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This report covers clients recorded by Citizens Advice Bedford in October 2020. As well as
providing the regular overview of client numbers overall and by issue, it focuses on an analysis
of the client profile for the month and compares it to the client profiles for October 2019 and
February 2020 (i.e. the same month a year ago and the last full month before the pandemic,
and the government’s response, properly impacted).
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1. The Wider Picture
1.1

During September the early optimism gave way to growing concerns about a second
wave and its impact on people’s jobs. This continued through October.


On the 12th October The Food Foundation released the results of a survey1 at
the end of August shows that
o
29% of children aged 8-17 are registered for Free School Meals, with
42% of these children newly registered to the scheme.
o
64% of the newly registered children are from households where the
main earners report being in higher income occupations compared to
36% from lower income occupations.
o
32% of households with children have experienced a drop in income
since late March



On the 14th October The Guardian reported that ONS figures show that in
August the unemployment rate rose to 4.5% compared to 4.1% in July and I
the three month to August the number of people being made redundant
increased by 114,000 almost doubling the total number.2



22 Oct The Guardian3 reported that the Financial Conduct Authority had found
that:
o
12 million adults were struggling to pay their bills – up by 2 million
since February
o
31% of households had seen a drop in their income, typically a quarter
of their previous income. Households of BAME background had fared
the worst.
o
One in five young adults are likely to be seeking debt advice
compared to one in fifty in the 55-60 yr age group

1.2

Concerns about the impact on children led to calls to extend the Free School Meals
voucher system that had been in place over the summer, through the October halfterm holiday. On 21st October a motion to extend free school meals through the
holidays until Easter 2021, was defeated in the House of Commons.

1.3

Concerns about the medical impact of the second wave were also very real. At its
meeting on 8th October the Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) noted
that:
“In England the numbers of infections and hospital admissions exceed the
Reasonable Worst Case Scenario (RWCS) planning levels at this time. Nearterm projections indicate the number of deaths is highly likely to exceed RWCS
planning levels within the next two weeks. Well over 100 new deaths per day
are projected to occur within 2 weeks, even if strict new interventions are put
in place immediately. And that “If there are no decisive interventions, continued
growth would have the potential to overwhelm the NHS, including the continued
delivery of non-Covid treatments”4.

1

Demand For Free School Meals Rises Sharply As The Economic Impact Of Covid 19 On Families
Bites (Food Foundation Press Release, October 2020) https://foodfoundation.org.uk/
2

The Guardian 14th October 2020 p1: Record rise in people being made redundant

3

The Guardian 22 October 2020 p8: Financial Hit: one in three households losing out.
SAGE 61 minutes: Coronavirus (COVID-19) response, 8 October 2020.
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sage-61-minutes-coronavirus-covid-19-response-8october-2020)
4
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1.4

Rather than having a national lockdown with significant impact on the economy the
Government announced a new scheme of levels of local “lockdown”
 On the 12th October: Liverpool was put into Tier 3, the other areas subject
to local lockdowns were Tier 2, the rest of the country being Tier 1.
 On 15th the Government announced that London, Essex and parts of
Derbyshire would be subject to Tier 2 restrictions.
 By 22 October most of the urban centres were subject to the additional
restrictions: The North East, York, West Yorkshire, Nottinghamshire,
Birmingham, London and Essex were in Tier 2 while South Yorkshire,
Liverpool, Greater Manchester and parts of Lancashire were in Tier 3.

1.5

With infection rates still increasing and no clear route out of Tier 3 levels of lockdown,
the prime minister announced, on 21st October that there would be a second national
lockdown from 5th November until 2 nd December, the governments of Scotland and
Wales had already announced more severe measures.
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2. Overall Client Numbers
2.1

Client numbers continue to reflect the seasonal patterns seen in previous years with a
fall-off in September and a recovery in October (see Chart 1). The fluctuation however,
is less pronounced than it was in 2018 or 2019. In fact client numbers for 2020 to date
also show a slight upward trend across the ten months as a whole compared to 2018
and 2019 both of which show downward trends through the year. It will be interesting
to see how far client numbers fall in November and December compared to previous
years.
Chart 1: Client Numbers 2018/20
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It is also worth noting that client numbers since June, have not been that different from
those of 2018 suggesting that the public have got used to the idea of accessing help
remotely.

Chart 2a: Clients with Covid-19 Related issues
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Chart 2a & 2b compare overall client number to those whose issues have been tagged
as being related to the pandemic. The pattern of these do not appear to relate to the
overall numbers but more to what is happening in terms of the government’s response:
 numbers were high in April and May (45% & 38% of all clients), during the
initial lockdown;
 they then fall away as the lockdown ended and the economy started up again;
 the numbers flatten out in September and October to around 15%.
If this is so then we should expect Covid-19 related numbers to increase in November
is response to the second national lockdown.
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Chart 2b: Clients with Covid -19 Related issues as % of
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2.4

Although only 15% of clients link their issues to the pandemic this is not evenly spread
across all issues (see Chart 3): clients with Employment issues are more likely to relate
it to the pandemic (21% of all Employment clients) while those with Debt issues are
less likely to (10% of Debt clients). Benefits, Universal Credit and Housing are all close
to the average.
Chart 3: Covid 19 Related as % of all clients with issue
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In terms of actual numbers the use of email as a channel of communication continues
to increase since the start of the pandemic in late March. However Telephone
numbers are also up as is the proportion of clients: 55% of all contacts were by phone
in October compared to 47% and 48% in August and September respectively.
Chart 4: Clients by Channel of Communication
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3. Clients by Issue
3.1

The proportions of clients by the issues they raise, continues to change. However the
pattern has stabilised in that since June the proportion of Employment and Housing
clients have remained significantly lower than those with Benefits or Universal Credit
issues, reflecting the relative positions in January/February (see Chart 5):
 Debt remains suppressed though steady at around 21% of all clients,
compared to 40% in January/February before the initial lockdown was
imposed.
 Benefits & Tax Credits has been fairly consistent throughout at between 20%
and 30% of all clients.
 Universal Credit has continued its gradual downward trend since its peak in
April/May. However it is still higher than in January/February
 Employment has also continued to fall and in October was as low as it was in
January/February.
 Housing has continued to be higher, at 15% of all clients, than in
January/February when it was around 10%.
Chart 5: Clients by issue as % of All
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However this is only to suggest that the balance of issues presented by clients is
returning to its pre-pandemic levels in relation to each other. Another way of looking
at client numbers by issue is to compare them to previous years.

Chart 6: Clients: Benefits & Tax
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3.3

Although Benefits and Tax Credit client numbers remain high as a proportion of all
clients, they are low in actual numbers when compared to 2018 and 2019 (see Chart
6). Here numbers were at their highest in the first six months of 2018, fell through
most of 2019 and have remained fairly steady through 2020 despite the impact of the
pandemic on people’s lives. In October 2020 client numbers were three quarters of
that of October 2019 and half that of 2018.

3.4

Universal Credit numbers have increased, since January 2020 and picked up
dramatically in May-July and since June client numbers have been comparable to
those of 2018 (Chart 7). This increase is probably a reflection of the increase in claims
during the firct lockdown when lay-offs forced a latge number of people into the
benefits system5.

3.5

As mentioned in the previous report, the number of Debt clients has reflected the
seasonal pattern of 2018 and 2019, though the variation is flatter (Chart 8) This
continues to support the view that the measures taken during the early part of the
pandemic to protect people with loans, overdrafts etc is still supressing the true level
of Debt. Given the drop in client numbers in April the inference is that without these
measures October’s client numbers would be comparable to those of October 2018.
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Chart 9: Clients: Employment

Chart 8: Clients: Debt
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3.6

Employment clients appear to have peaked with numbers for August – October being
broadly similar to those of previous years (Chart 9).This is not to say that numbers
might not peak again as the economic impact of the second national lockdown
becomes apparent.

3.7

Housing numbers (Chart 10) fluctuate as much as in previous years. Through
summer they were higher than in previous years, having been lower in January –
March. However, all three years show a general upward trend for January – October
which has been getting stronger each year. It is likely then that the pandemic has
aggravated an underlying problem in the Housing sector rather than created a problem
in itself.

See for example Monitoring Report 3 para 1.4 or Monitoring Report 4 para 1.3
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Chart 10: Clients: Housing
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3.8

Whether Employment clients has finally peaked or not is unclear. It is likely that
Universal Credit numbers will continue to rise slowly, as will Housing clients (though
probably at a faster rate given the current trend). The number of Debt clients is likely
to continue slowly rising but will only “recover” to its pre-pandemic levels once all the
current protections are lifted.
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4. The Client Profile
4.1

Previous reports have commented upon how the client profile appears to have changed
during the course of the pandemic as the economic impact affects different groups of
people. To clarify and highlight these shifts this section will compare clients in October
2020 with those of October 2019 (i.e. a year ago) and February 2020 (i.e. the last full
month before the impacts started to be felt).

Chart 11: Recorded Client Data as % of All Clients
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4.2

One impact of the shift away from Face-to-Face interviews has been a drop in the
recording of personal data. Chart 11 shows the percentage of all clients whose details
have been recorded across the range of dimensions analysed in this section. The
proportions recorded in October 2019 and February 2020 are broadly the same across
all the selected dimensions. The recording rate for October is about half that of the
other months across all dimensions except Gender and Age.

4.3

Gender; There has
Chart 12: % Clients by Gender (where known)
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showing a broadly
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56.68
59.45
60.85
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with
the
proportions
for
Female Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
October 2020 being
somewhere between
the two but closer to
October 2019.

4.4

Age: the Age profile of clients (Chart 13) for all three months show a strong focus on
them being of working age (20-59yrs) which is what we would expect given the focus of
CAB work. The profiles for both October 2019 and February show multiple spikes along
the 30-59yrs age range. The fact that they are at different points within that range could
simply be a normal monthly variation in the actual ages of clients. The profile for October
2020 in contrast shows a single distinctive peak at the 25/29yrs age group which then
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falls gradually to the 60/64yrs age group where, as with the previous months, it falls
sharply. In October 2020 the 25-34yrs age groups formed 25% of all clients compared
to just under 20% in February and 21% in October 2019. Overall clients in October
2020 were younger, which would fit with the view that the economic effects of the
pandemic are impacting dis proportionately on the younger generation, though from the
data this does not appear to be as great as we might have expected.
Chart 13: Clients by Age Group (as % of all known)
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4.5

Income; Previous reports
have already commented
Chart 14a: Clients by Income (as % of all known)
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4.6

The shift in the Income profile is clearer if we take the proportions of clients below three
key income levels6:
 Below £2,000 pcm - The average salary for Bedford is approx. £2,080 pcm
 Below £1,500 pcm - The Benefits Cap is approx. £1,600 pcm
 Below £600 - The maximum State pension is approx. £700

The income levels are set to coincide with the income groups used by CAB when collecting data
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As can be seen in Chart 14b the proportion of clients on the lowest income has dropped
by just under a third from 29% of all clients to 21%, those below the Benefits Cap have
also dropped though not by such a great margin. The increase has been in those above
the level of the Benefits Cap but below the Average Income. This group who might be
described as the Just Managing has more than doubled since October 2019 from 8% of
all clients to over 17% in October 2020. However, this cannot be entirely due to the
effects of the pandemic since the figure in February was 13%, roughly mid-way. As with
Housing issues it would appear that the impact of the pandemic has aggravated an
existing trend.
Chart 14b: % of Clients on Low Incomes
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4.7

Occupation (Chart 15): the
percentage of clients who
are in employment has also
increased.
This
is 100%
particularly true of those in
Full-time employment (i.e. 90%
30hrs & over) which has
increased from 21% in 80%
February to over 27% in 70%
October. All those in some
form of paid employment, 60%
including the self-employed 50%
has increased from 39% in
February to 47% in October. 40%
This probably links to the
shift in the Income profile 30%
already discussed and 20%
supports the view that it is
people on low incomes but 10%
not, in the past reliant on
0%
Benefits, who are most
affected by the economic
impact of the pandemic.

Chart 15: Clients by Occupation
(as % of all known)
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4.8

Marital Status: there has
also been a clear shift
towards clients who are in
some form of relationship
with a 10% drop in the
proportion of Single clients
since October 2019 and an
8% increase in Couples
(Chart 16)

Chart 16: Clients by Marital Status
(as % of all known)
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4.9

4.10

Ethnicity
(Chart
17):
Although the majority of
clients are White British,
there has been a steady
increase in the percentage
of BAME clients which
appears to be unrelated to
the pandemic in that there
was a significant shift
between October 2019 and
February. However, this
appears to be concentrated
in Asian / Asian British
clients: this group have
doubled as a percentage
from 6% in October 2019,
to 12% in February and just
over 14% in October.
Household (Chart 18)
Looking at clients by
Household confirms the
increase in Couples or
Single people noted
under Marital Status.
What is also noticeable
is the increase in all
households
with
dependent
children
from 32% to 45% over
the year, three quarters
of this growth has been
since
February,
suggesting that the
impact of the pandemic
has accelerated an
existing trend rather
than created one.

Chart 17: Clients by Ethnicity
(as % of all known)
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Chart 18: Clients by Household (as % of all known)
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4.11

4.12

Housing Tenure (Chart
19): the most significant
shift in terms of the
Housing Tenure of
clients is the increase in
clients who are Social
Housing tenants which
has jumped from 34% of
all clients in February to
43% in October. As a
contrast there has been
a drop in clients who are
staying with friends.
Both of these shifts
would appear to be due
to the impact of the
pandemic since there
was
little
change
between October 2019
and February.

Chart 19: Housing Tenure of Clients (as % of all
known)
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Overall he client profile figures indicate a clear increase in families (ie couples or
individuals with dependent children) in social housing. These clients tend to be people
in employement on low incomes but not low enough to qualify for benefits.
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5. Summary & Observations

5.1

Overall client numbers are holding despite the restrictions imposed because of the
pandemic. Numbers are confirming to the seasonal variations seen in previous
years but are not as marked and there is an upward trend to the 2020 client numbers
over the year compared to a downward one in previous years. (paras 2.1-2)

5.2

There has been a slight but steady increase in clients with issues about Universal
Credit while those with issues relating to other Benefits & Tax Credits have remained
fairly consistent. It is likely that this is due to the increase in claims during the first
lockdown and the continuing impact of the pandemic on the economy. (paras 3.3-4)

5.3

Employment issues appear to have peaked with the number of clients continuing to
fall from the March/July peak, though it does appear to be flattening (para 3.6). Not
surprisingly Employment issues are also disproportionately linked to the pandemic
(para 2.4)

5.4

Housing is increasing as a concern. As an issue it has shown a sharper rise over
the year than previous years and it would appear that the pandemic has made an
existing problem worse.
(para 3.7)

5.5

The Client profile has changed. As a result of the pandemic and its impact clients
are more likely than before to be:
 Younger, there has been an increase in the 25-34yrs age groups (para 4.4)
 Amongst the Just Managing in terms of Income – above the level of the
Benefits Cap but below the average income (paras 4.5-6)
 In paid employment (para 4.7)
 from an ethnic minority, particularly Asian or Asian British (para 4.9)
 In a household with dependent children (para 4.10)
 Living as a couple (paras 4.8 & 4.10)
 Living in Social Housing (para 4.11)

5.6

The figures support the view that the economic impact of the pandemic are affecting
in particular young people; the BAME communities; families that are, or have been,
Just Managing.
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Citizens Advice Bedford is an operating name of Bedford Citizens Advice Bureau.
Registered charity number: 1106738
A company limited by guarantee, registered in England and Wales number 5190146
Authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority FRN: 617505.
Registered office: Citizens Advice Bedford, 7a St Paul’s Square, Bedford, MK401SQ
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