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Executive Summary

Introduction

This document summarises the findings from an evaluation of the Financial Skills for Life. The project undertaken by Citizens Advice and funded by Prudential plc.

The objective of Financial Skills for Life was to test and develop the capacity of Citizens Advice and its member bureaux to organize and deliver preventative financial capability education. The project ran for three years (from 2003 to 2005), in nine bureaux and was primarily directed at a diverse range of adult hard to reach groups
. 

The nine bureaux who took part in Financial Skills for Life represented a wide geographical and social spread across England and Wales.  They included bureaux based in the relatively prosperous Thames Valley, in a Merseyside urban regeneration area, and rural North Wales. Targeted groups included pre-release prisoners, mental health service users, refugees, older people and young adults not in training education or employment. 

The bureaux were assisted in developing their work, and the overall project was administered by, two national Citizens Advice staff.  This team also identified, and became a resource to, another 70 bureaux offering a range of local financial capability services.

Evaluation methodology

ECOTEC Research and Consulting Ltd was commissioned to carry out the evaluation of the pilot projects.  The evaluation involved analysis of the monitoring information provided by pilots and interviews with pilot managers, staff, partners and beneficiaries. 

What was done? 

In most cases bureaux started from scratch – typically using a new post dedicated to financial capability work. Bureaux treated financial capability as a distinct area of work requiring its own skills and approach. They found it was important for financial capability workers to have:

· teaching and presentation skills; and

· the ability to market to, and work proactively with, delivery partners, local media and potential longer term funders.

Whilst it was useful to able to draw on experience of debt advice and other related experience, it was not necessary for trainers to have been debt advisers.

Individual bureaux developed a lot of their own training materials. It proved essential to draw on local knowledge, to focus on “life stage” events, and to tailor materials to particular beneficiaries’ needs. Four topics were common to all nine pilots: budgeting, saving, credit and borrowing, and managing debt. This is a nascent area for all providers, and the central Citizens Advice team provided an important role in helping bureaux share experiences and develop materials which represent best training practice.

Bureaux developed their own ways of working, learning and adapting their methods during the project. There was a wide variety of experience: 

· all bureaux provided training to 'end-user' clients ('first-tier' training), whilst five also did a substantial amount of training for workers in community-facing intermediaries ('second tier' training ).

· Practice varied from single, relatively short stand-alone sessions to a series of longer sessions, often integrated into a wider programme of training being delivered by a partner agency. Whilst most session participation was voluntary, on occasion it formed part of a programme where there were clear incentives to attend, such as a training for work initiative which affected state benefit levels.

· The nature of partnership working with other agencies (all of which were voluntary or public sector community-facing organisations) varied considerably. Sometimes they were one-off initiatives; others were based on establishing close and long-standing links. Some sessions were run with single partners, others with a mix. Nearly all training took place at a partner’s usual venue, rather than the bureau.

The evaluation considered bureaux to be most effective when training was delivered:

· to a small group of people (10 or less) with shared needs and interests, where content was tailored to their identified interests, and use made of practical examples which had day–to-day and local relevance.  Larger groups tend to result in training being done with less depth / relevance;

· as part of a partner agency’s existing programme held in familiar surroundings, and in “ bite-size” chunks;

· by bureau workers able to blend sound financial and local knowledge with good training skills; and

· to workers in intermediary organizations as well as end users.  This maximized bureaux appreciation of end user needs, had an important multiplier effect, and helped embed greater financial capability confidence within the intermediary organization.

Outcomes

The evaluation identified some significant outcomes for clients. Most immediately, individuals displayed greater confidence around personal finance, resulting in reduced financial exclusion. They:

· were better equipped to head off potential debt problems;

· showed a greater understanding of budgeting, and savings strategies;

· had better awareness of government entitlements and sources of help, improving their access to housing and training opportunities; and

· were willing to try new financial services and products.

Longer term benefits showed that these outcomes lasted.  Individuals surveyed some months afterwards showed they had changed their patterns of behaviour, had improved economic wellbeing, and increased their savings. They had:

· adhered to budgeting plans and continued to take effective measures to avoid debt; and

· felt empowered to avoid poor deals, exploitative lending practices and excessive borrowing.

In all, the nine bureaux’ provided face-to-face training to well over 6,000 clients. Whilst these were mainly “end-user” clients, bureaux also up-skilled workers in intermediary partner organisations who cascaded what they learnt to their clients. In practice, therefore, the total end-user reach was substantially greater. 

In addition to achieving these client outcomes, complementing their debt advice work, bureaux felt they benefited from:

· developing and learning from new, wider and more effective partnerships in their local communities.  This was particularly the case with credit unions with which there seemed to be a natural pairing, and with agencies serving hard to reach groups; and

· the central Citizens Advice capacity to provide training, identify useful materials and facilitate sharing of best practice. 

Cost effectiveness

There were significant differences in simple unit delivery costs between the pilots; from £34 per client in Bracknell to £233 in Wigan.  These variations reflect a number of factors, including:

· the types and size of groups worked with; 

· the relative difficulty of identifying the right groups and marketing the service; 

· the level of 'repeat business'; and,

· handling follow-up requests one to one advice. 

The running costs for each pilot remained fairly constant over time, but with in-year fluctuations in numbers trained.

Unit costs, which averaged £105 per client across the whole project, are inevitably a crude calculation. In particular, they:

· do not take account of the multiplier effect of 'second tier' training delivered to intermediaries who in turn reached a much larger number of end user clients; and

· might be expected to reduce over time as more bureaux take advantage of the pilots’ learning curve, and as the pilots themselves benefit fully from their own investment in creating materials and partnerships.

That said, and partly off-setting this, the unit costing did not take account of the costs of the central team - essential for bureaux to operate effectively, and to encourage new ones to undertake the activity.

Even so, the present average cost compares well with other community and voluntary sector provision and shows good value for money. In 2003-4 the estimated cost of bureaux providing crisis debt advice was some £160 – £350 per case. Costs should also be set in the context of the personal well-being benefits identified; the potential longer term reductions in demand for debt advice; and the wider economic and social benefits of improving financial inclusion.

Recommendations

In conclusion, there is excellent potential to mainstream financial education within Citizen's Advice. The project achieved impressive outcomes, particularly with 'hard to reach' groups, and added considerable value to partners' own provision. Financial education sat well with money advice and provided a complementary service, although the skills and competencies of staff were found to be quite distinct in each case. 

ECOTEC's recommendations are to: 

· mainstream the role of a 'financial education trainer' within Citizen's Advice.  A potential model involves placing a trainer in each local / sub regional area, to support a number of bureaux and their partners. The post would require knowledge of marketing, fund-raising and evaluation methods, as well as engagement practice;

· reinforce the ability of the central Citizens Advice team to facilitate the development of financial capability in more bureaux, and with a wider range of partners.  This would include exploring ways of addressing the demands and opportunities posed by this emerging activity for both bureau management and volunteers. 

· continue with efforts to influence the overall funding environment at a national level.  The team should also further develop a national 'bank' of training materials for financial capability based on the four core themes from the project
 together with data on the effectiveness of different approaches in achieving desired outcomes;

· expand the programme of 'second tier' training with intermediaries, through continued support for partners to deliver elements of financial capability support to their own clients.  This would include training for bureaux staff in the development of partnerships and engaging with a wide range of community-facing partner agencies from community, housing, credit union, education/training, the public sector, and other voluntary sector organisations.  A 'tool-kit' of effective methodology, would be useful, including marketing the product, and identifying / better exploiting funding opportunities in this new area;

· strengthen links with partners' programmes, and offer a secure niche for financial capability education within existing provision such as learning programmes commissioned by prison and probation services and training for work programmes.  In addition further consideration should be given to the potential for funding from regional and local sources such as Learning and Skills Councils, and Local Strategic Partnerships; and,

· develop an enhanced Citizens Advice central team to provide wide-ranging support and resources to bureaux delivering financial capability services.





































� The work of the project should be distinguished from the more traditional – and constantly growing – crisis debt advice service offered by all 450 bureaux in England and Wales.


� Budgeting, saving, credit and borrowing and managing debt
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