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Executive Summary

In 2007, Citizens Advice embarked on an ambitious new stage of its Financial Skills for Life programme. It was supported by its key partner, Prudential, together with Friends Provident Foundation, and Abbey Charitable Trust.

During the year, the programme funded the delivery of financial education sessions both direct to low income adults; and to ‘front-line workers’ in many statutory and voluntary organisations, so they in turn could support their clients with financial skills.  16 bureaux were funded; 8 as ‘seedcorn bureaux’ which had never done financial capability work before, and the other half as ‘development bureaux’ seeking to build on previous delivery experience.  

The programme also initiated 14 regional financial capability forums covering all of England and Wales, led either by bureaux or by local partners involved in financial capability work. They were established as deliberately inclusive. They are open to everyone in the region with an interest in this work – to network, share best practice, engage in funded and other partnerships, and build capacity.
This report describes and evaluates this bureaux and forum activity.
Bureaux grants
The report describes different ways in which bureaux undertook their “seedcorn” and “development” activity. The programme reached nearly 4,700 adults direct, and an estimated 26,800 people via frontline workers. In all, 6,500 learner sessions were delivered by the 16 bureaux. 

The sessions were typically run for 1-2 hours, making substantial (but not exclusive) use of materials produced or identified by the central Citizens Advice team. Some sessions were directed to end-beneficiaries, and others to frontline workers in a wide range of organisations. In both cases, particular emphasis was put on reaching and meeting the needs of low income adults.

The feedback from session learners was very favourable. More importantly, the confidence of both the end-beneficiaries and the frontline workers in their personal finance skills significantly increased after the sessions. Interestingly, the frontline workers reported the greater increase in confidence. 

On average, frontline workers accounted for about 20-30% of the bureaux session learners. There is an important issue about how many end-beneficiary clients can be expected to benefit indirectly from this learning. For example, how many tenants will benefit from the greater understanding of a housing association worker who has been to a bureau training session. The report concludes that more analysis is needed by all financial education deliverers, but considers that the present Citizens Advice estimate of a 1 to 15 multiplier effect is certainly conservative.
The report reviews the cost per learner session (i.e. the cost of delivering a session divided by the number of session participants). The costs across all bureaux averaged out at some £30-40 per learner session. This is significantly less than the average cost of just over £100 identified in a similar Financial Skills for Life grant scheme run 2-3 years earlier. To an extent this reflects the experience and resources that have been built up in recent years.

The learner session costs differed substantially between bureaux, particularly amongst the “seedcorn“ participants. Understandably, reasons include the different “business models“ adopted, and the circumstances in which sessions are delivered. For example, the lowest average cost related to the regular delivery of sessions to relatively large end-beneficiary groups organised within Colchester Military Corrective Training Centre.

Forums

The 14 forums are a significant innovation, and have all held at least four meetings. They have attracted 800 participants in their first year of operation. Whilst over 100 bureaux have attended, the forums have succeeded in involving many other local and regional organisations. 90% of attendees surveyed considered forums either “useful “ or “ very useful”.

The forums are providing a means for delivery organisations to develop a better understanding of each others’ interests, and potential for partnership activity. They have already provided an important place for a wide range of organisations to engage. These have included credit unions, housing associations, pfeg, the FSA, the DWP, trading standards, community regeneration officers, youth workers, teachers, courts and probation services, the federation of small businesses, and the BBC.  

The forums are actively encouraging and facilitating funded work by their members. By the end of 2008 they will have channelled over £500,000 from a number of initiatives funded by various national public and private sector funders.

Challenges

There is general appreciation among bureaux for the funding and training support that has been available from Citizens Advice central team. 

Significant further expansion of activity by bureaux and partners will require them to identify how they can best exploit the geography of their local political and funding landscape.  This can partly be solved by developing guidance from Citizens Advice, and by ensuring that the bureaux have sufficient time, resources and funding to devote to this.

There are issues to be decided about how best training can be resourced, quality assured, supported and delivered at both national and local level.

Frontline workers are an important means of extending the reach of financial education. Further work needs to be done to decide which are the best types of organisations to be involved, and to better assess frontline workers’ reach and impact.

Consideration should be given to how the Forums could be aligned with the English Regions and Wales; as well as local authority structures.

Conclusion
The report recognises that there are many other programmes of financial capability training being delivered across the country by a host of other organisations.  It concludes that what distinguishes this programme from most others, and makes it one of the most important financial capability initiatives that has been undertaken in the UK, is that it seeks to:

· apply a nationally co-ordinated approach to the delivery of financial learning;

· make operational links with other local and regional agencies that have an interest in the financial skills of the public;

· provide a regional, non-partisan ‘space’ for involved local players from all organisations to meet, discuss areas of common interest, learn from each other and form working partnerships; and

· tie together the areas of local delivery and regional policy into a co-ordinated approach. 
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