
Barometer
Debt solutions

Citizens Advice helped 353,000 people with debt queries over the last 12 months.  
17% were advised on insolvency options – debt relief orders (DROs), individual 
voluntary arrangements (IVAs) and bankruptcy. This barometer explores the changes 
in the numbers of people seeking insolvency options over the last 12 months.

“People in Cornwall are hit 
by a combination of low-
paid, insecure work and 
high living costs, meaning 
they can easily get into 
debt. Last year, we saw a 
stack of people with more 
than £15,000 of debt they 
couldn’t repay, and we 
helped them get a DRO 
when the threshold was 
raised. We still see people 
who aren’t eligible for a 
DRO, and bankruptcy or 
IVAs aren’t suitable either 
- for example people who
own a home but have no
spare income.”

David Ogden 
Debt Advice Supervisor 
Citizens Advice Cornwall

As the economy has improved and credit has become more 
widely available, the numbers of people seeking bankruptcy 
has fallen by 18% in the first quarter of 2015/16, in comparison 
to the year before.

Insolvency options 
explained

Debt relief orders 
(DROs) write 
off debt up to 
£20,000. Eligibility 
criteria includes 
having £50 or less 
a month spare 
and assets below 
£1,000. It costs 
£90 to apply.

Bankruptcy can 
write off your 
debts, but if you 
have any assets 
these may be sold 
to repay some of 
the debt. There is 
a £680 fee.

Individual 
voluntary 
arrangements 
(IVAs) involve 
you paying a 
proportion of 
your debt, and 
the remainder is 
written off. You’ll 
have debts to 
multiple creditors, 
and £100 a month 
spare. Costs are 
around £5,000.

Individual voluntary arrangement (IVA)
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In October 2015, the amount 
of debt covered by a DRO was 
raised from £15,000 to £20,000. 
Since then, the numbers of 
people seeking advice on DROs 
has increased.

11%
increase in 
the number 
of people 
advised on 
DROs in Q1 
compared 
to Q1 the 
previous year

16% of
people who 
received a DRO 
via Citizens 
Advice in the 
last 12 months 
had between 
£15,000 and 
£20,000 of debt



31% 
council tax 
arrears

21% 
Water and 
sewage

40% 
are employed

28% 
unsecured loans

15% 
Overdrafts

44% 
have dependent 
children

26% 
credit, store and 
charge cards

15% 
Catalogue and 
mail order

35% 
not working as 
permanently sick, 
disabled, carer, 
retired

People we helped with DROs had an average of 5 debts each. 
The most common debt was council tax arrears.

Gillian Guy 
Chief Executive of 
Citizens Advice

Many people want to pay off 
their debts but struggle to 
get a repayment agreement 
their creditors will stick to. 
At the moment creditors are 
free to change plans and ask 
for full debt repayment at 
short notice, leaving people 
who can’t pay with no choice 
but to apply for DROs or 
bankruptcy. There needs to be 
an affordable repayment plan 
that creditors have a duty to 
honour, so that people can pay 
off debts gradually without 
reaching crisis point.

Debt relief orders – what debts did 
people have?

Who are our clients?

“In 2012 the family 
construction business 
went under, and I lost 
both my job and my 
home. I had a breakdown 
and was unable to work. 
Although I claimed 
Employment and 
Support Allowance I 
could barely afford food, 
and I ended up owing 
£6000 in overdrafts and 
credit cards which I had 
no chance of repaying. 
Citizens Advice helped 
me to get a DRO, which 
set me free. I am no 
longer afraid of opening 
my mail, and I’m starting 
to get back into work.”

Ben, 39, Cumbria


