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The evidence in this report draws on new primary 
research conducted in spring 2026. 

The report includes two new sources of evidence, commissioned 
by the Access to Justice Foundation and carried out 
independently by Pragmatix Advisory. 

Survey of Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners

In April and May 2026, an online survey was live to collect 
responses from Access to Justice Foundation funded partners. 
Responses were received from 92 individual organisations who 
provided advice to 574,000 individual clients in the past year. 
130,000 of the cases had a consumer dimension.

The survey gathered quantitative data on client volumes and 
demographics, case types, outcomes achieved and the 
financial value of advice provided. Where respondents didn’t 
have precise figures, best estimates were accepted. The survey 
was designed to maximise participation and minimise burden on 
frontline organisations. 

Stakeholder interview programme

We conducted seventeen in-depth interviews with 
representatives from Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners during April and May 2026, spanning law centres, 
Citizens Advice Bureaux, housing advice charities, employment 
rights providers and specialist services including social care legal 
advice and disability benefits advocacy. Interviewees were 
selected to ensure a diversity of organisation type, geography, 
size and area of advice. All contributions have been 
anonymised. Quotes from organisations are described by type 
only and no individual or organisation is identifiable in this report. 
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In this report we take a wider view of consumer 
advice.

Most people think of consumer advice as help for when a 
purchase goes wrong, a faulty product, a dishonest trader, a 
mis-sold financial deal. That is how the government defines it, 
and it captures real and important harm. But it leaves out much 
of what free legal advice organisations deal with every day.

Housing disrepair, energy bills, debt, and disputes with landlords 
are not usually thought of as consumer issues. Yet in each case, 
someone is being treated unfairly in a market relationship and 
that is what advice exists to fix.

Through interviews and surveys with advice providers, we 
developed three definitions that better reflect the reality of the 
harm people bring to free legal advice services.

The mainstream understanding of consumer advice covers the 
most familiar consumer problems, faulty goods to dishonest 
services. This is broadly how consumer rights are defined in law 
and government guidance.

The comprehensive understanding of consumer advice includes 
everything in the mainstream definition and goes further, adding 
housing disrepair, utility billing disputes, and credit and debt 
problems where someone has been treated unfairly. These 
cases may not arrive labelled as consumer issues, but a 
consumer harm is at the heart of them.

Advice that enables consumers includes everything in the 
comprehensive definition and goes further still, covering 
benefits, employment rights and debt issues that shape whether 
someone has enough financial stability and bargaining power 
to exercise any consumer rights at all.

Mainstream 
understanding of 
consumer advice

• Consumer 
goods and 
services

• Financial 
services

Comprehensive 
understanding of 
consumer advice

Everything in 
mainstream plus:

• Utilities
• Housing issues 

with consumer 
dimension

• Credit and 
debt issues with 
consumer 
dimension

Advice that 
enables 

consumers

Everything in 
comprehensive 
plus:

• Benefits and 
taxes

• Other debt 
issues

• Digital skills
• Employment
• Financial 

capability

Consumer issues cases by consumer 
advice definition

Throughout this report, we use the terms ‘mainstream’, 
‘comprehensive’ and ‘enabling’ to make clear which 

definition of consumer advice we are referring to.



Executive 
summary

Pragmatix Advisory was commissioned by the Access to Justice Foundation 
to assess the benefit to consumers of funding free legal advice. 
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Every year, millions of people across the United Kingdom experience consumer 
harm. 

Research by the Department for Business and Trade found that 72 per cent of consumers 
experienced a problem with a good or service in 2023/24. Most deal with it alone, many do not 
know their rights, and a significant proportion do not try to resolve it at all. For households 
already managing on very little, even modest consumer harm can start a cycle they cannot 
break without help.

Consumer advice is usually understood to cover purchases that go wrong: faulty goods, 
dishonest services, unfair contracts or mis-sold financial products. This is the GOV.UK definition, 
and it captures a real and important category of harm. But it is not the whole picture. Under a 
comprehensive definition that includes housing disrepair, utility billing disputes and debt mis-
selling, 23 per cent of all client casework handled by Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners carries a direct consumer dimension. Extending the definition further to include advice 
that enables people to participate in consumer markets (benefits, employment rights, debt 
resolution), 1.3 million people received advice on issues with a consumer dimension through 
Citizens Advice alone in 2025/26. Debt or unmanageable credit and unsafe housing conditions 
were the two most frequently reported consumer harms, dealt with by 73 and 76 per cent of 
survey respondents respectively.

Consumer harm often overlaps with issues such as debt, housing and benefits. A billing dispute, 
a landlord in breach of their obligations or a mis-sold debt product each sit alongside housing 
insecurity, debt and benefits problems that a holistic advice service can address together. 
Advisors do not just resolve the immediate problem, they leave clients better informed about 
their rights, more confident in asserting them, and better equipped to avoid the same harm in 
future. 

The clients of Access to Justice Foundation funded partners are the people most likely to 
experience consumer harm and the least able to resolve it. Around 65 per cent are in receipt 
of benefits and approximately 60 per cent have a long-standing illness, disability or health 
condition - almost three times the general population rate. Just sixteen per cent are 
homeowners, compared to around two-thirds of all United Kingdom households, and over one 
in five are single parents, three times the national average. The people least equipped to assert 
their consumer rights are the people who most need someone in their corner.

Source: Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (left)



Free consumer advice does not just help the person 
who experienced harm. 

It generates measurable financial returns for clients, creates 
systematic benefits for all consumers by holding businesses to 
account and delivers non-financial outcomes like improved 
mental health and housing stability that reduce pressure on 
public services. 

For every £1 invested in Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners providing free consumer advice, £10.40 is recovered in 
direct financial benefit for clients. Across all cases with a 
consumer dimension, free consumer advice generates an 
average financial recovery of £2,000 per client. 

The largest contributor is consumer credit and loan debt 
resolution, where average recovery is around £11,900. Housing 
cost savings average £1,200 and utility dispute resolution £164 
per case. Because advice is free at the point of use, every 
pound recovered goes directly to the client. Approximately 70 
per cent of cases with a consumer dimension result in a positive 
outcome, and the net value after accounting for advisor time is 
around £1,700 per client. 

But the benefits extend beyond the direct client. Around 73 per 
cent of consumer complaints result in a Trading Standards 
referral. When advisers identify a pattern of harmful conduct 
and refer it to an enforcement body, the trader responsible may 
face investigation and sanction, protecting other consumers 
from the same harm and hopefully changing the behaviour of 
businesses that know enforcement is a real possibility. 

The deterrent effect of a well-funded free advice sector is a 
public good that accrues to consumers who may never need to 
use it. 
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Source: Pragmatix Advisory free consumer advice model (left and right)

For every £1 spent advising consumers, £10.40 is 
recovered for clients experiencing consumer harm.
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The wider outcomes of advice can be as significant as 
the financial ones. 

Resolving a consumer dispute that has been hanging over a 
household has consequences beyond any money recovered. 
Almost all (99 per cent) of advice providers reported improved 
mental health as a consistent outcome for clients with consumer 
cases. Eight in ten reported avoidance of court proceedings and 
improved financial capability. 

These are not soft outcomes. They represent avoided costs to the 
NHS, the justice system and local authorities and costs that are 
incurred elsewhere when advice is not available. For clients who 
arrive at advice centres feeling powerless against an organisation 
far better resourced than themselves, resolution also means 
gaining the knowledge to assert their rights in future. 

But demand for advice has grown, and the sector cannot keep 
pace. The cost-of-living crisis, the changes to the availability of 
Legal Aid across some areas of social welfare law and the closure 
of local advice services have together driven a sustained increase 
in demand that providers are struggling to meet. Approximately 
seven in ten survey respondents said they have had to turn away 
or refer on clients regularly due to capacity constraints. They 
reported that nearly one in four people seeking help cannot be 
seen. 

The pressure is sharpest outside national organisations, as regional 
providers reported having to turn away almost half of those who 
approach them. The most acute gaps are in complex housing 
disrepair, where 59 per cent of advice providers report lacking 
capacity. 

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme (bottom left); Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (top left and right)
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Share of respondents reporting each type of non-
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“We used to have four areas of Legal Aid. Now we 
only have housing because of the cuts. Many 

solicitors don’t want to do legal aid because the 
economics simply don’t work. The expertise is 
leaving the sector. Who will do this work in the 

future?” 
Housing and benefits advice provider

“We are increasingly seeing people come to us who 
ten or fifteen years ago you’d expect to be able to 
fund legal advice but are no longer able to. Stable 

families, two working partners.”
Advice provider chief executive



Additional resources can help to fund the consumer 
advice needed for the complex cases seen in the 
current economic climate.

Almost eight in ten advice providers describe Access to Justice 
Foundation funding as essential to their operations, with a further 
fifteen per cent describing it as very important. It is particularly 
important to local and independent providers, who are the 
organisations usually handling the more complex consumer cases in 
communities where alternative provision is limited. 

What sets ATJF apart is not only the scale of its investment, but the 
nature of it. Funded partners consistently described ATJF as a funder 
that supports the full range of their activities, including caseworker 
time, management and administration and specialist training. These 
are the costs that keep organisations running and providing free 
consumer advice, but that other funders rarely cover. 

More funding in future would mean more people helped, and the 
benefits are immediate and measurable. Every interviewee we 
spoke with could point to specific, concrete things they would do 
with additional resource. The most consistent need was simply to 
employ more people to reduce waiting lists, stop turning clients 
away and allow advisors to work within their contracted hours. 

Beyond capacity, providers described the need to invest in 
specialist knowledge – training staff to levels that could qualify for 
Legal Aid contracts and unlock further capacity for the complex 
cases that free advice is uniquely equipped to handle. 
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Defining consumer 
advice

This section outlines what is meant by consumer advice and why a wider 
definition is needed to reflect the reality of advice provision. 
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Consumer harm extends beyond just transactions

Advice that enables 
consumers

Comprehensive understanding 
of consumer advice

Mainstream understanding of 
consumer advice
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The narrow mainstream understanding of consumer advice risks 
leaving an important share of consumer harm unaddressed.

Most people think of consumer problems as things that happen when a purchase 
goes wrong,  a faulty product, a dishonest trader, a mis-sold financial product. That 
understanding is a reasonable starting point, but it leaves out a significant share of 
the harm that advice organisations deal with every day.

But consumer harm regularly arises in contexts that do not fit neatly into the buyer-
seller frame. People experiencing housing problems, disrepair, unlawful charges, 
disputes with landlords, are not typically understood to have a consumer issue, even 
where the harm they are experiencing is directly relevant to the harm that consumer 
advice exists to address. The same is true of utility billing disputes, credit and debt 
problems, and a range of other issues where a consumer dimension (meaning the 
problem involves a consumer being treated unfairly or unlawfully in a market 
relationship) is present even if it is not the primary label under which the problem 
presents. Advice organisations encounter these issues every day. A definition of 
consumer advice that excludes them does not reflect the reality of what advice 
organisations do, who they serve, or the value they generate. A comprehensive 
understanding of consumer advice recognises that harm does not only arise in 
obvious transactional contexts but captures the wider range of issues in which a 
consumer dimension is present alongside, or embedded within, a broader presenting 
problem. 

Beyond that sits a further category of advice that enables consumers. This involves 
issues surrounding income, benefits entitlements, or employment rights that determine 
whether a person is able to participate in the market at all. A person whose income 
has been reduced through a wrongly reduced benefit claim may not present with a 
consumer problem, but their ability to exercise consumer rights in any meaningful 
sense is directly shaped by those circumstances.

The comprehensive understanding 
encompasses everything within the 
mainstream definition and extends 
beyond it, and advice that enables 
consumers encompasses everything 
within the comprehensive 
understanding and extends further.

Consumer advice definitions



Each definition reflects a different level at which 
consumer harm presents and at which advice can 
intervene.

The mainstream understanding of consumer advice covers 
consumer goods and services and financial services; these are 
cases where the consumer dimension is the primary and most 
visible feature of the problem. 

The comprehensive understanding builds on this, adding utilities, 
housing issues with a consumer dimension, and credit and debt 
issues. In each of these categories the consumer dimension may 
not be the way the client describes their problem when they first 
seek help, but it is directly present in the substance of the 
problem. Advice that enables consumers extends to the 
circumstances that determine whether someone can exercise 
any consumer rights at all. 14
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A wider understanding of consumer harm is 
necessary to assess the full impact. 

Many free legal advice providers do not routinely describe their 
work as ‘consumer advice’, even where much of what they do 
directly concerns their clients’ rights and experiences as 
consumers. This reflects the structure of the law, not a gap in 
understanding. Housing disrepair, debt, employment rights and 
benefits are large, distinct areas of practice with their own 
specialist frameworks. 

But the consumer dimension is present across all of them. Clients 
facing housing disrepair are, in law, consumers of property 
services. Those mis-sold debt products are consumers of 
financial services. This research uses a broader definition of 
consumer harm to capture the sector’s full contribution. 

Mainstream

• Consumer 
goods and 
services

• Financial 
services

Comprehensive

Everything in 
mainstream plus:

• Utilities
• Housing issues 

with consumer 
dimension

• Credit and 
debt issues with 
consumer 
dimension

Enabling

Everything in 
comprehensive 
plus:
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taxes

• Other debt 
issues

• Digital skills
• Employment
• Financial 

capability

Consumer issues cases by consumer 
advice definition

Source: Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (top right)
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Consumer credit problems were most frequently 
reported as high volume.

The mainstream understanding of consumer advice covers 
cases where the consumer dimension is the primary and most 
visible feature of the problem.

Free advice organisations often handle the full range of 
mainstream consumer cases, including financial product mis-
selling, consumer credit problems, unfair or misleading 
contracts, rogue traders and trading standards issues, poor or 
dishonest services and faulty or counterfeit goods. 

All other 
advice 
areas 

91

Consumer 
goods and 

services
9

Citizens Advice clients by type of advice provided
United Kingdom, 2025/26, mainstream definition, per 

cent

Hundreds of thousands of people seek consumer 
advice each year.

The government's official route for consumers with purchase 
problems is a free helpline operated by Citizens Advice, an 
independent charity. Individuals can call to receive impartial 
advice, find out what law applies to their situation, and have 
their complaint passed on to Trading Standards if appropriate

In the 25/26 financial year, over 350,000 people contacted the 
helpline.

Their website also features a number of advice articles related to 
consumer issues. In the 25/26 financial year, the ‘contact the 
consumer service’ and ‘reporting to Trading Standards’ web 
pages each received over 400,000 views, making them the two 
most-viewed webpages on the Citizens Advice site.
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Source: Citizens Advice (top left, top right); Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (bottom right)



Tenants at the lower end of the housing market are 
routinely denied protections others take for granted.

Housing was the area most commonly cited by interviewees as 
one in which consumer harm falls outside the mainstream 
definition. Clients at the lower end of the rental market are 
systematically denied the protections that a more regulated 
market would provide. They deal with unregulated letting 
agents, landlords who attribute disrepair to tenant fault and 
tenancy agreements that contain unfair or unlawful terms. For 
many, the risk of eviction (even following legislative change) 
acts as a powerful deterrent to complain.

This is not a niche problem. Survey respondents reported housing 
conditions and housing security as high volume case areas, with 
71 per cent of respondents describing housing disrepair cases as 
high or medium volume. 
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Under the comprehensive definition, nearly a quarter 
of all client casework carried a consumer dimension.

In our survey of free legal advice providers, 23 per cent of all 
client casework fell within the comprehensive understanding of 
consumer advice. 

This figure reflects the significant volume of harm that sits outside 
the mainstream frame but carries a direct consumer dimension. 
This describes harm that advice organisations are equipped to 
address but that would be excluded if limited to the mainstream 
definition alone. 23

77

Share of client casework with a consumer dimension
United Kingdom, 2025/26, comprehensive definition 

per cent

 Client casework
with consumer
dimension

Client casework
without consumer
dimension

Source: Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (top and bottom)
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Billing errors, disputed charges, and supplier failures 
generate a high volume of cases.

Utility billing disputes represent a further category of harm that 
sits within the comprehensive definition. 

Difficulty affording essential utilities was among the most 
commonly reported types of consumer harm facing clients, 
reflecting both the scale of the cost of living pressure on low-
income households and the frequency with which billing errors, 
disputed charges, and supplier failures generate cases with a 
direct consumer dimension. 

Survey respondents reported utility issues as predominantly 
medium to high volume across the sector.

Mis-sold debt products are pushing financially 
vulnerable people into further crisis. 

Whilst excluded in the mainstream understanding of consumer 
advice, debt cases frequently carry a consumer dimension 
through the mis-selling of debt resolution products. Advice 
providers reported that Individual Voluntary Arrangements in 
particular, are marketed aggressively online and often 
presented in ways that imply they carry quasi-governmental 
status. Clients who are already in financial difficulty can be 
further harmed by products that worsen their position and 
increase their risk of bankruptcy. The rising cost of living is 
expanding the population affected, as people who would not 
historically have struggled financially are now being drawn into 
a market in which they have little awareness of their rights and 
little support in asserting them. Survey respondents reported 
consumer credit and debt issues as high volume cases with over 
50 per cent described as high volume.

“Clients at the lower end of the housing market don’t have 
consumer rights in any meaningful way. They have damp 

because the roof is leaking. They can’t afford a surveyor. If they 
complain to the landlord, they risk being evicted. They are 

being denied the ability to uphold their rights” 
Housing and debt advice provider

“If you Google ‘debt’, you’ll see pages of ads for companies 
selling IVAs – misleadingly presented as a kind of government 
scheme. We’re seeing more cand more clients who’ve been 
mis-sold one. They’re already in financial difficulty and it’s left 

them worse off. It can take several pages of scrolling past paid 
ads to find genuinely impartial advice. ” 

General advice provider
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6 

Volume of respondents’ consumer casework under 
utilities issues

United Kingdom, 2025/26, per cent
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Medium volume
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Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme and survey of free legal advice providers (top and bottom)



Advice in benefits and employment enables people 
to become more secure consumers. 

A client whose disability benefit is correctly reinstated has more 
income with which to make choices as a consumer, and one 
whose employment rights are enforced receives wages they are 
legally owed. In both cases the advice does not address a 
consumer transaction directly, but its effect on the person's 
capacity to function as a consumer is immediate and concrete.

One law centre offering employment and benefits advice 
reported returning £2.7 million of income to vulnerable families 
through benefits appeals alone over five years. For households 
already managing on very little, restoring income can be the 
difference between meeting basic needs and going without.
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“Over the past five years, we have put £2.7 million of income 
back into the pockets of vulnerable families through benefits 

appeals alone. It’s stopping families having to choose 
between eating or heating their home.” 

Law centre offering employment and benefits advice

0 50 100

 Wage theft/ unlawful deductions

 Employment rights breaches

 Consumer-related benefit issues

 Financial exploitation
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Volume of respondents’ consumer casework falling 
under consumer enabling advice 

United Kingdom, 2026, per cent
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Third category of advice enables people to 
participate in consumer markets on more equal 
terms.

Free advice organisations also handle cases that do not directly 
address a consumer transaction or contract, but which shape 
whether a person is able to engage in consumer markets at all. 
This research terms this category consumer-enabling advice. 
Immigration and access to services, financial exploitation, 
consumer-related benefit issues, employment rights breaches, 
and wage theft and unlawful deductions all fall within it. 

These are not consumer cases in the conventional sense, but 
they determine the financial circumstances and power balance 
within which people exercise, or are unable to exercise, their 
consumer rights. The volume of this case work reported by 
survey respondents was significant across all case types, with 
benefits issues reporting as predominantly high volume.

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme and survey of free legal advice providers (top and bottom)



The clients 
accessing free 

consumer advice

This section outlines who is accessing free consumer advice services, 
including the characteristics, vulnerabilities and circumstances of the clients 
supported. 
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Free consumer advice helps the most vulnerable

20

As part of this research, Access to Justice Foundation funded partners 
were asked to characterise the clients they support to help build a 
picture of who is accessing free consumer advice. 

They reported that around 65 per cent of clients are in receipt of benefits. 
Approximately 60 per cent have a long-standing illness, disability or health condition – 
almost triple the general population rate. Over five in ten are unemployed or 
economically inactive, meaning not currently looking for work, often due to illness, 
disability or caring responsibilities. Approximately sixteen per cent are homeowners, 
compared to around two-thirds of all United Kingdom households. 

These survey responses reflect what advice providers described in interviews. They are 
supporting a client population for whom economic vulnerability is the baseline, not 
an exceptional circumstance. Limited financial buffers, restricted access to consumer 
markets and few alternative sources of support mean that even a modest consumer 
harm can have significant consequences. Beyond the financial detriment, 98 per 
cent of respondents reported that their clients had faced impacts on their mental 
health following a consumer issue. 

We heard from multiple interviewees that the impacts of their work went far beyond 
obtaining a refund or an improved product for their client – it reduced their anxiety 
through the reassurance that their rights have been defended and increased their 
confidence in being able to seek advice should they need it again. When 
considering the advice that enables consumers, interview participants stressed the 
importance of being able to keep people in their jobs or appeal their benefits 
applications: as well as the monetary impacts, this work keeps a roof over vulnerable 
people’s heads and allows them to maintain their health and their lifestyle.

Source: Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (right); Pragmatix Advisory interview programme (lefr)

“Over 70 per cent of our clients are 
disabled or have a long-term health 

condition, roughly double the rate in the 
census. Our face-to-face clients tend to 
be older, living with disability or without 
digital access. That’s why maintaining 

that service matters.” 
General advice provider in a rural area

“Young people are not well-informed 
about what their legal rights are or how 
the system works. And as a sector, we 

are not good at bridging that gap. AI will 
only be the answer if you know the right 

questions to ask, and even then, it’s 
wrong a lot of the time.” 

Advice provider chief executive



Without free legal advice, clients are less likely to 
resolve their problems.

The problems faced by vulnerable clients are often some of the 
most severe, while the clients are some of the least likely to be 
able to obtain a resolution independently. We heard throughout 
our interview programme and in survey responses that, 
increasingly, free legal advice providers were clients’ only 
option.

Without the availability of Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners, thousands more vulnerable people would feel unable 
to defend their consumer rights. Even more would likely be 
facing severe financial difficulties, following gambling or debt 
issues, or the inability to successfully appeal a rejected benefits 
claim.

21

“If we can’t help them, the 
chances of them getting 

any other help is non-
existent”

Advice provider chief executive

“Companies know that 
these clients won’t push 

back”
General advice provider in a rural 

area

“Our advice stops families 
having to choose between 

eating and heating their 
home’

Law centre director

The majority of clients are in insecure economic 
circumstances.

On average, over half of the clients served by survey 
respondents were receiving benefits, had a disability or long-
term health condition, or were unemployed or economically 
inactive. These dimensions of economic vulnerability tend to 
overlap, meaning that many clients likely fell into multiple or all 
three categories – for example receiving benefits as a result of 
low income from unemployment, or economically inactive due 
to a disability that also entitles them to receive Personal 
Independence Payments.
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Those with a disability or long-term health condition 
are overrepresented among free advice providers’ 
clients.

Reflecting the results of our survey, Citizens Advice data shows 
that more than half of their clients seeking consumer advice 
were disabled or had a long-term health condition. The rate of 
clients with a disability or long-term health condition is almost 
three times greater than the rate seen within England and 
Wales’ population as a whole.

Vulnerable groups are consistently more likely to seek 
out free legal advice.

Data collected by the national Citizens Advice charity from its 
network of local advice centres – a number of which receive 
funding from the Access to Justice Foundation – reaffirms our 
survey findings. Vulnerable groups are overrepresented in those 
seeking free legal advice for consumer rights issues. For example, 
most minority ethnic groups make up a higher proportion of 
Citizens Advice clients than their national average. While only 
four per cent of England and Wales’ population was black in 
2021, ten per cent of those seeking advice on consumer issues in 
2025/26 were black.

Asian people, meanwhile, are somewhat underrepresented 
among consumer advice seekers making up only seven per 
cent of Citizens Advice clients as opposed to over nine per cent 
of the population. This may be due to language barriers, which 
interviewees informed us made advice provision hard.
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Almost 70 per cent of those seeking free legal advice 
are not dual-income households.

Around 40 per cent of those who sought advice on a consumer 
issue from a Citizens Advice centre in the last financial year were 
from a single-person household. Over twenty per cent were 
single parents, three times the national average. These 
households are particularly financially vulnerable, with the lone 
parent’s income needing to cover a wide range of expenses for 
their dependent child. The availability of free legal advice 
ensures that all families can be taken care of following violations 
of consumer rights or difficulties such as job loss or the denial of 
benefits. 

Over half of free legal advice recipients are tenants 
rather than homeowners.

While 60 per cent of English and Welsh households are 
homeowners, just 24 per cent of Citizens Advice consumer-
advice clients own their own home. Instead, over 60 per cent 
were in private or socially rented properties, while another 
fourteen per cent lived in unconventional circumstances such 
as staying with friends or in hostels. This mirrors the clients of 
Access to Justice Foundation funded partners, across whom an 
average of just sixteen per cent were homeowners.

While these figures partly reflect the nature of consumer advice 
– landlord issues make up a large share of consumer problems, 
so it is unsurprising to see a lot of tenants rather than 
homeowners – the degree of socially rented and 
unconventional housing tenures indicates vulnerable, low-
income clients.
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Those who are more likely to experience harm are 
also more likely to need free legal advice.

While vulnerable groups were more likely to experience 
consumer detriment, the difference is not large enough to 
explain their significant overrepresentation within the clients of 
Access to Justice Foundation funded partners. Groups such as 
those from a minority ethnic background or living in a single-
parent household were less likely to contact a consumer rights 
or advice organisation following the experience of detriment.

The concentration of vulnerable groups specifically in the clients 
of free legal advice providers likely represents the higher 
incidence of poverty and financial struggles among such 
citizens in the United Kingdom. Most are disadvantaged in 
multiple dimensions, and are only able to seek advice from 
those providing it at little to no cost.

Vulnerable groups are more likely to experience 
consumer detriment in the first place.

Research by the Department for Business and Trade found that, 
on average, 72 per cent of consumers experienced an issue with 
a product they bought or used in the 2023/24 financial year.

However, this average varies across different groups of 
consumers, with more of those in vulnerable circumstances 
experiencing detriment. The rate is higher among the 
unemployed, those with a long-term health condition, and 
people who consider themselves to be struggling financially. 
While 71 per cent of white British consumers experienced 
detriment, 80 per cent of black consumers and 86 per cent of 
those from a mixed ethnic background experienced harm.

69 71 71
82

76

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Consumers who have experienced detriment, by 
their self-assessed financial condition

United Kingdom, 2023/24, per cent

Living          Doing         Getting       Finding    Finding a lot 
comfortably   alright             by           difficulty   of difficulty

77 74 73 71

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Consumers who have experienced detriment, by 
whether they have a long-standing condition

United Kingdom, 2023/24, per cent

Yes, affects       Yes, affects    Yes, no effect   No disability
daily life a lot   daily life a little  on daily life

Source: Department for Business and Trade



In the digital age, the need for advice and the type of 
advice accessed has changed considerably.

Internet usage and digital literacy appears to have a mixed 
relationship with the incidence of consumer harm. We heard 
from many advice providers that low digital literacy can 
increase consumers’ vulnerability to harm, as they are less able 
to identify tell-tale signs of scams or misleading advertisements. 

However, those who used the internet more frequently were also 
more likely to have made a detrimental purchase in 2023/24, 
possibly due to higher engagement with online retail platforms, 
where a relatively large share of overall consumers experienced 
detrimental purchases.
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Despite being the most likely to experience consumer 
harm, young people are unlikely to seek free legal 
advice.

We repeatedly heard that free legal advice providers saw very 
few young clients, especially those aged between 18 and 24. 
Higher-than-average rates of younger people experienced an 
issue with a good or service they purchased in the last financial 
year, but they were the least likely to take action following a 
detrimental experience. 

Advice providers pointed to the growth of artificial intelligence 
and changing communication habits as an explanation for low 
rates of young advice seekers. They reported that many aged 
below 40 will turn to the internet and AI for advice, given their 
dislike of the telephone system many advice providers are 
forced to use given the high costs of operating drop-in services.
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Source: Department for Business and Trade (top left, top right, bottom right); Pragmatix Advisory interview programme (top left, bottom left, bottom right)

‘Under-25s are consistently a group that don’t come to us. 
Younger people are looking for advice online and with AI. 

This is risky because AI is quite willing to please, and might be 
looking in the wrong place for information. If an individual is 

concerned about the viability of a claim, AI might just 
reassure them that it’s worth pursuing, and give clients flawed 

expectations about the outcomes of a case. Courts are 
getting lots of AI-generated claims with little merit to them.”

Advice provider chief executive



Consumer harm rarely presents in isolation
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Clients arriving with what appears to be a discrete 
consumer issue often have needs that both precede 
and compound the initial problem. 

Many of our interviewees highlighted how most clients face 
issues across multiple dimensions. This at least partly reflects the 
structural conditions that make certain people more vulnerable 
to consumer harm in the first place, and, crucially, which 
determine whether they are able to assert their rights at all. 

Poverty, for example, shapes every aspect of a person's 
relationship to the market. Low income establishes your 
entitlement to benefits, your vulnerability to loans, and your 
dependence on low-cost goods (often second-hand) and 
housing (frequently provided by disreputable landlords). The 
absence of financial security means that even a relatively small 
consumer dispute can trigger a cycle of extreme 
consequences.

The clients described by our interviewees were navigating these 
compounding pressures simultaneously. Their consumer problem 
was rarely the whole story and understanding who these clients 
are, and what they are carrying when they seek help, means 
recognising that the presenting issue is often the visible tip of a 
much larger set of unmet needs. What interviewees described, 
consistently, was the value of being able to see a client's 
situation whole, identifying not just the presenting issue but the 
cluster of interconnected problems beneath it, and to address 
them together. Vulnerability factors converging 

on consumer harm

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme



The value of free 
consumer advice

This section explores how free consumer advice delivers measurable 
economic value alongside wider social and regulatory benefits. 
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Free advice delivers significant, measurable benefits
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Free consumer advice delivers value across multiple dimensions. Direct 
financial recovery for the individual client, broader market effects that 
benefit consumers who may never need to seek advice at all and 
impacts on the health and wellbeing of the people it serves.

When a household is overcharged by an energy supplier, sold a financial product 
that was never suitable for them, or left in disrepair by a landlord, they are dealing 
with an opponent that understands the relevant rules, controls the relevant 
information and faces little immediate pressure to make good. For many people in 
that position, and disproportionately for those most vulnerable, the practical reality is 
that they do not know exactly what their rights are, which body has the power to 
enforce them, or how to construct a complaint that will be taken on seriously. Free 
consumer advice bridges that gap. An experienced adviser can identify whether a 
legal right has been breached, construct the appropriate complaint, escalate to the 
right regulator or ombudsman and in many cases recover money the client had 
written off. That recovery spans a wide range of harms, from utility billing errors and 
faulty goods to unresolved mortgage disputes or mis-sold debt products. 

The benefits of consumer advice extend beyond the individual client themselves. 
When advisers identify a pattern of harmful conduct and refer cases to Trading 
Standards or other enforcement bodies, the trader responsible may face 
investigation and sanction, protecting other consumers from the same practice and 
contributing to markets where businesses face genuine accountability for how they 
treat customers. The benefits to clients also extend beyond the financial outcomes. 
Resolving a consumer dispute that has been hanging over a household has 
consequences for mental health, housing stability, access to essential services and 
the ability to manage day to day life. For people who arrive at advice centres feeling 
powerless against an organisation far better resourced than themselves, resolution 
also means obtaining the knowledge of how to assert their rights if it happens again.

Source: Pragmatix Advisory free consumer advice model and Citizens Advice data analysis (left) 
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Source: Pragmatix Advisory

To estimate the economic value of free consumer advice, we built a model using three inputs: what 
clients typically recover when advice succeeds; how often advice actually succeeds; and what it costs 
in adviser time

The first input captures the typical financial recovery for each type of case. The second accounts for the fact that not every 
case results in money back for the client. The third is applied across all clients, not just those whose cases succeed, so the full 
cost of delivering advice is reflected, including cases where recovery proves impossible.

These inputs were drawn from a survey of 92 organisations that collectively supported over 570,000 clients last year, with 
findings corroborated through interviews with providers. Together they allow us to estimate both the gross financial value 
advice delivers to clients, and the net value once the cost of delivering it is taken into account.

Model inputs
Pragmatix Advisory free consumer advice model 

2026
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It costs £190 on average to resolve a consumer-
related case.

The cost of delivering consumer advice falls entirely on the 
organisations providing it, as clients use the service for free. On 
average that amounts to £190 per case, reflecting the skilled 
adviser time required to take a case from initial assessment 
through to resolution. In practice that may mean identifying the 
legal basis for a claim, establishing which regulator or 
ombudsman has jurisdiction, drafting correspondence that 
meets the standard required to be taken seriously, or managing 
the client through multiple stages of escalation.

In calculating the net financial value of advice, the cost is 
applied across all clients, not only those whose cases succeed, 
because the staff time spent on cases that cannot be resolved 
in the client's favour, which is a real cost even when no money is 
recovered is just as real as the resource committed to those that 
can.

Positive 
outcomes 

70

All other 
outcomes
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Share of clients in cases with a consumer dimension 
that achieve a positive outcome

United Kingdom, 2025/26, per cent Seven in ten clients with a consumer-related case 
achieve a positive outcome.

Across cases with a consumer dimension, 70 per cent resulted in 
a positive outcome for the client, whether through financial 
redress, debt resolved, or housing costs reduced. Not all cases 
result in recovery, in some instances the responsible party is 
unable to pay, has ceased trading, or the circumstances of the 
case make full redress unachievable regardless.

To translate these outcomes into a plausible estimate of financial 
recovery, we applied the rate at which advisers reported 
successfully securing each type of outcome. This success rate, 
drawn from the survey of providers, reflects the proportion of 
cases in which a given outcome is actually achieved.
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Free consumer advice recovers £2,000 per client on 
average. 

This figure is calculated across all clients with a consumer 
dimension, whether or not their case results in a positive financial 
outcome, meaning it reflects the average value of advice 
rather than the value achieved only in successful cases. 

The largest contributor to average recoveries is redress in 
consumer credit and loan debt, where the average recovery 
reaches £11,900. These are typically can involve advisers 
identifying a debt that was mis-sold, improperly assigned, or 
subject to unlawful charges and securing a formal agreement 
to reduce or cancel the debt, or a compensation payment. 
Housing recoveries average £1,200, representing cases that 
include rent unlawfully withheld, illegal charges reversed, or 
disrepair costs recovered from a landlord who had not 
responded to direct approaches.

Free consumer advice converts a relatively modest 
resource investment into direct financial benefit.

As advice is free at the point of use, the consumer receives the 
full financial recovery. The net figure of £1,700 represents the 
value generated after accounting for the cost of adviser time 
across the full caseload. 

Of every £2,000 recovered on average, £220 covers the cost of 
the adviser's time, a cost borne by the advice organisation, not 
by the clients who benefit and keep everything they recover.Cost of 

advisor time 
£220

Net 
financial  

value
£1,700

Net financial value of consumer advice
United Kingdom, 2025/26, per cent

Recovery figures 
represent what 
was recovered 
through advice, 
not the total harm 
experienced. 

Source: Pragmatix Advisory free consumer advice model
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For the poorest households any unrecovered loss cuts 
directly into food, housing, or utilities.

Households in the lowest income decile spend around £2,490 
per month, almost entirely on non-discretionary items. 

Consumer advice recovers the equivalent of nineteen per cent 
of that expenditure on average, a recovery that does not 
restore a luxury but restores capacity to meet basic needs. 

Across case types, compensation for faulty goods and utility 
disputes generate the most significant recoveries relative to 
what these households spend each month.

Free consumer advice recovers the equivalent over a 
quarter of monthly household income for those on the 
lowest incomes.

The clients of free consumer advice are mostly drawn from 
lower-income households, making it particularly relevant to 
consider what these financial outcomes mean in the context of 
the budgets they are working with. 

Across cases with a consumer dimension, the average outcome 
represents 26 per cent of monthly household income for bottom 
decile households. A billing dispute, a rogue trader, or a mis-sold 
product does not sit at the margins of these households' 
finances. For people already managing on very little, losses of 
this kind can quickly become unmanageable, and without 
access to free specialist advice, many would go unrecovered 
entirely.0 20 40 60 80
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Consumer advice on housing issues saves the 
equivalent of nearly a full month's rent or mortgage.

Housing outcomes through consumer advice represent 87 per 
cent of housing expenditure for bottom decile households. 

For a household facing disrepair, an unlawful charge, or a billing 
dispute with a landlord, a recovery of this scale directly protects 
tenure and financial stability 
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Free consumer advice recovers the equivalent of six 
weeks’ grocery spending for the poorest households.

Resolving a utility debt or billing dispute is worth around four 
weeks of groceries for the poorest households, while 
compensation for faulty goods or services, redress and recovery 
stretches to six weeks.

For households with very little financial flexibility, recoveries of this 
scale represent a material improvement to their monthly 
position.
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Free advice feeds into the enforcement system that 
protects other consumers.

When advisers refer cases to enforcement bodies, traders may 
be investigated and stopped from harming future consumers, 
meaning the value of a single advice interaction extends well 
beyond the direct client being advised. In 2024/25, Citizens 
Advice consumer service data reported that 73 per cent of 
complaint cases about a specific consumer problem generated 
a Trading Standards referral that was reported. This creates a 
‘multiplier effect’ potential for each piece of advice to protect 
not just the client being helped, but an unknown number of 
future consumers who would otherwise have been harmed by 
the same trader.

Interviewees also highlighted gaps in regulation that leave 
certain consumers without adequate protection. Where 
frameworks fall short, advice providers play a collective role that 
individual consumers cannot, notifying the proper authorities of 
patterns of harm that might otherwise go unreported.

Direct financial value returned to clients far exceeds 
the resource invested in securing it.

Across all case types with a consumer dimension, including 
housing costs, consumer credit and debt, utility disputes, 
financial product redress and compensation for faulty goods 
and services, free consumer advice generates substantial direct 
financial recovery for clients relative to the cost of delivering it. 

Because advice is free at the point of use, the entirety of that 
recovery flows directly to clients, for every £1 of funding spent on 
providing consumer advice, £10.40 is recovered for clients who 
have experienced consumer harm.

For every £1 spent advising 
consumers, £10.40 is recovered for 

clients experiencing consumer 
harm.
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All other 
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Source: Pragmatix Advisory free consumer advice model (top); Citizens Advice (bottom)
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Value of advice extends beyond direct individual 
clients.

For this subset of cases (faulty goods, rogue traders and utility 
issues), every £1 spent on adviser time returns £1.31 to the direct 
client being advised. This is lower than the overall £10.40 return 
because it excludes consumer credit, housing and financial 
product cases, where Trading Standards is not the appropriate 
enforcement route. Whilst we cannot know precisely how many 
future consumers are protected by any given referral, we have 
estimated conservatively what the return on that same £1 spent 
on faulty goods, rogue traders and utility issues advice looks like 
if it goes on to protect one, five, or ten additional people 
through enforcement referrals. 

Under the most conservative assumption of just one additional 
consumer protected, the return rises from £1.31 to £2.26. If five 
additional consumers are protected it reaches £6.07 and at ten 
it rises to £10.84
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But not all consumer harm is enforced through the 
Trading Standards authorities.

Whilst a portion of consumer credit, financial product redress, 
housing and debt cases all involve a consumer dimension and 
generate real consumer harm, they are governed by separate 
regulatory frameworks and enforced through different channels. 

To estimate the multiplier effect of protecting more consumers 
through referrals to enforcement agencies, we focus on cases 
where Trading Standards is the appropriate route. But this is 
limited to complaints around faulty goods, rogue traders and 
utility issues.

The same multiplier effect applies to credit, housing and 
financial product cases through their respective enforcement 
channels, but cannot be quantified in the same way, meaning 
our analysis is a conservative illustration of the systemic value of 
referrals rather than the full extent of it.
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Regulatory oversight variation by case type
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Benefits of free advice extend beyond financial recovery
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Resolving a consumer dispute can have significant 
consequences for a client's health, housing stability and 
wider wellbeing.

The problems that bring people to free consumer advice are rarely 
contained to their financial dimension. The clients of free advice are 
typically people on low or precarious incomes, including those relying 
on benefits, in insecure employment, or managing households where 
income covers little beyond basic needs. For these clients, a 
consumer dispute is rarely an isolated problem. A debt wrongly 
assigned, a landlord refusing to address disrepair, or a billing error 
that has escalated to disconnection sits alongside other pressures, 
the threat of court proceedings, the risk of losing housing, the 
difficulty of maintaining employment when dealing with sustained 
financial stress. The financial harm is often the most visible part of a 
problem that has been compounding for some time.

But the non-financial outcomes of advice reflect the wider impact of 
consumer support. Improved mental health is the most widely 
reported outcome among advice providers, alongside avoidance of 
homelessness and maintenance of stable housing. Resolving the 
underlying problem removes a source of pressure that for many 
clients had become unmanageable.

Beyond immediate relief, clients also report improved financial 
capability, meaning clients felt better able to manage their money 
and make informed decisions, and feeling better equipped to assert 
their rights in future, outcomes that reduce the likelihood of the same 
harm recurring and strengthen the consumer’s position in any future 
dispute.
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The impact of consumer harm goes beyond the cost 
of the transaction.

One interviewee described how a client had purchased a 
hockey jersey for their child as a Christmas present through a 
legitimate, reputable vendor. Less than six months and only a 
handful of wears and washes later, the writing was already 
coming off. The company denied a return of refund, saying that 
their policy would not give money back after over 90 days with 
the product. The advice provider assisted them in writing a letter 
before action, and is anticipating the need to fill in a small 
claims form if the seller does not respond.

The cost of the product came to less than £100, but the advice 
provider stressed the significance of the purchase to the client, 
both as a high-cost purchase compared to their normal 
expenditure and as their child’s ‘main present’ that year. 
Because of this significance, they “could not afford to just let it 
go”
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Differing abilities to consume can have unexpected 
consequences, such as on the quality of a child’s 
education provider.

One advice provider told us how one of their clients was unable 
to afford the uniform of the better-performing local school. They 
would have had to send their child to a worse school had the 
advice centre not spoken with the school staff and the local 
council – together, they developed a new policy, creating a 
system where parents can purchase unbranded uniform items 
and add the school’s badge to it independently. This prevented 
all families in the area, not just the advice provider’s client, from 
being excluded from a free education provider based on the 
hidden costs of items like its uniform. The advice provider 
affirmed that the client would have been unable to achieve 
such an important change independently, due to a lack of 
confidence in asserting their consumer rights.

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme

Case studies



The drivers of 
demand for 

consumer advice

This section examines the economic and social pressures driving demand 
for free legal advice, including the cost-of-living crisis, labour market 
condition, housing costs and essential household bills. 
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Cost-of-living crisis is putting households under strain

39

Households across the United Kingdom have been enduring a sustained 
economic squeeze since the pandemic. 

Inflation peaked at rates not seen in over 30 years. Energy and food prices rose sharply, 
with food inflation exceeding nineteen per cent in early 2023. Real wages fell, and 
although headline inflation has since declined, prices remain materially higher than 
before the crisis began and the structural pressures that drive demand for free legal 
advice have not eased. 

The clients of Access to Justice Foundation funded partners have always tended to 
face greater economic pressure than most. The cost-of-living crisis has intensified those 
pressures significantly and expanded the population affected. Providers describe a 
notable shift in who is coming through their doors. People who would previously have 
paid for professional legal advice, including those in work, homeowners with mortgages 
in serious arrears and households with two incomes are now accessing free services. 

Problems rarely arrive alone. A reduction in income, through redundancy, reduced 
hours or sickness, can trigger rent or mortgage arrears, the loss of benefits tied to prior 
entitlements, accumulating debt and ultimately the risk of homelessness. Providers 
describe clients arriving much later in the ‘spiral of crisis’, and with needs that are 
substantially more complex and costly to address as a result. The safety nets that would 
once have caught people at earlier stages have been progressively withdrawn. 

Poverty also shapes who bears the greatest risk of consumer harm, and who is least 
able to do anything about it. Low income determines which landlords, lenders and 
service providers people are dependent on. It determines whether they can afford to 
complain or whether the risk of losing their housing or their credit access it too great to 
take. Several providers described a market in which their clients are structurally denied 
the consumer protections that people with more financial security can take for 
granted. 

“In the past, mortgage arrears were 
around £15,000. Now they’re getting to 
£50,000 and above. It’s not just people 

on benefits anymore – it’s affecting 
everyone” 

Housing and benefits advisor

“The complexity of cases has gone up 
a lot since the pandemic. When people 
come to us, they’re not just coming with 

one issue. It might take two or three 
conversations just to identify what the 

next steps are” 
Advice provider chief executive

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme (left)

“Consumer issues stem from no 
affordability. Clients are using buy-no-

pay-later services to buy food. They 
don’t have the ability to shop around. 
They don’t have the power to change 

things” 
Housing and debt advice provider
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Real incomes have fallen and households are feeling 
it.

Real disposable household income fell in 2025, forcing many 
households to cut spending. Earnings growth has not kept pace 
with inflation. As prices climbed, the value of what people took 
home declined. 

Food has been one of the most notable impacts on household 
outgoings. Annual food price inflation exceeded ten per cent 
for almost two years, peaking at over nineteen per cent in 
March 2023 - the highest rate in over 40 years. Overall, food 
prices rose by around 25 per cent between 2022 and 2024, a 
sustained hit to household budgets that has not fully unwound. 

Source: Office for National Statistics
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The labour market is weakening, with unemployment 
rising and job security declining. 

Unemployment has grown from four to six per cent since 2023, 
adding half a million jobseekers at a time when vacancies have 
fallen from 1.3 million to 700,000. There are now 2.5 unemployed 
workers for every vacancy, compared to 1.5 before the 
pandemic. 

Insecure employment compounds the picture. Almost three 
million workers are on zero-hours contracts or in temporary 
employment, a figure that has been rising since 2024 and has 
more than doubled since 2015. Redundancies are also climbing. 
Since August 2025, the rate at which employers are cutting jobs, 
has averaged 4.7 per 1,000 employees, up from around four 
before the pandemic. 
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Housing costs are rising faster than incomes, and the 
strain is showing. 

Private rent inflation stayed above the government’s two per 
cent target for longer than general inflation. In 2023/24, 32 per 
cent of private renters were struggling to pay, an increase of 
250,000 households on 2019/20. 

For the clients of free legal advice providers, these pressures 
translate directly into crisis. Debt is growing and rent arrears are 
rising as incomes stagnate, and advisers describe an increasing 
number of clients unable to keep up with housing costs. 
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Source: Office for National Statistics (top left and right); Ministry of Justice (top right); Centre for Policy Studies (bottom left)
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Source: Office for National Statistics (top right); Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (bottom left)

Utilities inflation has dramatically exceeded inflation 
across all items.

Inflation rates across fuels and water supply do not resemble 
measures of inflation across other goods due to government 
policies that enable some control over of manipulation of prices. 
This includes the Ofgem Energy Price Cap on gas and 
electricity, and the price reviews conducted every five years by 
Ofwat to manage water prices.

Changes in these price limits are irregular but often drastic when 
carried out, responding to extreme economic circumstances 
such as the high inflation of 2022/23, leading to steep, stepwise 
changes.
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High inflation across utilities has led to steep increases 
in household bills across the United Kingdom.

Weekly expenditure per household on electricity, gas and other 
fuels grew by 35 per cent in real terms between 2015/16 and 
2023/24. These household essentials have become more 
expensive and at a faster rate than other items, much like the 
high inflation rates seen across food and non-alcoholic drinks.

The latest Fuel Poverty Statistics Report released by the 
Department for Energy Security and Net Zero estimated that in 
2025, 2.36 million households lived in fuel poverty in England 
alone. This accounts for almost ten per cent of English 
households. Projections made at the time of release in March 
2026 anticipated this falling to 2.13 million households in 2026, 
but this figure has not accounted for the impacts of the conflict 
in the Middle East, and is therefore an uncertain estimate.
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Source: Ministry of Justice (top  left and right); Financial Conduct Authority and University of Bristol (top left)Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (bottom left); 

International Monetary Fund (bottom right)

Rising energy costs are squeezing household budgets 
that are already under pressure. 

Gas heats 62 per cent of United Kingdom homes, more than any 
other G7 country, and electricity prices move closely with 
wholesale gas costs. When global energy prices rise, British 
households feel it faster and harder than most. Higher fuel costs 
don’t just mean larger energy bills or a jump in the cost of filling 
the family car. They push up the price of food, goods and 
services across the board, as businesses pass on higher 
production and transport costs to consumers. 

For households already managing debt, rent arrears and low 
incomes, there is little left to absorb further price rises. United 
Kingdom inflation forecast to be 3.2 per cent in 2026, the highest 
in the G7, with the cost of essentials rising fastest. 
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Debt is rising and for many households it is becoming 
unmanageable.

Individual insolvencies in England and Wales exceeded 125,000 
in 2025, and the first four months of 2026 have already recorded 
over 45,000, putting the year on track to go higher still. The 
growth has been driven largely by debt relief orders, which have 
risen sharply over the last decade and now account for a 
growing share of total insolvencies. For the clients of free legal 
advice providers, this is not a statistical trend, it is the reality of 
households that have exhausted every other option. 

The turn to short-term credit is also widening. One in five United 
Kingdom adults used buy now pay later in the year to May 2024, 
up from one in six two years earlier, and the fastest growth is now 
among middle aged households. Eight per cent of users 
reported using it to cover everyday essentials. Nearly a third of 
users were classified as having low financial resilience. 
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Rising demand is 
outpacing 

capacity

This section outlines rising demand for free legal advice, the constraints on 
provider capacity and the impact of changes to Legal Aid and service 
closures. 

45



The pressure on free legal advice providers is mounting

46

Multiple significant factors are contributing to an increasing need for 
free legal advice, which providers are struggling to keep up with. 

Over the past decade, the funding landscape for social welfare legal support has 
shifted significantly. Changes to Legal Aid scope, combined with pressures on local 
authority budgets and the closure of many advice providers, have reduced the 
availability of publicly funded legal support. On a broader level, looking at other 
advice and support providers, many interview participants reported how other local 
charities have had to close due to funding difficulties, leaving people with limited 
options to turn to for advice. As a result, more people are turning to free legal advice 
providers for help.

The cost-of-living crisis has widened the pool of people who cannot afford 
professional advice, while contributing to the reduction of other public and voluntary 
sector services. Furthermore, it has increased the number of people in vulnerable 
economic circumstances, who are more likely to experience violations of their 
consumer rights, and for whom these violations are often more damaging, given their 
limited disposable income.

A final pressure facing advice providers is the need for complex, specialist advice. 
We heard throughout our interview programme how clients are typically facing 
diverse issues simultaneously. With less alternative advice providers available to refer 
clients to, Access to Justice Foundation funded partners are ultimately needing to 
provide more advice to more people.

All of this has left free legal advice providers facing high demand, with most providers 
lacking the capacity to help everyone who comes to them. Seven in ten regularly 
have to turn people away or send them elsewhere. Across the sector, around one in 
four people who ask for help cannot be seen

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme; Pragmatix Advisory survey (right)

“We used to have four areas of Legal 
Aid. Now we only have housing because 
of the cuts. Many solicitors don’t want to 

do legal aid because the economics 
simply don’t work. The expertise is leaving 

the sector. Who will do this work in the 
future?” 

Housing and benefits advice provider

“The qualifying circumstances to get 
Legal Aid haven’t changed in 

conjunction with the pressures that 
people face in life and the way that that 

has changed”
Advice provider chief executive

“We are increasingly seeing people come 
to us who ten or fifteen years 

ago you’d expect to be able to fund 
legal advice but are no longer able to. 
Stable families, two working partners”

Advice provider chief executive
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Local and regional advice providers are struggling 
with capacity limitations more than those which 
operate nationally.

While national providers were able to support almost nine in ten 
of the advice-seekers who turned to them, those which 
operated at a regional level had to turn away almost half of 
those that approached them. Local providers, both 
independent and members of a larger organisation, also turned 
away a higher rate of clients than was the average across all 
survey respondents.

The capacity of non-national providers may be stretched further 
due to the closure of small, local charities described by 
interviewees. Demand for support from national providers has 
likely not increased at such a high rate, as the alternatives to 
them have not been disappearing so quickly.

Clients turned 
or referred 
away, 24 

Clients 
supported, 

76 

Share of clients supported and those turned away or 
referred elsewhere due to capacity constraints

United Kingdom, 2026, per cent
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Share of clients supported and those turned away or 
referred elsewhere due to capacity constraints by 

geographic coverage
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Yes, 
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Share of respondents turning away or referring clients 
due to capacity constraints 

United Kingdom, 2026, per cent

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme (top left); Pragmatix Advisory survey
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Funding pressures have increased unmet need.

Pressures across the wider funding landscape have contributed 
to ongoing capacity constraints. Many organisations that once 
operated across a broad range of advice areas now focus on a 
narrower set of services, and overall provision has become more 
limited. But people still need support and instead, are often 
reaching advice centres later, when problems have escalated 
and are more complex, time-intensive and costly to resolve.

One advice provider described being unable to answer three 
quarters of its incoming calls. Of the calls the centre is able to 
answer, they can only take on 40 per cent of the clients. 
Another chief executive described their region as an ‘advice 
desert’, with no other comparable organisation available to 
local people. 

Capacity to assist clients with the severest needs is 
limited.

More than half of the Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners reported having to turn down cases involving complex 
housing disrepair or requiring representation of clients at 
employment tribunals, situations that are likely to have an 
extreme impact on an individual’s quality of life. 

These cases would involve a particularly high workload for 
advice providers, especially the drafting of a letter before action 
and the gathering of persuasive evidence, so are unsurprisingly 
difficult to take on on a pro bono basis. Due to the extreme 
pressure facing advice providers, vulnerable people are at risk of 
being left in unsuitable housing conditions or unfairly out of work 
for longer, with limited capacity to defend themselves.

0 20 40 60 80 100

Utility billing and access  disputes

 Financial product mis-selling

Rogue trader/trading standards cases

Consumer goods/ services disputes

Consumer credit and regulated debt

Court consumer claims

Ombudsman complaints, referrals

Complex housing disrepair

Employment tribunal representation

Share of respondents reporting each type of 
consumer rights cases that lack capacity to be 

taken on
United Kingdom, 2026, average, per cent

Source: Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (top left); Pragmatix Advisory interview programme (bottom left); Ministry of Justice (bottom right)

0.0
0.5
1.0
1.5
2.0
2.5
3.0
3.5
4.0

200
5/

06

200
6/

07

200
7/

08

200
8/

09

200
9/

10

201
0/

11

201
1/

12

201
2/

13

201
3/

14

201
4/

15

201
5/

16

201
6/

17

201
7/

18

201
8/

19

201
9/

20

202
0/

21

202
1/

22

202
2/

23

202
3/

24

202
4/

25

Overall Legal Aid expenditure
England and Wales,£, millions, 24/25 prices 

Civil legal aid Criminal legal aid Central funds



Timely advice can help prevent irreversible harm

Advice and law centres are frequently constrained in 
ways that determine not just how many people they 
can help, but when.

Opening hours, staffing levels and waiting times all shape 
whether someone in crisis can access support at the moment 
they need it most. For clients with vulnerabilities, whether 
financial, cognitive or otherwise, these gaps in support are the 
difference between a problem contained and one that spirals.

This is particularly acute for clients who man not recognise they 
are being harmed, or who lack the confidence or ability to 
navigate systems alone. When advice or support is not 
available, these clients do not always wait or are able to find 
help elsewhere, they proceed, often into situations that become 
much harder to resolve.

One interviewee described a client with a learning disability 
who received a phone call from someone posing as their bank, 
instructing them to send £5,000 in cash to a Post Office box in 
London. The client sought help from their local advice centre 
before sending the money, but it was a Saturday and the centre 
was closed. With nowhere to turn, they sent the cash. When the 
fraudster called again asking for more, the client returned to the 
centre and was stopped before sending anything further. The 
interviewee was clear that had they been open when that first 
call came, the client would have come in then too and the 
original £5,000 would never have been sent.

49

Fraud and scam losses that cannot be 
recovered once sent

Manageable debt spiralling into 
enforcement action or bankruptcy

Eviction or homelessness following 
an unresolved housing dispute

Utility disconnections triggered by billing 
errors or disputed charges

Examples of outcomes timely free consumer advice prevents

Source: Pragmatix Advisory survey of free legal advice providers (left)

Case studies



Providers are closing their books to new referrals and 
advisors are working beyond their contracted hours. 

Interviews with advice providers showed the clear human cost of 
the capacity gap. Several providers described advisors working 
well beyond their contracted hours, senior management making 
the decision to stop accepting external referrals and triaging 
cases they would previously have taken on. The pressure is not 
just operational, it is personal, and providers expressed genuine 
concern about that burnout. 
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‘Every advisor at a law centre 
is paid below minimum wage, 

but this figure is hidden 
because workers’ hours are far 

longer than what they are 
salaried too far’

Law centre director

‘We used to do court 
representation for clients with 

debt issues, because of 
funding cuts we can’t do that 

anymore.’
Advice provider chief executive

‘you’re not able to refer them 
anywhere because there’s 
nowhere to refer them to’

Advice provider manager

Advice providers prioritise the earlier intervention and 
the ability to reach more people.

Survey respondents showed an awareness of the high demand 
for their services when asked what provisions they would 
introduce or expand if they had access to more funding. A 
majority highlighted outreach to under-served communities and 
the digitally excluded, and increasing their in-person availability. 
In interviews, many stakeholders sought to open for longer hours 
or hire extra staff in order to meet more clients in-person rather 
than relying on access to technology.
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The opportunity to 
expand free 

consumer advice 
services

This section explores how additional funding could expand capacity, 
improve coverage and increase the impact of free consumer advice. 
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Access to Justice Foundation is an essential funder

52

We heard throughout our interview programme that Access to Justice 
Foundation funds the work that ‘nobody else wants to’.

Typically, funding given to free legal advice providers is often restricted for very 
specific purposes, such as the targeting of a certain disadvantaged group or the 
provision of advice in one selected area. Access to Justice Foundation, meanwhile, 
was repeatedly praised by interviewees as a funder that truly understood the needs 
of the organisations that it supports, and provides them with funding to cover a range 
of crucial activities.

Benefits appeals were highlighted as a key area where Access to Justice Foundation 
has provided funding while few other donors have. This work is essential for enabling 
consumers, bringing people the income that allows them to enter the market with 
more purchasing power, and less at risk of purchasing low-cost goods or services that 
end up causing more harm than good. Advice providers described those clients 
waiting for benefits support as “some of the most vulnerable” in the region, and not 
having “two pennies to rub together” while they wait for the outcome. In almost all 
cases, free legal advice providers enable their clients to successfully appeal denied 
benefits claims, with some even being awarded hundreds of thousands of pounds of 
lost income. Without funding from Access to Justice Foundation, many of these 
successful appeals would have been impossible, leaving vulnerable people to live in 
poverty, limiting the extent to which they can exercise their consumer rights.

Advice providers also highlighted the staffing difficulties that they have been facing 
in recent years, with multiple seeing a large fall in their number of volunteers since the  
pandemic, and rarely retaining volunteers for long enough to justify the high training 
expenses. Funding from Access to Justice Foundation is often used to cover staffing 
and training costs, including the administrative and managerial staff roles which are 
indispensable to the running of the organisation but rarely included in other funding 
sources. Thanks to Access to Justice Foundation funding salaries and training, 
hundreds of thousands of consumers receive the advice they need.

“Often, funders want you to target a 
specific group or deliver in a specific 

area’
Free legal advice provider

‘Access to Justice Foundation is one of 
the few funders that will give us the 

resources to do all the different levels of 
advice that we want and need to 

provide. The specialist work, the tribunals 
etc., are what actually achieve the 

outcomes, and this is what Access to 
Justice Foundation funds.’
Advice provider chief executive

‘Out of all the funders I’ve worked with, 
and I’ve worked with a lot, Access to 

Justice Foundation have been the 
easiest to work with… What’s nice is they 

have a good network and they know 
who can do the right stuff… It’s like 

they’re saying ‘we trust you, go on and 
keep doing the good work’.’

Free legal advice provider

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme
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ATJF’s distribution model is uniquely powerful. 

The Access to Justice Foundation is not simply a charity 
receiving funds. It is an experienced grant-making body that 
distributes funding across a wide network of free legal advice 
providers, ensuring money reaches those who need it most, 
wherever they are in the country. 

The ATJF funds providers that are free at the point of access, 
available to anyone who needs help regardless of income or 
ability to pay. This is a fundamentally different model from fee-
charging advice providers or subscription or membership-based 
bodies, which by their nature serve mostly paying members. The 
ATJF’s experience in grant-making, its sector relationships and its 
established track record make it uniquely equipped to distribute 
funding to appropriate advice providers who will have the most 
impact.

The Access to Justice Foundation is uniquely placed 
to direct funding to where it is needed most.

In our interviews and surveys of funded partners, ATJF was 
consistently described as an organisation that understands the 
sector from the inside. Advice providers unequivocally reported 
that ATJF knows the organisations it funds, the communities they 
serve and the pressures they are operating under, meaning 
grant decisions are informed by genuine familiarity with what 
good provision looks like and where resource is most needed.

That expertise is built on close working relationships with funders, 
funded partners and the wide legal and advice community, 
with the Law Society of England and Wales, the Bar Council, 
CILEx and the Advice Services Alliances among its founding 
members.

£80 million in funding distributed

1,160 grants made

370 organisations funded

Illustrative distribution model

Access to Justice lifetime funding delivered
England and Wales, 2026

Source: Access to Justice Foundation (top and bottom)



ATJF funding is significant for smaller, local providers.

Smaller and independent local organisations report the highest 
levels of dependency on ATJF funding, reflecting the central role 
it plays in sustaining their operations. For many of these 
organisations, ATJF represents a stable and trusted source of 
funding that allows them to plan their services with confidence 
and maintain provision for the communities they serve.

Local authorities have faced significant budgetary pressures in 
recent years, making ATJF an increasingly important source of 
support for smaller providers who might otherwise struggle to 
secure the resource they need. ATJF funding sustains provision in 
communities where free advice would be difficult to access 
through other means, ensuring that geography and local 
funding conditions do not determine whether someone can get 
help with a consumer problem.
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Access to Justice Foundation funding is essential to 
the delivery of free legal advice.

Almost eight in ten advice providers describe the funding they 
receive from Access to Justice Foundation as essential to their 
operations, with a further fifteen per cent describing it as very 
important. 

Funded partners describe a grant process that is straightforward 
to navigate and a funder that places trust in the organisations it 
supports without the burden of excessive monitoring and 
reporting requirements that can place significant strain on small 
advice organisations. This approach allows providers to focus 
their capacity on delivering advice rather than administering 
their funding.
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ATJF funding goes directly to the people who deliver 
free advice to clients.

The majority of providers report using ATJF funding for 
caseworker staff, with management and administration the next 
most common use. For consumer advice in particular, where a 
caseworker may need to assess the basis of a claim, navigate 
the appropriate regulatory route and advocate directly on 
behalf of a client who could not do so alone, having sufficient 
and well-supported staff plays a part in determining whether a 
client's case gets resolved. 

More caseworkers means more clients seen, disputes resolved, 
and money recovered for households that would otherwise 
have had no realistic prospect of getting it back. For consumer 
advice, additional resource translates directly into measurable 
financial and personal outcomes for the people who need it 
most.

ATJF funding supports provision where the need is 
often greatest and the alternatives fewest.

Consumer issues account for around 23 per cent of free legal 
advice overall, rising to 43 per cent among independent local 
providers. 

While Citizens Advice operates the national consumer helpline 
and handles a significant volume of consumer enquiries, 
providers told us that the consumer cases reaching smaller local 
and independent organisations tend to be more complex, 
involving clients who have often already tried other routes 
without success or who come from under-served communities 
that can be harder to reach through national channels.
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More funding can help more people
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Additional resources can help to fund the consumer advice needed for 
the complex cases seen in the current economic climate.

In light of this growing demand for free legal advice, the need for funding is even 
greater. The vast majority of our survey and interview respondents received funding 
from Access to Justice Foundation and commended it as a funder which supports 
essential work that few others will, keeping the essential core of their operations running 
while other funding focussed on targeted projects. However, they also anticipated that 
demand for their services will keep increasing, and were aware of areas that they 
would need additional support for.

Every interviewee could point to specific things they would do with additional resource, 
and in almost every case those things were concrete, modest, and directly tied to 
unmet need in their communities. The most immediate need, cited across almost every 
interview, was simply for funding to employ more people. Organisations described 
closing their books to external referrals, triaging cases they would previously have taken 
on, and advisers working well beyond their contracted hours to manage caseloads 
that have grown faster than their funding. 

Alongside general capacity, interviewees spoke consistently about the need to invest 
in specialist knowledge. As experienced advisers retire, the expertise they carry is not 
being replaced at the rate it is being lost, particularly in welfare rights and social 
welfare law. Several organisations described using existing funding to train staff to 
higher levels of specialism, with a long-term ambition of qualifying for Legal Aid 
contracts that would unlock further capacity. As the cost-of-living crisis continues and 
consumers are facing difficulties in multiple dimensions of their lives, knowledge and 
training is essential to ensuring that their needs are met. Consumer detriment is no 
longer reserved for simple issues with faulty goods of rogue tradespeople – the advice 
provided by Access to Justice Foundation funded partners is vital for the current needs 
of consumers in the United Kingdom.

Hire more advisors
To reduce waiting lists 

and stop turning people 
away

Train to specialist level
To build capacity for 

legal aid contracts and 
tribunal work

Expand outreach
Reach isolated, rural 

and underserved 
communities

Move into new areas
Expand into family law, 
migration, employment 

to SEND provision

Follow-up support
Stay alongside clients 
after immediate crisis 

passes

Better premises
More space to see 

more clients each day

Source: Pragmatix Advisory interview programme

Desired areas for expansion with increased 
funding



Appendix

57



Survey received 92 organisation responses

58

Benefits, housing and debt were the most commonly 
reported areas of law, though most organisations 
work across multiple categories.

In April and May 2026, an online survey was live to collect 
responses from Access to Justice Foundation funded partners. 
Responses were received from 92 individual organisations who 
provided advice to 574,000 individual clients in the past year. 
130,000 of the cases had a consumer dimension.

The survey gathered quantitative data on client volumes and 
demographics, case types, outcomes achieved and the 
financial value of advice provided. Where respondents didn’t 
have precise figures, best estimates were accepted. The survey 
was designed to maximise participation and minimise burden on 
frontline organisations. 

We conducted seventeen in-depth interviews with 
representatives from Access to Justice Foundation funded 
partners during April and May 2026, spanning law centres, 
Citizens Advice Bureaux, housing advice charities, employment 
rights providers and specialist services including social care legal 
advice and disability benefits advocacy. Interviewees were 
selected to ensure a diversity of organisation type, geography, 
size and area of advice. All contributions have been 
anonymised. Quotes from organisations are described by type 
only and no individual or organisation is identifiable in this report. 
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Key assumptions in modelling 

Our modelling estimates the economic value of free 
consumer advice using three inputs: financial 
outcomes for clients with advice, the rate at which 
those outcomes are successfully secured, and the cost 
of adviser time to achieve them. 

Consumer related case weights

Case weights were derived from Citizens Advice data on clients 
seen in the last year under the comprehensive definition of 
consumer-related issues. Within that population, the number of 
individual clients was broken down by case type, and those 
proportions were used to weight financial outcomes across case 
types to produce an average that reflects the distribution of cases 
across the sector.

Success rate with advice

Derived from a survey of free legal advice providers. Respondents 
were asked the rate at which their advice on issues with a 
consumer dimension results in a positive outcome. Respondents 
reported that 70 per cent of clients saw a positive outcome with 
advice.

Financial outcomes with advice

Derived from survey results. Respondents were asked to report the 
typical value of redress and recovery across each type of 
consumer case, covering a range of case types with a consumer 

dimension. Where individual responses were implausibly large, 
figures were divided by the share of clients in that case type as a 
proportion of total clients, to produce a more representative 
estimate of the typical recovery value.

The average financial recovery was calculated across all clients 
with a consumer dimension, whether or not their case results in a 
positive financial outcome, meaning it reflects the average value 
of advice rather than the value achieved only in successful cases. 

Advice costs

Derived from survey results. Respondents were asked to report the 
typical number of hours required to resolve a consumer case. This 
was combined with the average hourly wage of a Citizens Advice 
generalist adviser at £13.33 per hour for a 37.5 hour working week 
to produce an average cost per case. Advice costs were 
corroborated by advice providers. 

In calculating the net financial value of advice, the cost is applied 
across all clients, not only those whose cases result in a positive 
outcome. 
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