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Summary

After research showed that almost half of people referred to 
food banks in the Trussell Trust network were repaying debts to 
government, the Trussell Trust wanted to better understand the 
experience of government debt directly from people impacted 
by it and to collaboratively co-create policy solutions for a safer 
and fairer approach to repayments.

This led to a 3-phase deliberative and participatory study 
involving 48 participants over 5 months, alongside a research 
process advisory board made up of third sector actors working 
in relevant areas. An ‘advocacy transition’ phase was added 
towards the end of the project, in response to the interest 
shown by participants for continued involvement.  

The policy recommendations developed with participants 
cover three key areas: ‘debt prevention’, ‘harm reduction’, and 
‘getting out of debt’. Alongside these, a full report of findings 
was published on the Trussell Trust’s website and presented 
(by the Trussell Trust, Humankind Research, and two research 
participants) at an All-Party Parliamentary Group of over 60 
individuals, including MPs and Special Advisors. We also 
developed a participatory toolkit for continued use by the 
Trussell Trust and others in the sector who would like to 
conduct this type of research. 

Context 

The Trussell Trust has a vision to end the need for food banks; 
to do this, they focus on ensuring everyone has sufficient 
income to afford the essentials. The State of Hunger project 
(2018-2021) showed how debt to central and local government 
plays a significant role in pushing people deeper into poverty 
and towards food banks. In mid-2020, nearly half of people 
referred to food banks in the Trussell Trust network were in 
debt to the DWP alone, a significant rise on previous years 
(The Trussell Trust, 2021). It is also well established that there 
is a negative association between debt and mental wellbeing 
(Newcastle and Teeside University, 2018). 

Whilst the government had recognised issues with the system 
and made some recent positive changes, such as extending the 
repayment period for advance payments from 12 to 24 months, 
people’s experience of government debt and how it impacts 
their lives remains a significant and pernicious issue, for which 
further policy change is needed. These impacts have also 
been exacerbated recently, including by the Universal Credit 
uplift coming to an end, as well as sharp rises in gas prices 
and essentials. Taking on further debt is often the only option 
government offers to people who face this financial hardship, 
even though repayments create further budget pressures in 
future – and so the cycle continues.

The Brief 

The Trussell Trust commissioned qualitative research in mid 
2021 to understand more about the link between destitution 
and government debt by working alongside people with lived 
experience. The aim of the work was to identify relevant policy 
interventions that would deliver a fairer and safer approach 
to government debt and its management. Another objective 
of this research was to gather learnings on how to conduct 
participatory policy research for others to be able to use this 
approach in the future, and for the Trussell Trust to have a 
toolkit to implement these approaches going forward.  

We knew we needed to go beyond just hearing ‘from’ people, 
and instead work with them to push for the change that will 
help end the need for food banks. At its heart was the need to 
put the views and experiences of people living with government 
debt at the forefront of the policy development process 
– working together to understand what a safer and fairer 
repayment system might look like, as well as understanding 
opportunities for debt prevention. 

To that end, we wanted to ensure our research was people-
centred rather than policy-led. Policy can change quickly, but 
we knew the solutions developed through this research needed 
to be grounded in people’s experience and have longevity that 
can be applied beyond specific policies that exist today.  
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3.	 Validation Phase

•	 Original participants fed back on how to refine 
recommendations and solutions in group discussions  

•	 10 new recruits brought a fresh perspective on the 
proposed solutions in one-hour ‘conversations’

•	 10-minute closure phone calls with the 
original cohort (additional element) 

•	 Handover workshops for people who wished to stay 
involved and work with the Trussell Trust to advocate 
on this issue in the future (additional element)

Our participatory approach meant involving participants in 
the design of the research from the outset and in an ongoing 
way, asking for feedback and suggestions at regular intervals 
to shape subsequent stages. This included tweaking language 
in the recruitment materials and discussion guides, refining 
processes around scheduling and reimbursing people for their 
time, as well as adding additional stages. There were also 
monthly Advisory Board meetings with a group of third sector 
organisations working in relevant areas to discuss adaptations as 
we went along. 

Flexibility and inclusivity were central to our approach, 
enabling us to support participants to stay involved around 
life events over the months research activities were live. Key to 
this was offering choices, for example whether people joined 
discussions via phone or online and never requiring cameras 
to be on, or in the co-creation phase giving plenty of time to 
reflect and comment on each question, with the option of 
replying privately or to the group. Safeguarding was also central 
to the approach, with information sheets, regular check-ins via 
phone or text, as well as signposting to relevant organisations 
throughout.

The research design also meant working in an iterative way with 
participants to co-create the policy solutions, feeding learnings 
in as we went along. For example, early on we used a series of 
vignettes based on people’s experiences to immerse participants 
in the experiences of others2, and ended with tangible ideas for 
policy changes based on the needs identified and prioritised. 

2	  See Figure 2 - example vignette based on people’s experiences, 
used in first stage of deliberative co-creation community

Our Approach 

Our research design took a participatory approach, as well as 
using deliberative research techniques, to focus on the lived 
experience of people with government debt and to co-design 
policy solutions. A total of 48 people participated, 38 the 
original cohort who were engaged from the start, and 10 new 
recruits for the final Validation Phase. Of the original cohort, 
30 completed the full research process, whilst some were not 
able to due to life events, including bereavement, relationship 
break down, and health issues.

The sample was designed to cover a range of demographic 
characteristics and debt types and situations1. All participants 
had personal experience of repaying government debt, 
primarily because of benefit overpayments or an Advance 
Payment of Universal Credit. So that we were learning from 
people most affected by government debt, half of the sample 
were to have recent experience of destitution, which we defined 
as having been supported by a food bank at least once within 
the last two years. 

The approach followed three key stages, taking place between 
August 2021 and January 2022: 

1.	 Exploratory Phase

•	 Planning sessions with the advisory board to 
bring in their experience and learnings

•	 10-minute introductory telephone calls to 
bring participants on board with the process, 
set up expectations and consent

•	 38 semi-structured one-hour ‘conversations’ using 
a narrative-led approach to hear their stories

2.	 Co-creation Phase

•	 Multi-step process bringing the same people together 
into an online community (or phone/post) over a 
6-week period, with individually tailored support

•	 Individual and group discussions for people to 
feedback on stimulus around policy areas, built 
from what the wider group had already shared

1	  See figure 1 - mapping of people’s experience of different types 
of government ‘debt’
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The project culminated in the full report being published on 
the Trussell Trust website, as well as blog and other comms, 
which had broad resonance coming at a time of increasing 
media coverage of the Cost of Living crisis. The report was 
launched at an All-Party Parliamentary Group, including two of 
our research participants who joined to give their voice to the 
findings and recommendations. There was strong endorsement 
of the findings by MPs including Jonathan Ashworth and 
Nigel Mills. The findings continue to be central to the action 
taken by the Trussell Trust to campaign for change in this area, 
cited regularly in meetings with civil servants and MPs. Some 
participants continue to be involved in advocating for the 
changes – supported by the Trussell Trust. 

We feel hugely privileged to have worked alongside people 
with lived experience of government debt to support them in 
ensuring their voices are heard. Many started the process feeling 
unsure of the value they had to share, but by the end recognised 
and embraced their position as experts by experience:

 “Found it really interesting - really proud this is being done and 
seeing it from recipient’s point of view. It’s refreshing” 

This was also evidenced by the enthusiasm from over half 
the participants to stay involved with the Trussell Trust in an 
advocacy capacity to use the research findings to campaign for 
change.

“It wasn’t just about struggles - [the process] made us feel like 
sharing our thoughts and ideas – it was really good. Made us feel 
important”

Action is vital to address the devastating 
impact of this debt on people’s well-being and 
resilience, and to ensure more sustainable and 
effective debt collection for government.

Outcomes 

“It’s like, remember as a child being on a trampoline and one of 
the kids falls down – but the other kids won’t let you get back 
up – they’re all bouncing and you keep getting bounced around, 
knocked, you can see where the floor is, but it keeps on moving, 
whatever you do you can’t get back up – everyone constantly 
pushing you down.” 

– Nathan, 41, exploratory phase

Whilst the Trussell Trust knew broadly about the financial 
impacts of government debt, the research helped them to better 
understand the fundamental lack of clarity and sense of control 
that people felt over their situation. Solutions co-produced with 
our participants focused on changing this:

Concerted action on government debt
1.	 The UK government must tackle the design features 

in the social security system which create debt, such 
as the necessity of taking on Advance Payment debts 
to cover the five-week wait for Universal Credit, 
and automatic deductions of historic tax credit 
overpayments for people on Universal Credit. 

2.	 Government debt collection practices should embed the 
principles of clarity, flexibility and respect at their core 

Wider action to protect people from destitution
1.	 A stronger social security system is essential to 

ensuring everyone can afford the essentials and do 
not need to take on unaffordable debt. Current 
historic low benefit payments need to be uprated 
to keep pace with the real cost of living. 

2.	 The social security system should evolve through 
participative policymaking, harnessing the expertise and 
insight of people with direct experience of the system.
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Figure 1. Mapping people’s experience of 
different types of government ‘debt’

Figure 2. Example vignette based on 
people’s experiences, used in first stage of 
deliberative co-creation community
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Figure 3. Twitter-threads about presentation of the research at APPG
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