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Sadly, as in any crisis, we’re also seeing 

a disproportionate impact on the most 

vulnerable members of society – on 

those in low-paid, insecure jobs, on 

those in the poorest parts of London, 

and especially on black, Asian and 

other minority ethnic communities. 

Last month, Public Health England 

confirmed that the coronavirus death 

toll has been significantly higher for 

people of black and Asian origin than 

for any other ethnic group in England1. 

Meanwhile, the Office of National 

Statistics found a direct link between 

the level of deprivation in an area and 

mortality from coronavirus – with the 

communities we serve in Tower 

Hamlets, Hackney and Newham 

suffering the highest age-standardised 

mortality rates in England2.

It’s now clear that poverty and 

inequality have demonstrably worsened 

the impact of the pandemic – and 

they’ll continue to do so in the months 

ahead. Working from the safety of 

home is not an option for many low-

paid employees in supermarkets, 

hospitals and the transport sector – and 

a disproportionate number of these 

frontline workers come from black, 

Asian and other minority communities. 

As well as increased risk, themself and 

their families are also facing increased 

short-term inequality. Lockdown and 

the closure of schools have placed 

greater strain on people living in 

overcrowded housing.  

 

 

1  ‘Disparities in the risk and outcomes of COVID-19’, Public Health England, June 2020.
2  https://www.centreforlondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/The-London-Intelligence_May-2020.pdf

With limited access to green space 

and low levels of digital and financial 

inclusion. Along with additional 

financial burdens in the form of extra 

food, energy and data use. 

As our city slowly starts to recover and 

rebuild in the wake of the crisis, our 

support will be needed more than ever. 

As a partnership led by the charitable 

institution Toynbee Hall, we’ve always 

championed economic and social 

justice across London’s communities. 

And we will continue to work tirelessly 

to make things fairer for vulnerable 

families. And I believe we’re in very 

good shape to do so. 

Thanks to changes implemented over 

the last 12 months, we have reached 

98% of the clients we were forecast 

to, which was a huge improvement on 

previous years. 

A key change we made was 

introducing centralised supervisors, 

who worked together with advisers 

across the partnership to ensure clients 

received a consistent quality of advice.

However, the final month of the year 

brought the immense challenge of 

coronavirus – and changed the lives  

of families across the capital. 

Before the coronavirus crisis, there 

were already 1.4 million Londoners 

facing problem debt and some 

boroughs had the highest rates of 

child poverty anywhere in the country. 

Now – with the crisis still unfolding – 

these shocking figures are set to soar.  

A third of the public sector is 

furloughed, the arts and hospitality 

industries are in turmoil, many more 

people are now reliant on benefit 

income for the first time and there are 

growing fears about the long-term 

effects of coronavirus on our economy. 

Already we’re seeing the worsening  

of previously-existing trends – for 

instance, 92% more clients looking for 

work or registered unemployed, 24% 

more families with rent arrears and a 

21% increase in people under 30 

seeking our help.

A monumental 

challenge: coronavirus 
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Over the past 12 months, we’ve helped over 

23,000 Londoners and made real progress in 

the way we run our community-based services. 

debtfree.london | Twitter @DebtFreeLDN



This was a big change and very 

challenging at first. But the process 

allowed us to identify the strengths 

and areas for improvement of each  

of our advisors, then commission  

15 new training courses to help fill  

any knowledge gaps and share best 

practices with every member of  

our team.  

Towards the end of the year, we also 

moved to a single, central platform for 

managing clients’ cases – streamlining 

our admin, improving our efficiency and 

making it far easier to share information 

and work together as a partnership. 

We need these kinds of improvements 

to cope with the ongoing crisis and 

reach the thousands of Londoners 

facing a frightening and uncertain 

future. 

But we also need wider, more 

fundamental change going forward. 

We believe that we as a society need 

to rethink our approach to debt – 

which means discarding existing debt 

solutions like IVAs and DROs that 

aren’t fit for purpose and exploring 

better offers that give people the 

chance to rebuild their lives, not 

struggle with years of repayments. 

Debt advice services and community 

partnerships like ours can play an 

essential part in this. But if we’re to  

go even further and stop people 

falling into debt in the first place, we 

need to forge new alliances and trial 

new ways of working – with City Hall, 

Local Authorities and London 

businesses, as well as with those in 

the voluntary sector. 

Coronavirus has taught us that we 

must be prepared for future shocks, 

including further pandemics and 

environmental shocks to the economy. 

We want to be well equipped and 

prepared to deal with it. 

We owe it to all the Londoners who’ve 

made such sacrifices over the past 

few months and to all the frontline 

workers still risking their lives daily. 

That’s why we’re doing everything  

we can to build a better, fairer society 

and ensure families can thrive in 

future – free from debt and the 

constant worry it brings. 

With sincere thanks to everyone 

involved in our partnership. 

Matt Dronfield 
Head of Debt Free London 

Toynbee Hall 
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In what feels like a very different era back in 

2019, the GLA commissioned a ground-breaking 

Survey of Londoners which found that problem 

debt was a significant and growing issue for far 

too many households across the capital. 

Around four-in-ten Londoners owed 

money on some form of unsecured 

debt, with a quarter those affected 

finding these debts a heavy burden. 

This is equivalent to around 600,000 

people. Now, one year on, after more 

than six months of the biggest public 

health and economic crisis to hit 

London for generations the picture 

is even more bleak. 

Despite the strength of London’s 

economy and the resilience and 

dynamism of our communities, the 

impact of the pandemic and the 

measures to stop the spread has  

been severe. The virus, far from  

being a great leveller, has in reality 

disproportionately targeted groups of 

Londoners who were already facing 

multiple intersecting inequalities, 

particularly young Londoners, women, 

migrants, disabled Londoners and 

Londoners from Black or minority 

ethnic backgrounds. Londoners on  

the lowest incomes have also been  

hit much harder than higher earners, 

and we know from the Survey of 

Londoners that they were already far 

more likely to be struggling with debt 

repayments.      

This report highlights how the impacts 

of the virus are playing out and the 

vital support that the Debt Free 

London partnership provides. Levels 

of problem debt are expected to grow 

significantly as Government support 

for jobs and wages starts to recede 

and unemployment levels grow. And 

measures such as the temporary ban 

on evictions and mortgage payment 

Message from 

City Hall
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holidays, whilst welcome, only serve  

as a temporary sticking plaster for 

Londoners struggling to meet their 

housing costs. That’s why it is so 

important that strong partnerships 

delivered within communities are 

supported to ensure people have 

access to high quality, free, impartial 

advice and support. 

I am very pleased to see that the Debt 

Free London partnership has been 

strengthened in 2020 by the recruitment 

of a further 70 trainee debt advisers. 

Not only has this provided vital 

opportunities for young Londoners to 

gain new skills and career opportunities 

at a time when they need it most, but  

it will also ensure that London has a 

new generation of advice professionals, 

drawn from our own communities. As 

London looks to recover and bounce 

back even stronger from the crisis, 

partnerships like this and the support 

they offer will be vital.

The Mayor of London, alongside 

London Councils and other key 

stakeholders, has set out a clear  

plan for recovery aiming to restore 

confidence in the city, minimise the 

impact of the virus on London’s 

communities and build back better  

the city’s economy and society.  

Some of the key goals of this work  

are to reverse the pattern of rising 

unemployment and lost economic 

growth caused by the economic 

scarring of COVID-19, narrow social, 

economic and health inequalities,  

and support London’s communities, 

including those most affected by  

the virus. 

Critical to the success of this plan will 

be ensuring that a robust safety net is 

in place to ensure that every Londoner 

is able to access the support they need 

to prevent financial hardship. High-

quality partnerships led by civil society 

are essential to achieving this goal, and 

I’m pleased to say that Jim Minton, 

Chief Executive of Toynbee Hall who 

leads the Debt Free London 

partnership, is co-chairing this mission 

and will be working with the GLA and 

other stakeholders to ensure that 

advice and support is available and 

easily accessible to the communities 

that require support the most. 

The Debt Free London partnership has 

already achieved a great deal for 

Londoners, helping almost 24,000 of 

us access high quality support in 2019-

20. We know even more Londoners are 

going to need that support next year 

and beyond. That’s why I am very 

pleased to support Debt Free London 

and why we see this kind of partnership 

as an essential part of London’s recovery.

Dr Debbie Weekes-Bernard
Deputy Mayor for Social Integration, 

Social Mobility and Community 

Engagement



1.4 million 
Londoners 

currently have 

problem debt.
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An update from 

the Money and 

Pensions Service 

Our organisation strives for ‘a society where 

everyone makes the most of their money and 

pensions’ and that’s never been more important 

than right now.

As the impact of the coronavirus 

pandemic starts to hit home, families 

across London are looking at an 

uncertain economic future. Many have 

suffered unexpected setbacks, altered 

circumstances and extra expenses as 

a result of the crisis and many more 

will face unemployment, financial 

insecurity and mounting debt in  

the months ahead. 

That’s why I’m so glad to be 

continuing our partnership with Debt 

Free London ¬¬and helping families 

across the capital to stay afloat 

through these challenging times. 

The statistics on debt were worrying 

before the pandemic, but sadly they’re 

set to get a whole lot worse as the 

furlough scheme comes to an end and 

special flexibility on products such as 

loans and mortgages is withdrawn. 

By working with Debt Free London, 

we’re determined to make sure that 

the right support is available to 

people at the right time, whether they 

need urgent advice today, or more 

long-term help over the coming 

months. 

With our support, Debt Free London 

is increasing the availability of debt 

services, training more advisors, and 

helping more people than ever to 

access the free, high-quality advice 

that really could change their lives. 

Last year, they helped over 23,000 

families with their money worries and 

this year, I’m confident they’ll reach 

debtfree.london | Twitter @DebtFreeLDN

even more of those in need. They’re 

passionate about people’s financial 

wellbeing and have their clients at the 

heart of everything they do.

So, on behalf of all my team, as well as 

so many struggling families, I’d like to 

thank Debt Free London for all their 

efforts. I know the year ahead will 

bring huge challenges, but I have 

every faith that together we can 

overcome them. 

Caroline Siarkiewicz
Chief Executive Officer 

Money and Pensions Service 



We’ve been hard at work for 14  

years. Debt advice is becoming 

increasingly vital in supporting 

Londoners as they feel the impact  

of the coronavirus crisis. 

Staying afloat in the  
short-term
During lockdown and its immediate 

aftermath, demand for our services 

was actually down – 65% lower than 

at the same time the previous year. 

Thanks to the government’s furlough 

scheme, many employees were still 

receiving 80% of their usual salaries. 

Three-month payment holidays were 

available to those renting their homes 

or holding credit cards. Additionally, 

even payday loan companies were 

offering an extra 30 days without 

interest on repayments. 

But emergency measures 
can only last so long
Payment holidays are now expiring  

or will soon do so. Many of those on 

furlough will be made redundant.  

And the future looks particularly 

tough for working people under 30 

– who have already been 

disproportionately affected by the 

crisis and are now facing high youth 

unemployment and long-term 

damage to their career prospects.  

Demand for our services 
could triple 
Very early modelling suggests that 

demand for our face-to-face advice 

services in 12-18 months’ time could be 

200-300% higher than before the crisis 

and that this heightened demand could 

become the ‘new normal’. 

Working together to 

cope with the crisis 
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Debt Free London is a unique partnership of 26 

charities led by Toynbee Hall that provides free, 

expert advice to Londoners with problem debt.

As a result, we urgently to grow  

our number of debt advisors, from  

97 current employees to potentially  

as many as 200. This means finding 

extra funding, focusing on staff 

retention and ramping up our existing 

training programmes to produce the 

next generation of debt advisors and 

reach everyone in need of our help. 

How we’re helping  
right now 
All our debt advisors have been 

working remotely since the start  

of the coronavirus crisis. As well  

as taking calls, they’ve also been 

responding via two new channels –  

a web chat service on our website  

and a WhatsApp service to our 

Freephone number. 

Together, reacting quickly as the crisis 

developed, we saw a 760% increase in 

the number of clients who were 

provided with remote advice.

London local 
authorities facing 
the highest levels 
of child poverty

23,732
people 

80% 

200-
300%

benefitted from 
our free, expert 
advice last year 

of clients worry 
about money  
‘quite often’ or  
‘all the time’ 

more demand 
predicted for our 
services in future

debtfree.london | Twitter @DebtFreeLDN

Tower Hamlets

Newham

Hackney

Islington

Westminster

Camden



Who are we helping? 
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Gender and age
The majority of our clients last year 

were female (59.9%) and their 

average age was 46.8 – a slight 

increase on the average of the 

previous three years. 

The number of people accessing our 

services rises with age – peaking 

between the ages of 45-55. It then 

drops off relatively sharply after 65, 

which is interesting since poverty for 

those of pensionable age has 

otherwise been on the rise. 

One other thing to note is that the 

coronavirus crisis is already having  

a disproportionate impact on people 

under 30 and is likely to hit their 

employment prospects hard. Since  

the crisis began, we’ve seen a 21% 

increase in under-30s accessing our 

service and we expect a consistently 

higher demand in the months ahead. 

Ethnicity 
Around half of our clients are White: 

British (24.6%) or Black/Black British: 

African (23.4%) meaning certain 

ethnicities are disproportionately 

represented in comparison to the 

general population of London. For 

example, the proportion of Black/Black 

British: African people accessing the 

service is over three times that of the 

general population, whilst the proportion 

of White: British is not even half. 

Since black communities have  

been disproportionately affected by 

the coronavirus crisis and are over-

represented in the frontline workforce 

(see p4-5), we expect the unequal 

debt impact to continue to rise. 

For the fifth year in a row, we’ve  

also seen an increase in the number  

of clients responding ‘Prefer not to 

say’ when asked about their ethnicity.  

This is now the third most common 

response at 20.5% (up 176% since 

2015) and, along with a hostile 

environment for people from a non-

white British background, follows a 

similar worrying trend in incidents of 

hate crime related to religion or race. 

Disability 
Last year saw a steady increase in  

the proportion of clients unable to 

work due to illness or disability. 

Research shows that not only are 

disabled people worse off than people 

who are not disabled but, even within 

this group, the most vulnerable are 

suffering. In households with at least 

one disabled adult and at least one 

3 HAS WELFARE BECOME UNFAIR: The impact of welfare changes on disabled people. A report by the Disability 
Benefits Consortium July 2019

4 GLA Survey of Londoners Headline findings June 2019 

disabled child, the total loss as a result 

of all the benefit changes was, on 

average, over £4,300 each year. The 

more disabilities a person has, the 

more they lose out as a result of these 

changes.3137 percent of Londoners 

owe money on unsecured debt, 

including personal loans, credit cards, 

household bills and other forms of 

consumer credit. Twenty-four per cent 

of Londoners who owe money find 

keeping up with that debt a heavy 

burden, equivalent to around 600,000 

Londoners. Low-income Londoners, 

social renters, single parents and 

disabled Londoners are more likely  

to find their debts a heavy burden.42

Housing tenure 
The vast majority of our clients 

(87.9%) live in rented accommodation 

and there’s been a 2.2% increase in 

this figure over the past five years. 

This is perhaps unsurprising given  

the high cost of housing in London 

and the difficulties of getting on the 

housing ladder, especially without 

substantial financial backing. But 

when you compare this situation  

to the general population of London, 

it becomes clear how debt 

disproportionately affects those  

in rented accommodation.  

We have seen people who live with 

other adults-only increase by over 

100%. These are more likely to be 

younger people sharing – with ever 

increasing housing costs and  

younger people more likely to be 

 in insecure low-paid employment.

Who are our ‘priority groups’?

People at risk of homelessness – including those leaving hostels or prison. 

People experiencing domestic abuse – and those with recent  

experience of it.  

�Single people with severe mental health issues – whose lives are 

significantly affected by their condition.

�Parents of 3 or more children – children must be under 16, or under  

20 if still in education or training.

People with a newly diagnosed long-term health problem – which is 

expected to last more than a year and seriously impact household finances. 

People with variable incomes from employment – who can’t foresee  

or control their pattern of income.

debtfree.london | Twitter @DebtFreeLDN
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Employment 

Over the last five years, the proportion 

of clients in employment has remained 

largely unchanged, with over 30% of 

people working full- or part-time. 

However, the figure for those in non-

fixed-hours work (including zero-

hours contracts) has increased by 

almost 50% over the same period – 

peaking last year and now standing  

at 15.7%.  

Income and benefits 
74% of our clients receive some sort 

of state benefit as part or all of their 

income – an increase of 10% since 

2015/16.

Since employment levels have 

remained relatively static in this  

time, this rise results from more 

people taking on low-paid or irregular 

work (see above) and having to top 

up their income with benefits. Low-

income families have been hardest hit 

by benefit cuts and have seen housing 

costs increase fastest.5

The number of people receiving 

Universal Credit continues to increase, 

since it replaces many of the previous 

types of benefits. But an unexpectedly 

high proportion of people still receive 

historic benefits (like housing benefit 

and council tax reduction), which 

could be down to issues of 

terminology and should inform our 

recording categories in the future. 

5 What has driven the rise of in-work poverty? Research 
report, JRF, 2020
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over the same period
almost50%

people working 
full- or part-time 30%

15.7%.
non-fixed- 
hours work  
(including zero-hours  

contracts)

Clients receive  
some sort of state  
benefit as part or all  
of their income

increase  

since 2015/16

74%

10%

Craig was already struggling with his 

mental health – he suffers from anxiety 

and panic attacks, and attends regular 

counselling sessions in order to cope. 

When he was made redundant, he found 

himself under a huge amount of pressure 

– facing an uncertain financial future. 

To make matters worse, Craig has an 

ongoing gambling addiction and was  

very worried about racking up more debt. 

Thankfully, he came to us for support. 

 
How we helped 
We helped Craig fill out a financial 

statement that showed he had non-

priority debts of £19,566.12 from credit 

cards, bank overdrafts, electricity and gas 

bills, as well as a monthly deficit of £920 

in his budget. 

With that in mind, we advised him to 

make claims for Universal Credit and 

Personal Independence Payment to help 

cover his everyday outgoings. We also 

referred him to our in-house Welfare 

Benefits team and suggested he obtain 

evidence of his mental health issues from 

his GP in order to support a claim for 

limited capability for work and work-

related activities. 

As a result, Craig has already been 

awarded Universal Credit of £277.35  

per week and is awaiting a verdict on  

his Personal Independent Payment. And 

following his application for a Debt Relief 

Order, his total debts of £19,566.12 have 

been written off too. 

Just as importantly, we’ve referred Craig 

to Gamblers Anonymous – so that he 

doesn’t slide back into debt again. 

“Thank you so much for all your help in 

getting me my Debt Relief Order,” he said 

to us. “Your support and help has really 

made a difference.” 

37-year-old Craig was made redundant earlier 

this year and was living on his credit cards 

when he came to us for help.

Craig’s Story 

Debt amount:  
£19,566.12

Type of debt:  
Credit cards, bank 

overdrafts, energy bills

Debt solution:  
Write-offs/ 

Debt Relief Order 



Both council tax and rent arrears are 

‘priority debts’ which can have serious 

consequences for the individual – 

including the threat of bailiffs, 

homelessness or even imprisonment.

Other types of debt  
Last year, we also saw a sharp rise in 

electricity and water bill arrears and 

bank overdraft debt – made all the 

more significant by the fact these 

were already some of the most 

common debt types.

On average, our clients each had 2.5 

problem debts – up from 2.2 the 

previous year.

What debts are 

we helping with? 
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The most common types of debt we help with 

remain council tax bills (36.4%), rent arrears 

(36.2%) and credit or store card loans (29.3%).

Percentage of Debt Free London Clients with each debt type

Council Tax/rates

Rent

Credit or store cards

Other non-priority debt

Benefit overpayments

Water rates

Electricity bill

Bank overdraft

Telephone bill (include mobiles)

Loans from your bank/building society

Loans from other financial groups e.g. Payday...

Gas bill

Behind with other

Catalogue debt

Court fines

Loads from family or friends

TV Licence

Social fund loan or council provided crisis loan

Mortgage

Income Tax payments

Loans from other individuals

Student loans

Service Charge Payments

Loans from your credit union or CDFI

Hire purchase agreement

36.4%

36.2%

29.3%

19.7%

18.6%

13.9%

12.1%

10.4%

9.0%

8.4%

7.8%

7.4%

5.7%

5.3%

5.2%

3.4%

2.8%

2.5%

2.1%

1.7%

1.7%

1.6%

1.4%

1.4%

1.1%
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What’s the impact of

debt on our clients? 
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80% of clients say that they worry about money 

‘quite often’ or ‘all the time’ and this ongoing 

anxiety can severely impact their wellbeing and 

ability to deal with their issues.

Sometimes, people reach a point where they 

can’t face opening letters and bills, picking up 

the phone or answering the door. This can 

obviously worsen the situation and put 

additional strain on their mental health  

and wellbeing.  

The majority of clients feel that their debt 

situation is unmanageable and they have to 

go without or cut back on essential items in 

order to cope. Yet nearly half tell us they’re 

generally ‘okay’ or ‘good’ at managing their 

money – they get by in normal circumstances, 

but the slightest financial shock can tip them 

over into debt. So this isn’t about changing 

day-to-day budgeting; it’s about finding  

ways to help people build long-term  

financial resilience.

debtfree.london | Twitter @DebtFreeLDN

Debt amount:  
£2,970

Type of debt:  
Rent arrears, TV licence, 

phone bill 

Debt solution: 
Discretionary Housing 

Payment

Nneka’s only income is Universal Credit, 

which includes housing costs. But because 

she shares her two-bedroom council flat 

with her son – who has just come out of 

prison and is also out of work – she’s liable 

for a non-dependent deduction and is 

unable to afford the shortfall. 

As a result, Nneka has started to fall  

behind with her rent and struggles to 

afford everyday essentials. When she first 

contacted us, she had rent arrears of 

around £2,500, which she was paying off  

at the rate of £56.60 per month through 

direct deduction from her Universal Credit. 

She also owed money for her TV licence 

(£150), phone bill (£150) and hire purchase 

items (£170). 

How we helped 
We talked Nneka through the difference 

between priority and non-priority debts, 

and the consequences of not meeting 

payments towards them. After compiling 

her draft financial statement, we explained 

she needed to focus on priority debts such 

as her TV licence bill, which could result in 

a Magistrates’ Court fine of up to £1,000. 

And we advised her to reduce her 

spending on non-priority bills, such as  

her Sky TV package and mobile phone. 

We also showed her how she could make 

savings, pointed her towards our online 

benefits calculator to check her 

entitlements, and helped her complete  

a Discretionary Housing Payment 

application – which was successful and 

gave her an extra £75.15 per week with 

which to pay her rent. 

This – along with a council tax reduction  

of £19 per month – has made a huge 

improvement to Nneka’s finances, allowing 

her to afford essentials and start to 

gradually pay back her creditors. Now, 

she’s feeling more in control of her life 

– and far more hopeful about the future.   

 

Nneka’s Story 

Nneka used to work as an agency support worker, 

but hasn’t worked since March due to the pandemic



The evaluation report on our Money 

Coaching pilot showed6, creditors are 

often unwilling to agree to manageable 

and affordable repayment plans 

without the assistance of a specialist 

debt advisor – emphasising the need 

for our advice and support in these 

situations.  

6  Toynbee Hall, 2020 

Chloe works as a Debt Free London Advisor at Citizen’s 
Advice Lewisham and is helping a huge number of 
struggling families every year. 

At the moment, she’s in training for her Generalist Advisor 
Certificate and has to complete a variety of online 
assessments and client appointments in order to become  
a fully qualified case worker.  

Although she hasn’t been able to see clients face-to-face 
since lockdown, Chloe has continued to support them  
over the phone and on email – offering vital assistance  
like food bank referrals and hearing  
heartbreaking stories in the process. 

“I speak to so many people who 
can’t see any light at the end of 
the tunnel. Sometimes, they’re 
even thinking about ending it 
all,” she says. “Although we’re  
not counsellors, we can 
reassure people on a human  
level and show them that 
there are ways out of their 
money problems. It’s so 
satisfying to feel like we’re 
making a difference.” 

Chloe’s storyWhat help are 

we providing? 
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The vast majority of our clients need help  

to understand their options, so we provide  

free, expert advice on the various ways out  

of their debt.  

debtfree.london | Twitter @DebtFreeLDN

need support to  
approach their creditor

whilst many need help with potential 
enforcement or recovery action

Most clients also

60%

41%



Each year, thousands of Londoners 

tell us about their journey into 

financial difficulty. We believe it’s not 

just our responsibility to help them 

find their way back to financial health. 

We also believe it’s our duty to learn 

from their stories about the persistent 

drivers of debt, like low pay and job 

insecurity, unaffordable housing, the 

lack of effective income protection at 

times of ill health, and the challenges 

of digital and financial exclusion. So 

while we work with each client to help 

them find the best solution to their 

specific circumstances, we also work 

with government, industry and civil 

society partners to understand and 

address the true causes of problem 

debt. Our vision is of a London that 

one day is truly debt free. 

In the past, we’ve focused on being 

physically available in over 55 

locations during the week.

Going forward, we will continue to 

evaluate the best deployment of our 

resources, monitoring the locations 

which are at capacity with the number 

of clients seeking advice to determine 

if there is a need to employ additional 

full-time advisors. 

We’re also piloting new ways in which 

people can reach us – for instance, 

through video pods in local libraries, 

designed for those who don’t have 

access to technology at home, or  

are not tech-savvy enough to use  

it on their own. 

In these pods, people will be able  

to press one button and be instantly 

connected to an advisor via FaceTime. 

This innovative approach can help 

more people reach us at a time when 

they don’t want to travel far but don’t 

have good digital access at home. It’s 

an innovative approach, which is 

needed at a time like this. We’re excited 

to be trialling these pods through our 

partners in Islington very soon. 

A new way of  
assessing debt 
We’ve also launched our new Budget 

Planner which, where the client allows 

us to, uses their Open Banking service 

to quickly check the extent of a 

client’s debt and give advisors the full 

story of their financial situation. 

This will be a real time-saver – at the 

moment, many of our clients come in 

clutching carrier bags full of 

unopened letters and bills, which 

advisors must trawl through to work 

out money owing, income and 

expenditure. Often, clients might 

present with one kind of debt, but 

forget to mention several others.  

So it sometimes takes two or three 

appointments to comprehend and 

compile everything correctly.

But with our new Budget Planner, 

this process can happen in just a few 

minutes. Using the same technology 

as mortgage or credit card application 

companies, it instantly pulls together 

the last three months of transactions 

for clients with online banking. And 

this will significantly free up the 

capacity of our advisors – allowing  

us to reach many more clients.   

With demand for our services set to 

double or even triple going forward, 

this improved efficiency couldn’t 

come at a better time. And in the 

months ahead – as we start to count 

the true cost of the coronavirus crisis 

– we’ll be doing everything we can to 

strengthen our services still further. 

One thing’s for sure: we have the 

challenge of a lifetime ahead of us. 

But together, we can overcome it  

and support so many Londoners 

in desperate need of our help. 

Looking forward to a

post-coronavirus world
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As we look ahead to the future and brace 

ourselves for hugely increased demand, our 

priority is to ensure we’re accessible to every 

single person who needs us.  
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We’re keen to partner with Local 

Authorities, housing associations and 

other relevant organisations in order to 

reach more families through direct 

referrals. If you’d be interested in finding 

out more, please get in touch at  

www.debtfree.london. 

Can you help us reach

further in future? 



Together, the partnership provides  

free face-to-face and telephone advice 

to anyone who is struggling with or 

worried about debt, wherever they live 

in the capital. The partners work with 

many local groups to provide outreach 

and other services – guided by the 

following seven principles…

We strive to:

1 �	Be independent and on their side 

2 	Be visible and easy to find 

3 	� Be approachable and clear 

4 	� Provide an expert advisor 

5 	� Ensure continuity from advisors 

6 	� Help them to break the cycle  

from their own personal debt 

7 	� Have a wider impact and  

challenge the causes of debt

About the 

Debt Free 

London Partnership 
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Debt Free London is a partnership of  

charities, each with deep roots and strong 

connections to communities across London,  

led by Toynbee Hall and funded by the Money 

Advice and Pensions Service. 

About

Toynbee Hall

As well as leading the Debt Free London partnership, 

Toynbee Hall works with the government, the local 

authority and a wide range of other organisations  

to help Londoners get the most from our great city. 

Central to all our work is ensuring that those with  

real, lived experience of poverty and inequality are  

the ones driving change and helping to influence  

long-term solutions to the systemic issues which  

cause such damage to our communities. 

Toynbee Hall is a long-established charity based 

in East London that helps people in the local 

community to find and build opportunities, 

access justice and break free from the poverty 

and uncertainty that can hold them back. 
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