Research findings on debt ‘outreach’ advice
Alexy Buck from the Legal Services Research Centre flags up a major study into ‘debt outreach’ services and their success in reaching some of the most vulnerable people in our society…

Valuable clues and key lessons into outreach debt advice for disadvantaged groups of people are available now, following a three-year study.

The summary research report presents results from the evaluation of the ‘Outreach Advice for Debt problems’.

The LSC received £6 million from HM Treasury’s Financial Inclusion Fund to pilot money advice outreach services across England and Wales.

Findings should be of interest to everyone concerned with shaping and delivering outreach advice – especially for debt problems.

Outreach advice was set up in locations such as prisons, family centres, housing offices, community finance organisations and other community venues. Advice was also provided through home visits and video link facilities.

Success of outreach advice

Research findings show that the outreach services were very successful in reaching socially and financially excluded people who had not sought advice before. New partnerships were built and advice delivered at new locations.

Positive outcomes for clients included:

•• setting up of payments plans

•• preventing the loss of a home or utilities disconnection

•• gaining nearly £1.9 million in client income over 12 months.

The advice also achieved ‘softer’ outcomes such as reduced stress and, importantly, changed attitudes to advice seeking. Clients interviewed as part of the research reported an improved awareness of what advice could do for them, and said they would seek advice at an earlier stage in the future.

Developing partnerships

The research highlighted how outreach needs to be moulded to specific challenges ‘on the ground’, with different types of outreach locations serving different users and having to overcome different barriers.
The research report also sets out what workwhen developing partnerships and effective referrals from outreach partners to debt advisers, including:

•• early engagement of partners at a strategic level, as well as time to develop partnerships at an operational level

•• identifying logistical issues, such as referral mechanisms and access to interview rooms

•• clear channels of communication between the advice agency and the partner organisation and ongoing relationship management

•• training delivery partners to act as ‘problem noticers’.

Costs

In terms of costs, outreach cases tended to take less time and so cost less than mainstream advice work.

However, when costs were considered in terms of total project funding, the data suggested that outreach advice costs more than standard advice services. This reflects an unavoidable overhead or fixed cost associated with outreach services.

Research and evaluation

A variety of research methods were used to examine the impact of the outreach debt advice and the processes  This included:

•• face-to-face survey of target groups in 25 different outreach locations

•• investigation of the processes, effectiveness and early impacts of debt outreach advice, focusing on provider and partner perspectives

•• impact of debt outreach advice on clients, including reasons for using outreach advice

•• cost and effectiveness analysis of outreach advice.

The LSRC was responsible for the evaluation of the money advice outreach pilots.

The different research phases were carried out in-house by the LSRC, and by expert researchers from ECOTEC and the Personal Finance Research Centre at the University of Bristol.
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What is ‘outreach’ advice?

Outreach often refers to services that are made available in locations where they would not usually be accessible. 

These outreach locations are mostly community-based.

There are different outreach delivery models. They include outreach delivered in a specific, separate site such as a high street shop – or using another organisation’s premises such as a room in a community centre, housing office or credit union.

Outreach delivery can also involve the use of new technologies, such as video-link facilities situated in libraries or supermarkets.

Outreach locations are typically close to the target group – ie those who would not normally use a service in its institutional setting.

Client engagement

The key to ‘outreach’ is client engagement. The terms vulnerability, disadvantage and in particular ‘hard-to-reach’ are often used in this context.

They are used to indicate groups of people who do not access mainstream services and need to be ‘engaged’ to take up (outreach) provision.

The expectation is that outreach is a more accessible and effective way of reaching out to and helping disadvantaged and ‘hard-to-reach’ individuals than mainstream provision.

‘Hard-to-reach’ is often put in apostrophes, to highlight the assumptions that may sometimes inform its use.

Key characteristic

Another key characteristic of outreach services is that they typically draw on partnerships and networks with other service providers. So relationship building – with partners as well as users and potential users – is important for successful outreach delivery.

Potential benefits reaped from partnership working include co-location of services, cross referrals and effective targeting.
