financially capable
behaviours

Financial advice and education are often seen as
complementary approaches in achieving financial
wellbeing (OECD, 2020) and financial inclusion
(McKay et al., 2022). Financially capable behaviours
could potentially reduce the need for advice, whilst
a lack of such behaviours might suggest a role for
financial education for those on the lower steps of
the Debt Ladder to prevent future issues.

Most work-ready adults on low-moderate incomes
exhibited financially capable behaviours in their
everyday lives, with the majority shopping around,
checking their balances, adjusting spending and
planning ahead (Figure 2). Even so, those on

Figure 2 Financial capability

precarious contracts were significantly less likely
than others to agree that they always shopped
around (58% did so), or that they adjusted
spending when money was tighter (54% did so).
Those on precarious contracts (64%) and the
unemployed (68%) were also slightly less likely
than others to check their cashflow regularly, whilst
the unemployed were least likely to plan ahead
(39% did so, compared with over 47% amongst
the self-employed, for example). Furthermore,

a sizeable minority of respondents agreed that
they tended to buy things when they couldn’t
really afford them, and this was particularly the
case amongst those on precarious contracts,
almost a quarter of whom (23%) put themselves
between 7 and 10 on the scale for this question
(note that this was the only question where
agreeing indicated a negative behaviour).

Financial behaviours

80%
70% 6go

64%
54%
42% 39%
23%
I 16%

60% 58%

40%

20%

64%

Fixed/Zero/
Gig/Casual

0%

Not currently
working

75% 74%
70%
65% B oo 64%
47% 45%
18%
13% I
Self- Permament
employed

’ | always shop around to make sure | get the best deal (Agree)

’ | check my incomings, outgoings and bank balance regularly (Agree)

. | adjust the amount of money | spend on non-essentials if money is tighter than expected (Agree)

. | plan my spending to cover months where | expect money will be tighter (Agree)

. | tend to buy things even when | can't really afford them (Agree)

Question: “To what extent would you say the following statements apply to you personally?” Excludes ‘not applicable’.
The scale runs from 0 ‘Does not sound like me at all’ to 10 ‘Sounds a lot like me’. Intermediate points on the scale are
numbered but not labelled. Agree is coded from responses 7-10. Unweighted n varies between 7782 and 7922 due to

‘not applicable’ codes.
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Accessing debt advice

A significantly larger proportion (72%) of those
on precarious contracts who needed debt advice

The Debt Need Survey makes it possible to explore
the extent to which there is an unmet need for debt
advice, based on the MaPS assessment. Figure 3
indicates that whilst the majority of people on Steps
4-6 of the Debt Ladder (see Figure 1) were currently
receiving advice or had recently done so, a sizeable
proportion had not attempted to get any advice, and
some had tried to get help, but were unsuccessful in
accessing the advice they sought.

Figure 3 Access to advice (self-reported)

Fixed/Zero/Gig/Casual
Not currently working
Self-employed

Permament

0% 25%

reported that they had accessed advice than was the
case amongst the unemployed (52%) or permanent
employees (57%). In contrast, similar proportions

of people in need of debt advice across all work
statuses had made unsuccessful attempts. Over

a third of the unemployed respondents who were
identified as in need of debt advice had made no
attempt to access such support (34%) - significantly
higher than the proportion of workers on precarious
contracts (14%) or permanent contracts (24%).
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72% 14% 14%

52% 14% 34%

64% 13% 23%

57% 18% 25%

50% 75% 100%

. Receiving advice or has done so in past year

. Sought debt advic

e but did not receive any

. Neither accessed nor tried to access debt advice

Unweighted n=1936 (those on Step 4-6 of the Debt Ladder). The

reduced number of observations results in small cell sizes. Respondents

were told the definition of debt advice before being asked this question. They were then asked: “Thinking about the description you

have just read..[which describes debt advice as being specific to dealing with money owed, and offered by independent, third-party
organisations] Which of these best describes your experience of debt advice in the past year?” The questionnaire clarifies that this refers
to any debt advice even if the respondent did not go through the whole process. Note - two responses: ‘currently receiving debt advice’
and 'has received some debt advice in the past year’ are combined into the first category of this derived variable.

5

Those who reported receiving advice may not have actually received formal debt advice, as discussed below.
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Advice seeking

Strikingly, whilst around a third of respondents
identified as needing debt advice who had sought
it, had done so within 6 months of identifying their
problem, those who were not working at the time
of the survey were significantly more likely to have
waited more than a year before seeking help
(Figure 4).

More in-depth questioning indicates an important
disconnect between the official understanding of

debt advice in the UK, and the perception of people
on low-moderate incomes about the advice they
sought, even after having the definition explained
to them during the survey. A quarter (25%)° of
people who thought that they had accessed formal
debt advice (or tried to) had not done so according
to MaPS official categorisation’. There was no
statistical difference by work status, suggesting
that in general, people on low-moderate incomes
do try to access formal debt advice but the complex
landscape is leading to some misunderstanding
amongst users, with potential implications for their
ability to improve their circumstance.

Figure 4 Struggling with finances before asking for debt advice

60%
45% 44%
39% 39%
32%
30% 28%
17%
15% I
0%
Fixed/Zero/ Not currently
Gig/Casual working

. No more than 6 months

51%

26%

I 22% 21%

Self-employed Permament

. More than 6 months but no more than 1year

’ More than one year

Unweighted n=1488 (those on Step 4-6 of the Debt Ladder who had sought advice). The reduced number of observations

results in small cell sizes.

8 n=1488. Small numbers of observations limit further quantitative analysis of the sources with this subgroup of the overall sample.

7 MaPS consider only the following sources to be in scope for formal ‘debt advice’: a charity or company specialising in advice on debt,
money, benefits or other issues; an insolvency practitioner; a local authority; or a housing association (Debt Need Questionnaire, 2023.
QX4, p15). Over a quarter (26%) of those who had not sought formal debt advice - even though they thought they had - had turned to
a government department or agency; the next most common source of information was social media (20%) and a wide range of other
sources were reported (multiple responses were possible). Of note, 3% reported that they had sought support through work, such as

from their union.
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Predictors of the need for
debt advice

Logistic regression® shows that (after controlling for
other factors), people are more likely to need debt
advice - be on Step 4 - 6 of the Debt Ladder if they:
Identify as any ethnicity other than white
Have one or more children (compared with no
children)
Are not currently working (compared with fixed/
zero/gig/casual contract)
Have variable income
Rarely save
Buy things even when they can't afford them.

People are less likely to need debt advice if (other
things being equal), they:
Self-employed (compared with fixed/zero/gig/
casual contract)
Aged 35 or above (compared with 18-34)
Female
Monthly income over £1,292 (compared with
£374 or less)
Shop around to get the best deal
Check their income, outgoings and bank balances

Implications

The data in this briefing show that those on fixed or
zero hour contracts, or employed in gig or seasonal
work were more likely than others to be categorised
as needing debt advice because of arrears with
priority bills, experiencing negative or major events
or using credit to pay for essentials. Problem debt
can have significant and far-reaching consequences
for financial wellbeing and mental health (CHASM
&FIC, 2024), so the availability of affordable and
accessible debt advice is essential for helping
people to address their financial difficulties. While
our data show that a significantly larger proportion
of those on precarious contracts who needed debt
advice had accessed advice compared to those
who were unemployed or on permanent contracts,
similar proportions of people in need of debt advice
across all work statuses had made unsuccessful
attempts. These findings show that greater efforts
are needed to close this ‘advice gap’, supporting the
UK government’s recent commitment to expanding

funding for, and access to, debt advice, as part of
the new Financial Inclusion Strategy (HM Treasury,
2025). However, CHASM’s wider financial inclusion
research indicates that there are multiple barriers
to accessing debt advice, including the stigma of
seeking help (Atkinson et al, 2024) so there is likely
to be variation in the extent to which access to
debt advice, onits own, can alleviate the financial
difficulties of those most in need. Furthermore, the
widespread delay in seeking support, indicates a
need for a concomitant commitment to addressing
social and structural barriers and to preventing the
aggressive and hostile debt collection practices
adopted by some creditors (Atkinson et al, 2024).

Businesses, third-sector organisations and
regulators can also play an important role in
helping people to prevent problem debt, alongside
increasing support for those already struggling. We
saw in an earlier brief for this project (Atkinson et
al, 2025b) that that those on precarious contracts
(and the unemployed) were most likely to report
that the timing of their bills rarely aligned with their
income, and that they were significantly more likely
to report falling behind with some bills and credit
commitments compared with the self-employed
and permanent contract workers. By offering
greater income and payment flexibility, employers,
creditors, utilities providers and others could

make an important difference to people’s ability to
manage their money more effectively and reduce
the likelihood of falling into problem debt. In previous
CHASM research, participants with lived experience
highlighted this as a potential solution, noting that
the inflexibility around the date a direct debit went
out was a particular challenge.

In summary, more affordable, accessible and

widely available debt advice is needed to support
those facing employment precarity. The timing of
this advice is also important as there is currently
limited focus on those who are ‘at risk’ of debt and
financial difficulty. Earlier intervention could help to
avoid debt problems as well as support beneficial
money management practices. However, advice
and guidance only provide a partial solution. It has
been argued that where law and policy focuses on
financial advice, there is a disincentive for providers
to develop better products and services (Carlin &
Gervais, 2012). Inclusive design, such as income and
payment flexibility, must also be part of the solution.

8 n=7648; Nagelkerke R2 =0.317. Significance reported at the 0.05 level. Note that the controls for financially capable behaviours use all

points on the scale.
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