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Introduction 
 
The work has been conducted by Janet Wilkinson, independent project consultant working 
for Germinate: The Arthur Rank Centre (G:ARC) and the preparation of the report has been 
overseen by Jerry Marshall, CEO, G:ARC. 
 
This project has been steered by G:ARC (Jerry Marshall), Plunkett Foundation (Aimee Evans), 
the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Task Group on responsible credit and savings (Tom Sefton 
and Polly Taylor), The Association of British Credit Unions (ABCUL) (Matt Bland) and 
Toynbee Hall (Rebecca Simpson) with backing from the Methodist Church and United 
Reformed Church. 
 
 
G:ARC is committed to helping create sustainable, vibrant rural communities and has 
considerable concern for the 900,000 rural households living in poverty, those who feel 
isolated, and families experiencing difficulties.  The centre offers support directly through 
innovative training programmes and free written resources and works to equip the UKs 
13,000 rural churches to bring physical, social and spiritual transformation to communities. 
The Church of England, Methodist Church and United Reformed Church are all partners of 
the G:ARC. 
 
The Plunkett Foundation has, since 1919, been helping rural communities take control of 
the issues affecting them and sees self-help as the most effective way to tackle rural needs, 
create social change and enrich life in the countryside.  The Foundation’s main focus is to 
support communities in establishing a wide range of co-operatives and community-owned 
enterprises. 
 
The Church of England has the largest following of any denomination or faith in Britain, with 
a physical presence in 16,000 communities and 1.7 million regular attenders.  The Church is 
very concerned about the social and emotional burden of debt in the UK and is supporting 
and promoting the work of credit unions which encourage more responsible borrowing and 
saving. 
 
ABCUL is the largest credit union trade association in the UK providing support, information 
and services directly to its members, working with the Department of Work and Pensions to 
increase access to credit unions through the Credit Union Expansion Programme and 
providing representation to governments, regulators, the media and other stakeholders on 
behalf of the UK credit union movement.  
 
Toynbee Hall works to relieve need and to address the causes of poverty and distress with a 
special focus on the East End of London and a leading UK-wide approach to building 
financial capability and access to fair financial services. 
 
 
Funding for the project was provided by Comic Relief, Faith in Action and G:ARC and their 
supporters. 
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Project summary 
 
The project aimed to help tackle rural poverty through improved access to fair finance and 
through education. A key hypothesis was that one possible solution would be the provision 
of low cost physical access points to credit unions through volunteer run services through 
rural churches, community shops or other community groups. 
 
The initial research found that: 

 Very few use these services where they have been tried, for a range of reasons 

especially visibility 

 Where they exist they tend to be better at generating savings rather than borrowing 

while Credit Unions have a particular need to find borrowers rather than savers 

 Credit Unions only provide one part of the needed spectrum of financial provision; 

there is a need for fair short term (‘payday’) finance with quick access and long term 

finance. 

Overall, the project had eight key findings, each with related action recommendations. 

1. There is a clear target audience for providing direct help in rural areas. 

◦ Families should be the prime target audience for support 

2. High cost finance needs to be better understood to provide alternative solutions. 

◦ A range of alternative solutions to high-cost credit needs to be provided in 

rural areas. 

3. There is a low awareness of existing sources of help. 

◦ Existing sources of help need clearer signpositing and promotion. 

4. Credit unions play a part in offering fair financial services in rural areas but do not 

offer alternatives for all types of high cost lending. 

◦ There needs to be access to other fair finance options in addition to credit 

union products to provide a complete solution to rural needs. 

5. Credit union technology and increased banking facilities at Post Offices in 2017 will 

increase rural access to fair financial services. 

◦ The need for volunteer led physical access points in villages is declining and a 

different approach is needed. 

6. Rural Post Offices provide fair financial products and banking services, accessible to 

the great majority of rural locations. 

◦ Clearer signposting and promotion is needed. 

7. Alternatives to high cost lenders are starting to emerge. 

◦ Local collaborations as well as new national offerings are starting to tackle 

some of the key areas of high cost credit. 

8. Gaps in rural access to fair financial services remain and will not necessarily be met 

by physical rural service points. 

◦ Rather than wholescale credit union rural access points there is a need for 

online access to a complete range of services promoted in rural communities. 

◦ There is potential to use the Sheffield Money platform to develop a national 

‘Rural Money’ offering. 
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These eight findings and related action recommendation can be tackled at least to some 
extent through the following recommendations. 
 

Recommendation Finding 
number 

Status Next steps Funding 

Produce Rural 
Guides 

1, 2, 3, 6 Written Dissemination G:ARC to cover 
costs 

Develop a template 
and guidelines for 
working with rural 
families 

1 Hull and East 
Yorkshire pilot with 
rural families is 
under way 

Evaluation, 
dissemination 

G:ARC to cover 
costs 

Establish ‘Rural 
Money’ 
comprehensive web 
offering 

2, 3, 4, 5, 
6, 7, 8 

Partnership with 
Sheffield Money 
agreed and proposal 
written 

Seek funding External 
sources sought 

Prepare a summary 
report for partner 
websites 

- To be written. 
Anticipated to be 6-
10 pages with full 
report on request. 

Summarise 
and publish 
this report 

Costs covered 
within this 
project 

 

   



 6 

Background to the project 
 
In the current economic climate households nationwide are finding it more difficult to 
manage their finances with increased costs and stagnant wages.  Research by the Children’s 
Foundation in 2016 found that over 62,000 families in England and Wales are spending more 
on overdue bills than on food1.  Just one unexpected cost can push families into problem 
debt; 46% of families who had their car, central heating or appliances break down in the last 
12 months had to borrow money to pay for a repair or replacement. 
 
People in rural areas experience the same financial pressure as their urban counterparts 
including hidden poverty and financial exclusion.  Many imagine rural living to be idyllic, but 
over 1.3m people live in poverty, often hidden with predominantly wealthy areas.  Rural 
poverty is often hard to escape due to higher living costs, lower wages and fewer permanent 
jobs.2 
 
Financial exclusion to mainstream financial services is also commonplace.   Like their urban 
counterparts, rural residents are often turning to payday loans and high-cost credit to fund 
emergency needs and day to day living3.  Payday loans are expedient but expensive.  
Advertised interest rates are typically around 1,750% APR and amongst other concerns 
payday loans can feature disproportionate changes relative to the sum borrowed, a lack of 
transparency regarding fees, insufficient affordability assessment and the use of rollover 
where borrowers are encouraged to extend the term of their loan4.  
 
Project aim 
 
This purpose of this project was to examine and test ways in which credit union services could 
be extended into rural areas through partnership working to provide greater access to the 
fair financial products and financial education.  Learning from a number of pilot activities 
could then be shared with rural communities across the UK to increase access to fair financial 
services rurally. 
 
Credit unions can be one long term alternative to high-cost credit as they offer products 
suited individual needs with more affordable interest rates; credit unions are not for profit 
businesses offering savings and loans; they are set up, owned and controlled by co-operative 
communities.  The Department for Work and Pensions has been directly and financial 
supportive of credit unions in the UK as they see credit unions as a key way to help those on 
low incomes5. 
 

                                                      
1  http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/press-releases/600000-families-
spending-more-on-repaying-problem-debts-than-on-food  
2  Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (National Rural Proofing Guidelines, 
July 2013) 
3 Consumer Finance Association (Credit Crunched: A commentary on the UK’s changing 
attitude towards borrowing and spending, May 2013) 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/362689/P
roblem_debt.pdf  
4 See: http://www.which.co.uk/money/credit-cards-and-loans/guides/payday-loans/ 
5 Department for Work and Pensions (DWP Credit Union Expansion Project, Feasibility 
Study, May 2012)  

http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/press-releases/600000-families-spending-more-on-repaying-problem-debts-than-on-food
http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/press-releases/600000-families-spending-more-on-repaying-problem-debts-than-on-food
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/362689/Problem_debt.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/362689/Problem_debt.pdf
http://www.which.co.uk/money/credit-cards-and-loans/guides/payday-loans/
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Project approach and work conducted 
 
The anticipated activity of this project was is a clear and straightforward one.   It was an active, 
practical research project where six UK credit unions serving rural communities as part of 
their common bond were identified to be part of the project; there was a small amount of 
seed corn funding (£1,500 per credit union) to assist in set up costs and awareness building 
to establish three new service points per credit union.  Also part of the project was a plan to 
disseminate to rural communities, community cooperatives, churches and credit unions 
findings of what worked in these pilots through printed and downloadable manuals/how-to 
guides.  This would be supplmented in presentations to a dissemination conference to 
encourage rural locations to replicate the pilot activities that had been successful, helping 
those in their communities to find alternatives to high-cost credit. 
 
This project has been complex.  It has been far from the anticipated linear process and has 
been lengthier than initially expected (although delivered well within budget). It has required 
flexibility to make changes to ideas and it has also required the decisions not to take actions 
regarding potential pilot activity that fulfilled the letter of the project proposal but did not fit 
with the spirit or overarching aims of what the project wanted to achieve.   Essential to the 
outcomes of the project was a set of proposed sustainable solutions for rural residents to 
access fair financial services locally rather than funded pilot activities that were unsustainable 
beyond the life of the funding. 
 
The findings section of this report records in eight key findings from the project that have an 
impact for future delivery of alternatives to high-cost lenders in rural areas.  This section 
outlines the five phases of activity in the project and their key discoveries that informed the 
next stage of the project.   
 
Context for the project management 
 
A key framework for the first phase of the research was to understand the context of rural 
UK to examine practical solutions that had the potential to work in all types of rural settings.  
Rural locations are defined as populations up to 10,000 ranging from hamlets (clusters of 
houses without a church) to villages of a few hundred to several thousands and administrative 
centres in small rural towns6.  Rural life is not homogenous; the experience of someone living 
in a rural town of 10,000 with potential access to health, education and financial services is 
significantly different to someone living in a hamlet or small village of 500 people or less.  Life 
in rural Cumbria, Cornwall, Norfolk or the Scottish Highlands and Islands may see a profusion 
of services aimed at second home owners and visitors in high season but may provide little in 
the way of day to day resources for year-round residents. 
 
Some larger rural locations have access to banks, building societies and support facilities such 
as health centres, supermarkets, libraries, food banks and the Citizens Advice Bureau 
although is recognised that large organisations such as financial and health services have 
reduced their rural present in the last 20 years.   In smaller rural areas communities work 
together, often on a volunteer basis, using community (and church) buildings to provide 
central services and facilities for all residents; these may include grocery and general shops, 
a Post Office, village pub, community cafes and doctors’ surgeries but, equally, all of these 

                                                      
6  https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/rural-urban-classification  

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/rural-urban-classification
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services can be missing from a rural location, particularly in sparsely populated areas of the 
UK and those rural areas on the fringes of urban conurbations. 
 
At the start of the project it was anticipated that rural churches and community cooperatives 
(typically village shops and pubs) had the physical space and location in village and small town 
locations to offer credit union service points in standard and innovative forms. 
 
The project had two core questions from the start that have run as themes through all phases 
of the work and have aided decision making regarding pilot activity and eventual 
recommendations for next steps. 
 

Who exactly is this project trying to help? 
 

What it is that we want to help rural residents with? 
 
Project phases 
 
The work has been done in five phases. It has drawn on both urban and rural examples to be 
able to examine the context and mechanics of activities that have a clear focus on supporting 
individuals experiencing financial hardship and exclusion with sustainable solutions that 
alleviate and resolve their difficulties.  It has attempted to cover varied and disparate areas 
of the UK and to suggest solutions based on the experience of organisations it has interacted 
with and what has worked for them. 
 
Phase 1: September 2015 – January 2016 
The activity in this phase established the existing situation for a number of credit unions and 
the potential for generating new and potentially innovative rural service points in churches, 
shops and community buildings.   
 
The focus was on desk based research and initiating contact with the six credit unions 
identified in the project proposal to assess opportunities for how they might become involved 
in the project. 
 
This phase involved:  
◦ Identifying and mapping what the six credit unions (and others) offered in rural areas 
◦ Identifying and visiting credit unions with active service points to identify processes  
◦ Examining what a credit union ‘looks like’ in rural areas in the UK and overseas and typical 

levels of activity 
◦ Visiting rural locations to look at the ranges of community services provided where a 

credit union service point might be offered 
◦ Talking to food banks and those who dealt with people in the greatest financial need 
◦ Talking to the six identified credit unions about the project 
◦ Engaging with a wider audience of credit unions, the Money Advice Service and the 

Scottish Government through an ABCUL Scotland conference 
◦ Understanding how local leaders were leading community service provision in rural and 

urban locations 
◦ Reviewing existing reports on financial exclusion, poverty, financial education and credit 

union provision. 
 

The discoveries of this phase were that rural communities contacted were open to the idea 
of a credit union although they were not always clear what one offered.   Of the six identified 
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credit unions five felt that they already had enough service points to manage and sustain and 
were looking to increase the use of their existing ones or there wasn’t a strong appetite to 
open more even if staffed by volunteers; the sixth had recently had an experience of joint 
working with a local church who underwrote the opportunity to offer a rural bulk purchase 
fuel scheme but where there had been no take up for it.  
 
The conclusions at the end of this phase: 

1. Whilst the six credit unions that had been identified were interested in greater rural 
expansion, service points were not considered the best way to do that; for most of 
the six the Credit Union Expansion Programme7 (CUEP) was imminent in the next 12-
24 months which would facilitate their ability to be able to offer more internet based 
services rurally in the future.  Amongst other features the CUEP involves providing 
participating credit unions with a better website and transaction capability ‘front end’ 
to their services supported by a more robust and capable ‘back end’ assisting them in 
service delivery and product development. 

2. “Build it and they will come” had already been tried as an approach to credit union 
service points; there was no clear case for opening 18 new service points in village 
locations for credit unions who already have underused service points in rural and 
urban areas. 

3. The businesses, community cooperatives and social groups in rural areas appeared to 
be working best when there was a local leader/leaders organizing communities with 
others supporting, where there was a clear idea of who the service was for and how 
it was going to be delivered, communicated and sustained. 
 

Phase 2: January – March 2016 
The activity in this phase centred on looking for alternative options to working with the 
initially identified credit unions in a phase of partner workshops to generate ideas and 
solutions for delivering of credit union service points in rural locations.  The findings from 
phase 1 suggested that alternative approaches to opening service points should be sought 
and that the problem should be considered more creatively. 
 
Two credit unions contacts were established at this stage – one who had a strategic objective 
to expand rurally (credit union 1) and one where there was the potential to work with the 
credit union and a housing association (credit union 2).  Both connections came via the 
Plunkett Foundation.   The first credit union generated two workshops with local partners and 
an initial proposal for pilot activity in a village where they already had a service point; a 
workshop with the second credit union failed to happen due to competing priorities for time 
and resources for both credit union and housing association. 
 
At this stage in the project the focus was still on credit unions and how their service points 
could work in rural areas.  From the outset of the project the steering group had been very 
clear that this project must not be “another failed attempt at marketing credit unions in rural 
areas” and that this should not be the focus of all six pilots.   
 
The discoveries of this stage of the project were that the generation of a significant number 
of “we could do…” ideas and possibilities was relatively easy. However, the move to delivery 
of them without the resources (financial and physical) to support them or ensuring that the 
ideas were of mutual interest caused ideas to stall.  Throughout the project rural communities 
                                                      
7 Credit Union Expansion Plan: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/credit-union-38-
million-expansion-deal-signed  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/credit-union-38-million-expansion-deal-signed
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/credit-union-38-million-expansion-deal-signed
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have made suggestions of activities that would be helpful to the rural location but that didn’t 
fit with credit union resources, priorities or capabilities (e.g. lunches for older people in the 
community, teaching people how to managing their money through cooking lessons, 
providing equity release schemes for rural residents). Likewise, churches have suggested the 
opening of service points providing financial education/small loans for people in conjunction 
with their services for the homeless when that didn’t fit with the local credit union’s need to 
attract employed, borrowing members.   
 
A plethora of marketing and promotion activities have been suggested and explored to boost 
the low awareness of alternatives to high-cost lenders in rural locations.  Indeed, the 
workshop with the first credit union usefully focused almost entirely on this subject; well 
attended by local partners the outcome was to put a proposal together for this to be a single 
pilot that looked exclusively at nine different ways the credit union could engage in 
communication with a rural community (population c.700 people) where there was already 
an existing new service point operating on market day in the library section of the village hub 
building. 
 
The results at the end of this phase: 

1. Awareness raising for credit unions and the role they play in providing alternatives to 
high-cost credit is a high priority for credit unions across the UK. 

2. In particular, many credit unions need to generate awareness about loans rather 
than/as well as savings; press coverage about credit unions locally and nationally 
tends to raise awareness and generate savings for many credit unions.  This contribute 
to a potential capital problem for many credit unions who need to have money out on 
loan to meet PRA capital requirements through the generation of loans.  

3. High cost lending isn’t well understood and ‘pay day lenders’ is used as a catch all term 
for all exploitative lending. 

 
Phase 3: April – September 2016 
The opportunity to run a workshop on project findings to date and speak to credit unions at 
the annual ABCUL 2016 conference brought together around twenty UK credit unions that 
had an interest in rural expansion.  As a result of this, visits and further discussions were 
pursued with five credit unions to generate the next phase of activity along with making 
contact with a credit union featured on the Radio 4 farming programme about helping 
farming communities have access to fair financial services. 
 
This phase involved multiple visits to the credit unions/rural locations to explore possibilities 
and the project reached a stage where there were six possible pilots although all of them 
stalled because of the difficulty in building sustainability into the proposals in different ways: 
 

 Potential 
project 

Reason for stalling 

Credit union 3 Junior School 
savings scheme 

Conversations with multiple credit unions suggested that 
school’s savings schemes were volunteer intensive, needed 
the strong support of a head teacher and often resulted in 
dormant junior accounts.  Additionally, these projects 
wouldn’t necessarily reach parents. The primary project 
ideas also duplicated work that was being done at a 
national level by the Church of England’s Lifesavers 
programme and by the Credit Union foundation in 
conjunction with the Personal Finance Education Group. 

Credit union 4 Senior School 
savings scheme 
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 Potential 
project 

Reason for stalling 

Credit union 5 Providing a 
mobile service 
point 

This credit union had recently closed a rural service point 
due to inactivity.  Although a mobile service point (vehicle 
based) was agreed as a good idea another credit union had 
already tried it with external funding finding it to be 
ineffective, particularly as it drew attention to people using 
the credit union which individuals were not keen on. 

Credit union 6 Marketing the 
credit union to 
commuters at a 
rural station 

This credit union had a partnership with an external 
community group to provide a rural service point that 
regularly saw no activity.  This was an entirely marketing led 
potential proposal and it was difficult to build sustainability 
into it. 

Credit union 7 Providing a 
service point 
together with the 
CAB twice weekly 
at the village hall 
around school 
pick up time. 

The credit union had initially been approached by the 
village when a new school had been built and the village 
were looking to put together a bid for funding to turn the 
old school into a community hub that included a credit 
union branch. The credit union actively pursued this with 
the village but they did not respond to initial or follow up 
approaches. 

Credit union 8 Providing credit 
union literature 
and posters in a 
community café 
in the community 
run shop and 
post office. 

This community café appeared to provide a good 
opportunity to establish materials for financial education 
and to promote credit union services passively, with limited 
volunteer support.   Providing materials about credit unions 
in a space also occupied by the Post Office required further 
investigation/permission to proceed. 

 
At this stage the potential proposal for credit union 1 also stalled when one of the partners 
suggested that it wasn’t the best location for the trial and a replacement location needed to 
be sought. 
 
The discovery of this stage of the project was that the project consultant was working with 
the credit unions to try and identify creative opportunities and make a solution fit the funding 
available rather than answer a genuine rural need/opportunity for a credit union service point 
and that the original question/purpose of the research needed to be revisited. 
 
The results at the end of this phase were: 

1. All of the potential pilot activities considered and proposed at this stage relied upon 
the small amount of seed corn funding largely being spent on awareness raising and 
additionally found that it was difficult to build true sustainability into the projects from 
the start. 

2. There was a difficulty answering the question ‘who exactly is this project trying to 
help?’ in each of the proposals except the community run shop/post office proposal. 

3. Community run shops provide a central hub where most villagers have touch points 
with the shop, community café or Post Office at some point during a month.  Being 
able to communicate directly with most villagers through service point, information 
materials and things to read whilst you have a coffee posed an opportunity to tell 
everyone about credit union fairer financial services in the belief that it would include 
those who needed these services most and raise awareness amongst the whole 
village.  However, to promote another financial services organisation on the same 
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premises as the Post Office who are an existing provider of financial services in rural 
locations needed further investigation. 

 
Phase 4: August 2016 – December 2016 
 
The activities in this phase in the project involved five distinct areas: 
1. Initiating and developing conversations with the Director of Transformation and CEO of 

Retail Banking at the Post Office about the opportunities/challenges to co-locate credit 
union materials in the same spaces occupied by Post Office services in community 
cooperative shops. 

2. Returning to the question ‘who exactly is this project trying to help?’ and looking for 
examples in rural and urban settings where there had been products and services made 
available to help specific demographics of people.  

3. Becoming aware of the work of Sheffield Money (through a Joseph Rowntree report: We 
Can Solve Poverty UK8) providing a full range of alternatives to high-cost lending for the 
people of Sheffield through face to face, telephone and internet services instigating 
conversations to find out more to consider the possibility of a similar service called ‘Rural 
Money’. 

4. Becoming aware of the pioneering work being done by Fair for You9 in offering rent-to-
own white goods at credit union comparable interest rates in a direct attempt to offer a 
fairer alternative to companies such as BrightHouse and PerfectHome.  Their, clearly 
understood and targeted, market is women aged 20-35 with families. 

5. Attending the Germinate annual conference and making contact with a rural Church of 
England vicar in a village with high deprivation indicators and a rural Methodist minister 
of six churches in a sparsely populated county who were both interested in the 
opportunities that credit unions might bring to villages within their areas to help young 
families. 

 
The discovery in this phase suggested that in the final phase of the project should comprise 
four areas of activity: 
1. Working on three specific projects to help ‘rural mothers’ to have access to information 

and help with managing their money, particularly if they had catalogue, high cost rent-to-
own white goods or pram/cot/car seat loans and/or credit card debt.  Three locations in 
Monmouthshire, Wiltshire and East Yorkshire were identified as potential locations where 
there were willing local leaders or a willing credit union. 

2. Exploring the potential to run pilots with the Post Office for shared space between credit 
unions and rural Post Offices. 

3. Considering options for the development of a Rural Money service akin to the Sheffield 
Money service.   

4. Production of written resources for use by credit unions, churches and communities about 
managing money in rural locations demonstrating an understanding of the key financial 
issues that are important to rural residents. 

 
The results at the end of this phase were:  
◦ The solution to providing access to fair financial services for rural residents needs to have 

a suite of products, services and support that match the different types of high-cost credit 
available elsewhere and be accessible to individuals in rural areas through efficient 
internet and telephone services.  

                                                      
8 https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/we-can-solve-poverty-uk  
9 https://www.fairforyou.co.uk/about-us/  

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/we-can-solve-poverty-uk
https://www.fairforyou.co.uk/about-us/
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◦ Credit unions have the potential to be of direct help to rural communities. They may need 
to focus on helping rural families and be present in places where rural families gather on 
a regular basis.  Any activity of this sort needs the active ongoing support of a community 
leader e.g. vicar/priest to make this possible.  

◦ The Post Office has a significant part to play in providing fair financial services in rural 
locations. 

 
Phase 5: 
 
The activities in this phase have been threefold: 
◦ Two pilot activities are in the process of being established between two village churches 

and a credit union in East Yorkshire.  The proposal to be part of this activity has been 
accepted by the credit union’s board and is going to the Church Council for each church 
in mid-March 2017 for approval to start pilot activity from April onwards, running credit 
union service points at the same time as mother and baby/toddler/community groups.   
The credit union involved has an active set of existing service points in deprived inner city 
areas and part-time branches in a series of small towns. The member of credit union staff 
leading this work is a former youth worker with six children of her own; this pilot provides 
the best opportunity to test whether or not a credit union can provide help to families in 
rural areas by establishing a series of peer-to-peer relationships to generate trust, provide 
help and find volunteer to train to take over the credit union service points at the end of 
the pilot activity.  Neither of the pilot activities planned for Wiltshire and Monmouthshire 
went ahead due to ill-health of the vicar in Wiltshire and lack of the village leaders to 
pursue the opportunity with the credit union in Monmouthshire; thereby reinforcing the 
importance of the role that local leaders play in making rural credit union services 
available and the necessary engagement of the community to make something happen. 

◦ The Post Office pilots did not happen.  The Post Office confirmed that it was not possible 
to run pilots for two financial services organisations to share the same physical space 
(there is only one example of this in the UK in Silverburn, Glasgow which causes both 
organisations some reported challenges with financial services regulators).  However, in 
January 2017 the Post Office announced greater opportunities for bank customers to 
transact at post office counters increasing rural access to banking. 

◦ A proposal has been prepared to discuss/create a business plan with Sheffield Money to 
develop a Rural Money service via internet and telephone to offer alternatives to high 
cost lenders of all types other than rent-to-own. 

◦ Thirteen ‘money guides’ have been written for use by credit unions/churches/community 
cooperatives for adaptation and use in local newsletters, blog posts and other 
communications. 

 
Seven reflections from this project approach: 
 

◦ Credit union sit on the ‘outside’ of rural communities.  This was identified very early 
in the project (see diagram in appendix 1).  Observation and dealings with credit 
unions made it clear that any activity credit unions provided in rural locations was 
usually on the basis of being external to the village without the awareness/trusted 
financial brand to have the same traction as high street banks or the Post Office. 
 

◦ In terms of making a meaningful difference the seed corn funding in this project was 
too low.  Conversations with a wide range of credit unions and ABCUL illustrated that 
many UK credit unions are significantly underfunded, some regularly make a loss and 
mergers between credit unions are a regular occurrence when a more successful 
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credit union takes over an ailing one. Two of the credit unions approached during this 
project have merged with/taken over another credit union in the last six months.  
Credit union outgoings can regularly outstrip their income and many suffer high 
default rates on loans; they can’t afford to take on additional activities without the 
funding to cover them.   The sector has been underpinned by Government Growth 
Fund money in the last decade and is currently being supported by schemes run by 
Barclays and Lloyds banks where seed corn funding of £10 – 20,000 is typical and 
larger awards for significant expansion are between £50 – 100,000 and come with 
paid days of consultancy help to help them achieve their expansion goals.  The £1,500 
per credit union funding available in this project was insufficient to cover any staff 
time and the amount of money needed to be spent on marketing to initiate and make 
a project sustainable.  As previously highlighted, this was not the thrust of this project. 
 

◦ Asking credit unions to apply for funding generates a higher, more engaged 
response.  This project has knocked on a lot of doors to garner interest in rural 
expansion.  The most off-putting remark of “oh, are they trying that AGAIN?” was 
delivered on the same day that the more positive action of c.20 credit unions self-
selecting attendance at a workshop session about rural credit unions at the ABCUL 
conference.  This was the point at which the ‘rural credit union’ side of this project 
really felt that it had the potential to take off.  At this stage, rather than pursuing credit 
unions to engage with the project, the launch of a funding scheme with sufficient 
resources to help credit unions engage with rural audiences would have put the ball 
in the court of the credit union to create a (competitive) proposal (in the same way 
the Banks have operated their schemes for credit union support).  

 
◦ The breadth of this project is much bigger than it seems.  Trying to provide a 

replicatable solution to high cost lenders in rural areas through the use of credit unions 
involved lots of moving parts for people who had several other priorities.  Individuals 
gave time to this project when they had other things to be focusing and that is truly 
appreciated.    

 
◦ Sometimes churches, community groups and individuals are responsible for setting 

up a credit union service without actively using its services.  This makes it difficult for 
the organisations to be true advocates of a service that they could be members of but 
aren’t. 

 
◦ The steering group members have (individually) been a source of expertise and help 

in guiding this project and making connections for the project consultant. The 
project truly could not have happened without their suggestions and willingness to be 
a regular sounding board.  Additionally, John Chell (credit union consultant) has been 
a valuable source of information and a sounding board. 

 
◦ Throughout the project there has been an attempt to make judicious use of paid for 

project days.  As a result of the findings of phase 1 this has largely become an open-
ended project seeking solutions rather than testing, evaluating and disseminating 
learning from a pre-determined set of pilots.  At times it has been difficult to know 
whether the ‘findings’ of any particular day warrant being paid for it.  There have been 
a number of voluntary unpaid project consultant days given to this project as a result. 
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Findings 
 
Finding 1: There is a clear target audience for providing direct help in rural areas 
  
Overview 
 
From the start the overarching question of this project has been: 
 

Who, exactly, is this project trying to help? 
 
Initially, the proposed activity of this project was to make up to 18 additional Credit Union 
service points available in rural locations for the benefit of all.  This included those who 
wanted to save, borrow and also to transact.  Whilst this approach was narrowed to focus on 
small rural populations it was too broad an approach to be able to specifically help those in 
need.  Rural poverty is not homogenous; fuel poverty, old age and funeral poverty all co-exist 
in the same UK rural environs as families experiencing income and food poverty.   Whilst 
recognising that it may exclude certain groups it is impossible to satisfy the requirements of 
all individuals in need with one credit union service point solution.   
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
The financially excluded  
The National Forum for Financial Inclusion and the Resolution Foundation10 define those who 
are financially excluded as typically exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics: 

◦ A lack of bank account and the financial services that come with it. 
◦ A reliance on alternative forms of credit such as doorstep lenders and pawnbrokers 
◦ A lack of other key financial products such as insurance, savings products and 

pensions. 
 
They assert that those who are unable to access basic financial services pay more to manage 
their money, find it difficult to plan for the future and are more likely to become over-
indebted.  This project found that every credit union it contacted was interested in providing 
at least some of their services to people that were considered financially excluded alongside 
products and services to those who were in regular employment.  

There is no more difficult, or vital, work in the financial-services sector than promoting savings and providing 
legitimate, affordable credit to the financially excluded11. 

Clifford Rosenthal 
Executive Director, National Federation of Community Development Credit Unions, USA 

They also highlighted the need to protect their members’ deposits out on loan to other 
members and to make lending decisions based on low levels of potential default, meaning 
that credit unions were not able to help all of those who applied to them whereas firms 

                                                      
10 http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2014/08/Financial-exclusion.pdf  
11http://www.nacuw.org.uk/sites/www.nacuw.org.uk/files2/pdf/Life_Saving_CDCU_2003.p
df  
 
 

http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2014/08/Financial-exclusion.pdf
http://www.nacuw.org.uk/sites/www.nacuw.org.uk/files2/pdf/Life_Saving_CDCU_2003.pdf
http://www.nacuw.org.uk/sites/www.nacuw.org.uk/files2/pdf/Life_Saving_CDCU_2003.pdf
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offering high cost credit often had much wider lending criteria for those with very poor or no 
credit record or rating. 
 
Those with no/poor/worsening credit ratings 
Individuals who are not on the electoral register, who have changed jobs frequently (possibly 
because of temporary contracts), moved home regularly (due to six monthly increases in rents 
by private landlords), or who live in travelling communities such as narrowboats or caravans 
may have no credit rating at all.   Poor or worsening credit ratings are generally caused by 
missed payments on credit cards, regularly exceeding overdraft or credit card limits or 
increasing indebtedness.  Often a worsening credit score is unknown to the individual and 
they can adversely affect it by repeated applications for credit cards increasing their overall 
indebtedness.   
 
This means that individuals who are not currently accessing high cost credit but who have an 
overall level of debt that they are having difficulty managing are as much in need of help as 
those accessing high cost alternatives.  
 
The ‘Just Managing’ 
This term was coined in September 2016 by the Resolution Foundation12 to describe six 
million ‘just managing’ managing families – working age households on low to middle incomes 
where at least one person is in full-time work but where their income is totally accounted for 
by their outgoings and where they are struggling to cope with the additional cost pressure of 
having children.  This is a particular issue in rural area where the need to have access to a car 
or van is higher than in urban areas as public transport provision is significantly lower.13  Fifty-
nine per cent of journeys in rural areas are made by car.14  Two car ownership in rural areas 
is much higher than in urban areas.15  The purchase cost of these vehicles, their upkeep and 
insurance are additional expenses for rural households. 
 
Those currently accessing high cost credit 
Most people turn to high cost lenders either because they’ve had problems repaying credit 
in the past, or because they had thin credit files (for example, because they had not got bank 
accounts, or had insufficient proof of ID or address) which was a particular problem for 
younger households.  The Centre for Responsible Credit16 found in its second report of the 
Social Impact of Fair For You that almost 50% of their customers had taken out credit with 
door to door lenders such as Provident Financial and 45% of their customers had previous 
experience of rent to buy retailers and the direct quotes from the report below typify the 
responses about why people use this form of credit. 
 
“Doorstep loan was easy to do, there were minimal credit checks which was useful as I had a 
poor credit rating from younger years” 
  

                                                      
12 Just about managing reference http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/press-releases/britains-just-

managing-families-have-experienced-a-13-year-income-squeeze/  
13 abstracts.aetransport.org/paper/download/id/1499   
14https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/538626
/Transport_and_accessibility_to_services_January_2014v2.pdf  
15 http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/08/3720/7  
16 https://www.responsible-credit.org.uk/fair-for-you-real-difference-peoples-lives/  

http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/press-releases/britains-just-managing-families-have-experienced-a-13-year-income-squeeze/
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/press-releases/britains-just-managing-families-have-experienced-a-13-year-income-squeeze/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/538626/Transport_and_accessibility_to_services_January_2014v2.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/538626/Transport_and_accessibility_to_services_January_2014v2.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/08/3720/7
https://www.responsible-credit.org.uk/fair-for-you-real-difference-peoples-lives/
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“I used a doorstep lender – I needed £150 when I moved house for my deposit.  I paid nearly 
£300 back.  I used them because I only have a basic bank account (no credit) and I’d borrowed 
from everyone I could, I had no other option.” 
 
“it was very, very stressful for us as there were some weeks when there was very little money 
– we had to choose whether to eat, pay BrightHouse or pay the electricity”. 
 
Those using food banks 
The Trussell Trust17 report year on year increases of three day food parcels mainly given to 
those who had benefit problems or who were consistently living on low incomes. Whilst 
foodbanks are not widely available in rural areas they do exist and those who provide a 
delivery service of food parcels direct to individual’s homes report that there is consistent use 
of foodbanks in rural areas by families who are struggling. 
 
Changes in households 
The OECD18 found that many women, regardless of their level of educational attainment, 
withdraw (at least temporarily) from the labour force upon marriage and/or childbirth.  
Virtually all employed mothers take a short break from paid work just before birth and during 
the first few months after a child’s birth.  After this period, differences in parental leave and 
childcare support arrangements contribute to the different labour force behaviours of 
mothers.   Conversations with mothers in rural areas suggested that it became uneconomic 
for them to work once they had a child because of high commuting and childcare costs 
compared to income and the commuting times limiting jobs further away and lack of part-
time alternatives or higher paid jobs in their rural locations causing them to pause their work 
until they were able to work full time again (often when their children went to senior school).  
This drop in income for households can contribute to financial pressure and take a previously 
financial secure family to ‘just managing’ and potentially beyond.  Work done by the Debt 
Advisory Service looking at Women and Debt19 found that 28% of women in rural locations 
are regularly ‘just able’ to manage the payments on their debts or are sometimes unable to 
manage the payments. 
 
Conclusion of findings in this area: 
 
It is very difficult to assess where rural poverty exists as much of it is hidden within relatively 
wealthy areas.   There are also significant differences between rural areas and headline 
figures do not capture the reality of individual rural villages and towns making the actual 
individuals in need of this project’s help long term difficult to identify.  Although many types 
of poverty exist in rural areas relating to different age and life-stage, work with local church 
and credit union leaders in a variety of different rural areas and drawing upon the learning of 
credit unions and other agencies in urban areas, a key audience present in all of rural areas 
has been identified.  Within the overall adult population aged 16-35 those who are 
parents/single parents in and out of work are believed to be those most likely to be struggling 
financially and who are believed to be the most likely users of high cost forms of credit. 
 
Action point: Families should be the prime target audience for support 

                                                      
17 https://www.trusselltrust.org/2016/04/15/foodbank-use-remains-record-high/  
18 https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/47701118.pdf  
19 https://www.debtadvisorycentre.co.uk/docs/DAC-Woman-and-Debt-Report.pdf  

https://www.trusselltrust.org/2016/04/15/foodbank-use-remains-record-high/
https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/47701118.pdf
https://www.debtadvisorycentre.co.uk/docs/DAC-Woman-and-Debt-Report.pdf
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Finding 2: High cost credit needs to be better understood to provide alternative solutions 
 
Overview 
 
The second key question of this project has been: 
 

What it is that we want to help rural residents with? 
 
High cost credit takes five major forms and is generally available via the internet, telephone 
or personal referral.   
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
One driver for this project was to provide alternatives in rural locations to high cost credit.  
Credit unions’ lending managers reported that high cost credit is often used as a short term 
solution in times of need by individuals for unexpected bills, replacement of white goods, 
costs associated with funerals by those who lacked sufficient savings and by those who are 
already fully committed on existing lines of credit.  These forms of credit are most often used 
by people on low incomes in both rural and urban areas where the cost of credit is 
disproportionately high to both the loan size and the individual’s income.  Often the size of 
the loan is relatively small (under £500) but the combination of high interest rates and the 
potential for missed payments to add penal charges can see the debt quickly become 
significantly bigger than the original sum borrowed. 
 
This is not a homogenous market.  High cost credit takes five different forms in the UK: 
 
Illegal money lenders or Loan Sharks fall into the category of ultra-high interest rate loans.  
An illegal money lender may be used by individuals who believe that they have no alternative 
(lender of last resort), would be turned down by any mainstream financial services or who 
want to keep their debt hidden from others.  Interest rates are not published but are 
estimated/reported at several thousand per cent APR with the penalty for missed payments 
being reported as “intimidation, threats or violence”. 
Pay Day Loans provided by specialist companies such as QuickQuid and Wonga enable 
individuals to have short-term access to cash to cover immediate needs and ahead of a 
known/anticipated income payment.20  Missed or late payments can be punitive although 
legislation has capped payment of interest and charges at 0.8% per day with a maximum of 
100% of the sum borrowed.21 
Doorstep Loans are characterised by small sums repaid weekly to local representatives such 
as Provident and are provided on a face to face, often referral or repeat business, basis.  
Typical interest rates are over 100% APR and late/missed payments may be negotiated with 
the representative on an occasional basis as borrowing in this manner is often 
ongoing/sequential; once the loan is repaid another one is take out straight away or several 
loans may be in place concurrently. 
Longer term online borrowing is offered by organisations such as Amigo and Satsuma for 
those with easy access to the internet, perceived or actual poor credit ratings and the need 
for a loan to restructure existing debt, pay for items such as car repairs or replacements or 
                                                      
20 
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Debt%20and%20Money%20Publi
cations/Payday%20Loan%20Report%202.pdf 
21 https://www.fca.org.uk/news/press-releases/fca-confirms-price-cap-rules-payday-lenders 
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cover unexpected larger costs that can be spread over 2-3 years.  Amigo offers amongst the 
cheapest of these types of loans (49.9%) and Satsuma amongst the highest (991% APR) 
Rent to buy companies (hire purchase equivalents) such as BrightHouse and PerfectHome 
allow the cost of buying white goods, furniture, entertainment electricals and baby/toddler 
related goods to be spread over a period of up to 5 years.  In this sector interest rates are high 
(typically 99%) and buyers incur the additional costs of purchase such as high cost insurance 
and delivery which are subject to the same interest rate.  Home shopping catalogues also fall 
into this broad definition. 
 
These forms of high cost credit are all characterised by easy of understanding, accessibility, 
quick decisions and provision of the loan sum.  Similarly, they all have punitive charges and 
interest for missed and late payments.  Access to them is often facilitated by awareness 
through TV advertising, use of the internet/mobile phones, personal referral and by high 
street positioning alongside other retailers aimed at those on lower incomes. 
 
These types of high-cost borrowing are not restricted to rural areas.  The research has found 
that the terms are often used interchangeably and that no individual solution e.g. wider 
access to lower cost borrowing through credit unions, can address the challenges posed by 
each of these types of lender.   They are all distinct products in their own right – often used 
for different reasons albeit with a similar pattern of high costs and the potential for spiralling 
interest and charges. 
 
It is important to distinguish between the different types of high-cost lender to be able to 
understand what can and can’t be addressed in rural areas.  Use of these types of credit can 
often be hidden with the majority of transactions taking place over the internet, on the 
telephone or in-store. 
 
It is equally important to recognise that those with easy access to savings or low cost credit 
make use of similar types of borrowing to cover a range of short and long term need at much 
lower cost. The table below compares the difference between the two, recognising that 
individuals and families could slip down from one to another through illness, redundancy or 
reduction income and that through direct and focussed many can move, over time, from the 
use of high cost credit to mainstream financial services and the creation of savings with the 
help of a third party organisation. 
 
Conclusions of findings in this area 
 
Different alternatives for rural residents need to be found for each type of high-cost lender 
as there are a profusion of them operating in the market place and access to a credit union 
service point is not the answer to each alternative.  Truly helping individuals to tackle their 
use of high-cost credit or avoid it altogether involves a more holistic approach to 
understanding what type of high-cost credit they are currently using and what the best 
alternative is to that high cost credit.  A range of alternative solutions to high-cost credit needs 
to be provided in rural areas offered by staff who deal with these issues on a regular rather 
than occasional basis to provide direct help and ongoing support and education. 
 
Action point: A range of alternative solutions to high-cost credit needs to be provided in 
rural areas 

 
  



Bridging the gaps of access to fair financial services 
 

 Short-term 1-30 day 
loan 

1 – 12 month loan 12m – 5 year loan 5+ year loan 
 

Purchase of high ticket 
domestic goods 

Typical amount of loan Small loans typically 
<£300 

Small loans 
From £100 - £1000 

Medium sized loans 
From £750 to £7,500 

Larger loans – typically 
over £5000 

Small loans 
£300 - £500 

Typical purpose of the 
loan 

Covering an emergency 
or a gap between 
expenditure and 
expected income 

Covering irregular or 
annual expenses – 
Christmas, school 
uniforms, unexpected 
funeral travel, holidays 

Dealing with a bigger 
expense – funeral costs, 
replacement or second 
vehicle purchase needed 
for work, replacement of 
kitchen, 
Debt consolidation 

Home improvements, 
replacement purchase of 
a vehicle, Debt 
consolidation (usually 
loans up to £25,000 
without requiring 
security over property) 

Replacement of existing 
white goods or purchase 
of new ones. Purchase 
of baby durables. 

Higher cost credit Pay day lender 
e.g. Sunny, Wonga 
Loan Shark 

High cost 
lender e.g. Sunny, 
Wonga 

High cost lender e.g. 
Amigo (guarantor loans) 

Loans not usually 
offered over this time 
period 

Rent to buy stores: 
Perfect Home, Bright 
House etc. at high 
interest rates often and 
compulsory insurance 

Lower cost credit Savings, 
Credit card (can be at 
low rates or with 
interest-free periods) 
Overdraft facilities  

Savings 
Credit card (can be at 
low rates or with 
interest-free periods)  
Overdraft facilities 

Savings 
Bank or financial 
services company loan 
Credit Union loan (can 
be at low, base rate 
linked rates) 

Savings 
Bank or financial 
services company loan 

Savings 
Credit card 
Overdraft 
In store finance and 
‘interest-free’ credit 
options 

The need: avoiding high 
cost lenders 

Lower cost short term 
loans that cover the 
costs of making the loan 
and help the borrower 
to repay and build their 
credit rating. 

Lower cost short term 
loans that cover the cost 
of making the loan and 
help the borrower to 
repay and build their 
credit rating. 

Lower cost medium term 
loans that enable 
individuals to have the 
opportunity to repay 
and repair their credit 
status. 

Not a key requirement 
for those who are 
financially excluded 

Lower cost short term 
loans that cover the cost 
of making the loan and 
help the borrower to 
repay and build their 
credit rating. 

  



Finding 3: There is a low awareness of existing sources of help 
 
Overview 
 
This no shortage of information or agencies to help those in debt.  The first step for individuals 
is recognition of a debt issue and the second is a willingness to access the help.  However, a 
barrier to both is the overwhelming nature of online tools and information needs greater 1-1 
help to make it personal to the individual and to be of direct help. 
 
The project has found examples of good practice in financial education from the budgeting 
courses run by Christians Against Poverty (CAP)22 centres through to work with young people 
by a credit union and one-to-one help provided by church linked debt advisers.   A popular 
refrain in interviews and conversations throughout the project has been ‘why don’t we learn 
about this sort of thing at school?’  The All Party Parliamentary Group on Financial Education 
for Young People recommended in 201323 that ‘every school should appoint a Personal 
Financial Education Champion or coordinator’ and there is extensive work being done by the 
Church of England’s Just Finance Foundation’s Life Savers24 programme working with school 
children and their parents to address long term financial education and understanding of 
thrift.  Likewise, the Scape Group25 have funded the Credit Union Foundation to work with 
the Personal Finance Education Group to deliver resources to work with schools.  
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
Food banks 
Individuals and families use foodbanks in times of income crisis – drops in income, delayed 
benefits or sudden unexpected expenditure.   Use of foodbanks is increased during the 
summer holidays when parents have extra meals to provide for children who eat free school 
means during term time.  The result for financially stretched families may be for the parents 
to miss meals and/or access a foodbank to help them bridge the gap in food costs.  A rural 
foodbank volunteer reports that people are often distressed or embarrassed about using the 
foodbank but it can sometimes lead to a conversation which helps the individual/family to 
engage with some form of debt counselling. 
 
Village hardship funds 
This research for this project included conversations in two villages where there were local 
charity or hardship funds for residents of the village.  They were reported to be significantly 
underused – not through lack of need for the fund but for lack of awareness of its existence 
by those it aimed to help and by the embarrassment of been seen to be applying for it/using 
it by other people who live in the village.  This highlighted an issue in rural areas about 
visibility of financial hardship and the behaviours around this; from villages who say that no-
one would turn up for a budgeting course in the village hall for fear of being seen to be ‘in 
need of it’ through to the anger of a villager when a fellow, but unknown, inhabitant of the 
village paid for their shopping as a ‘kindness of strangers’ activity and created a perceived slur 
on their ability to pay for their own shopping. Visibility of being in debt or needing help is a 
particular issue in rural areas. 

                                                      
22 https://www.capmoney.org  
23https://www.pfeg.org/sites/default/files/Doc_downloads/APPG/Financial%20Education%
20for%20Vulnerable%20Young%20People.pdf  
24 https://justfinancefoundation.org.uk/act/lifesavers/  
25 http://www.creditunionfoundation.org.uk/projects/scape  

https://www.capmoney.org/
https://www.pfeg.org/sites/default/files/Doc_downloads/APPG/Financial%20Education%20for%20Vulnerable%20Young%20People.pdf
https://www.pfeg.org/sites/default/files/Doc_downloads/APPG/Financial%20Education%20for%20Vulnerable%20Young%20People.pdf
https://justfinancefoundation.org.uk/act/lifesavers/
http://www.creditunionfoundation.org.uk/projects/scape
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Christians against poverty (CAP) 
CAP provide help to over 21,500 people a year across the UK through free debt help, job clubs, 
release groups and CAP Money courses A particular aspect of CAP is that they provide 1-1 
help in person and over the telephone for those who are struggling with debt.   Although 
based in regional hubs around their UK they provide help rurally to individuals in their homes 
with case managers working with 2-4 cases long-term at any one point. 
 
Citizens Advice Bureau, Money Advice Service and other trusted organisations 
Both the Citizens Advice Bureau and Money Advice Service are available in rural locations 
offering online and telephone support and in some counties the Citizens Advice Bureau offers 
a rural face to face service too26.  These are key services to help people in debt and they help 
individuals directly as well as signposting them to other agencies and forms of support that 
can help. 
 
There is a reassurance about country-wide recognisable brands of debt advice and support.  
One of the most comprehensive help and signposting documents this project identified was 
the MacMillan Cancer Support (free) book27 “Help with the cost of Cancer” acting as a good 
blueprint for bringing widely available financial information together in the appropriate, 
targeted format for those who specifically need to have access to this information.  
 
Throughout the project there were no financial guides written from the perspective of rural 
residents identified. 
 
Rural Notice Boards 
In visiting a significant number of rural villages and towns the local noticeboards in 
village/town centres, at libraries, in community shops and churches were a source of 
information about local products and services; with the exception of one CAP poster on a 
church noticeboard and one advert in a parish magazine there was a dearth of information 
about local financial help, services or adverts for local credit unions.  This was replicated in 
the considerable amount of local press and magazines reviewed in rural locations. 
 
Conclusion of findings in this area 
 
This project has identified that for adults there is a great deal out there to provide online and 
telephone financial help for those in financial difficulty.  If those who need help are aware of 
the services and willing to engage with them the Debt Advice Centre, PayPlan and Christians 
Against Poverty all help in rural areas via telephone and online access.  Money Saving Expert’s 
considerable financial education resources are also available in rural areas.  However, there 
is often “too much” information available from these sources collectively and it doesn’t 
engage the audiences that are potentially accessing high cost credit. 
 
Action: Existing sources of help need clearer signposting and promotion.  

                                                      
26 http://www.ruralcambscab.org.uk  
27 : https://be.macmillan.org.uk/be/p-19980-help-with-the-cost-of-cancer-in-england-scotland-and-wales.aspx  

 

http://www.ruralcambscab.org.uk/
https://be.macmillan.org.uk/be/p-19980-help-with-the-cost-of-cancer-in-england-scotland-and-wales.aspx
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Finding 4: Credit Unions play a part in offering fair financial services in rural areas but do 
not currently offer alternatives for all types of high-cost lending. 
 
Overview 
 
The 325+ credit unions in the UK are mutual member owned savings and loans businesses 
with membership ranging from several hundred up to 36,000.  They are regulated by the 
Prudential Regulatory Authority in the same way that all UK banks and financial institutions 
are, regardless of size.  However, there is no “one” credit union model in the UK.  They are 
each run independently with their own board of volunteer directors, Chair of the Board, 
CEO/Manager and their common bond which defines their core requirements for 
membership, often geographic or employer based and this affects the extent to which credit 
unions strategies and plans can be deployed to different audiences.  Approximately 2% of the 
overall UK population have a credit union relationship and within employer based credit 
unions approximately 5% of employees are members of their credit union. 
 
The sector is seeing significant change in 2017/18 as some credit unions take place in the 
DWP’s Credit Union Expansion plan (CUEP) enhancing IT capability and service provision, 
some are affected by the withdrawal of their current account product previously provided by 
the Co-op Bank and many are facing withdrawal of the specific Credit Union PayPoint 
payment card facility.  Across the UK most have seen savings balances rise as a result of 
relatively high dividends paid to their members compared to interest on UK banks savings 
accounts and the awareness of credit unions as ethical homes for savings, driven by the 
Church of England and associated press coverage. 
 
As a result of higher savings balances many UK credit unions are now under pressure to 
increase their loan volumes and values to meet their regulatory capital requirements; only 
three credit unions offer mortgages and only one currently offers short term 30-day loans.  
Credit unions charge up to 42.6% for smaller value loans and usually offer them over 12-
months plus periods.  Typically, it costs a credit union around £75-90 to process a loan 
regardless of the term of it and most credit unions break even on loans of around £750 or 
more, borrowed over a 12-month period.  Credit unions are reluctant to lend to people who 
cannot afford the repayments and provide budgeting help at the point of loan application.  
Whilst financial education is often an aspiration of credit unions, few currently offer it as a 
general service and only one credit union in the UK is authorised to provide ‘debt advice’ to 
members. The loan approval process can take up to 1-2 weeks for credit unions without the 
online capability to approve loans electronically and the loan decision may involve a face to 
face meeting with identity document and bank statement checks making it more 
cumbersome than the five forms of high cost credit outlined above. 
 
Credit Unions operate through postal, online and branch presence similar to that of a bank.  
Many have part-time branches or access points for 1-4 hours a week/fortnight in urban and 
rural areas within their common bond to raise awareness of and access to a credit union, 
often run by volunteers.  Typically, these access points are used by relatively few members 
and usually as a drop off point to make cheque deposits or pass application forms for 
membership and loans back to the main branch; a few service points offer a cash deposit and 
withdrawal facility. 
 
Most credit unions in the UK want to provide loans and savings facilities for a wide range of 
different members with a balance between savers and borrowers, those on low incomes and 
benefits and those on higher incomes – all with the capacity to both borrow and save.  Credit 
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unions must make good use of their salaried, voluntary and financial resources and often 
expenditure on attracting new members and borrowers is relatively low.  This is 
commensurate with most credit unions lacking specific marketing expertise and marketing 
resources.  The cost of acquiring new members and borrowers is often disproportionately 
high relative to the income they generate for the credit union in the short-term.  Word of 
mouth referral locally around the branch(es) and repeat business are the main sources of 
business for most credit unions. 
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
Credit union interest rates 
It seems inconsistent that if credit unions have difficulty lending out their existing balances 
that they charge higher rates than other commercial lenders and the question arises – why 
can’t they just lend out their balances at low rates to large numbers of people?   UK legislation 
for Credit Unions allows them to charge up to 3% per month (increased from 2% in 201328) 
and for smaller loans (under £1000) most UK credit unions charge this amount equating to 
42.2% APR. This is a lower cost loan rather than a low cost loan. The costs of making a loan 
includes the application processing, underwriting, a credit reference check with an external 
bureau, the money transmission fees, plus an allowance factored into all loans for those that 
are not repaid.  It is a largely manual job in most credit unions done by a skilled lending 
manager or team who make a judgement on whether the size of the loan applied for is 
appropriate to the purpose of the loan, how likely the borrower is to be able to afford the 
repayments on the loan and how likely they are to default.  In some larger credit unions 
automated lending decision tools have assisted with his process, reducing the costs but the 
equation is still that loans under c.£750 over a 12-month period at 3% per month break even 
and that loans below this amount create a loss for the credit union. 
 
Online access to credit unions 
Consumers in both rural and urban locations have a wide range of choices of loans available 
to them through TV and social media advertising.   The high spend on advertising by high-cost 
credit companies and the ease of access via mobile phones, tablet and computers is 
considerably higher than access to credit union equivalent systems.  Ofcom report that 93% 
of adults own a mobile phone in 2016 and 71% of these are a smartphone29.  It would be 
wrong to assume that the 7% of people who don’t own a mobile phone or the 29% of people 
who don’t have a smart phone are from the lower income groups – they are more likely to be 
from the older age groups with those aged 16-24 having the highest phone ownership and 
usage. 
 
Amongst the adult population, it is the 16-24 year olds who spend the most time on media 
and communications.30  They are reported to be cramming over 14 hours of media and 
communications activity into 9 hours 8 minutes each day by multi-tasking, using different 
media and devices at the same time. 
 
                                                      
28https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/221917
/credit_union_maximum_interest_rate_cap181212.pdf  
29 http://media.ofcom.org.uk/facts/  
30 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/communications-
market-reports/cmr14/uk/  
  
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/221917/credit_union_maximum_interest_rate_cap181212.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/221917/credit_union_maximum_interest_rate_cap181212.pdf
http://media.ofcom.org.uk/facts/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/communications-market-reports/cmr14/uk/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/communications-market-reports/cmr14/uk/
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Two credit unions that this projects have engaged with are strongly pursuing digital strategies 
to be able to offer higher quality access to the credit union online in rural areas as the 
predominant means of interaction.  As one indicated “In short, our view is that the best and 
most sustainable and inclusive business model for credit unions, rural or urban, is electronic”. 
This view is not shared by all credit unions and some, in the course of this research, have 
advocated strongly for a bigger face to face presence with members.  Nevertheless, the 
investment in CUEP will help participating credit unions enhance their electronic offering. 
 
What do individuals borrow money from credit unions for? 
Each credit union engaged on this topic reported similar themes – low value loans are taken 
out for school uniforms, covering the costs of Christmas, car repairs or paying for travel for a 
holiday or related to unanticipated funeral costs as well as restructuring other debts and 
paying for white goods that break down and need repairing or replacement. Higher value 
loans are typically for the purchase of second hand cars or home improvements – replacing a 
kitchen or bathroom or buying furniture.  
 
Some credit unions require borrowers to save before they can borrow and/or keep a 
proportion of their loan balance in savings as security for their borrowing.  Credit unions have 
a long term view about their members and not a transactional one compared to high cost 
lenders31. Similarly, credit unions do not offer access to short term or revolving credit 
(overdrafts) the nature of borrowing tends to be different from more immediate sources of 
high-cost credit covering ‘emergencies’.  This isn’t to say that those who approach a credit 
union for borrowing don’t have urgent requirements for short-term loans but mainly that 
these are not products offered by credit unions. 
 
Positioning of credit unions 
Credit unions occupy a specific place in the financial services market.  Although run as not for 
profit member owned organisations they still need to take a commercial approach to savings, 
loans, transactions, covering their costs and making decisions that limit defaults on loans. 
 
This project has engaged with people from housing associations, money related agencies and 
advisors at the Citizens Advice Bureau and other debt advisers.  In many of these 
conversations the awareness of credit unions as a solution for their tenants or client’s 
indebtedness has sometimes been low; where they have had an awareness it has not always 
been a positive one – the feeling that a credit union can sometimes be part of the client’s 
problem as they may be one of the individual’s debtors amongst a raft of others, rather than 
the solution to them.   
 
This leaves credit unions with both supporters and detractors.  A theme from individual 
conversations in this project was that many felt that credit unions “should do more” to help 
the financially excluded without recognising or understanding the way in which credit unions 
generate income to cover their costs, protect the value of the savings of members and are 
required to meet the regulatory aspects running the equivalent of a ‘local bank’ that is 
governed by the same rules as high street banks. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
31 http://www.welfarereformscotland.co.uk/downloads/Credit_Union_Membership.pdf  

http://www.welfarereformscotland.co.uk/downloads/Credit_Union_Membership.pdf
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Credit union service points 
This project has held a tension throughout.  The driver for the project was to provide greater 
access fair financial services in rural areas and the hypothesis was that credit union service 
points offered the best opportunity to do that.  
 
The project spent time at existing service points for three credit unions and talked to all credit 
unions in the project about it.   Common themes that emerged were: 

◦ Service (or contact) points are the equivalent of branches for a credit union – they 
have often arisen as a result of a credit union’s historical presence in that location 
(with an employer who started the credit union) or have been started because groups 
of volunteers particularly wanted to bring a service point to their area. 

◦ Service points are typically open for only a handful of hours per month – 1-2 hours 
weekly/fortnightly. 

◦ They are often staffed by volunteers. Whilst this offers a low cost alternative it is not 
a zero-cost alternative as volunteers need to be supported, trained and provided with 
the tools to be an effective representative of a financial services organisation. 

◦ Where members of paid credit union staff provided the service point there was often 
significant travelling time involved in getting to and from the service point, often for 
very little traffic to use the service point raising questions about cost-effectiveness of 
providing that service point. 

◦ Where the service point was offered by a third party in a hub that experienced higher 
levels of traffic there was often a lack of specific focus and knowledge about the credit 
union and the hub often worked as an information and post box service. 

◦ Very few credit union service points offer cash transactions; the safety and cost 
elements of running a service point that manage cash are higher than acting as an 
advice point. 

◦ Often the role of a service point was to act as an inexpensive form of marketing – to 
raise awareness of the existence of the credit union. 

◦ During the project several of the credit unions engaged with reviewed their service 
point provision and some under-utilised service points were closed. 

 
Progress for credit unions in rural areas 
In 1999 the National Council for Voluntary Organisations looked at ways in which rural credit 
unions could be developed sustainably.32   There is much commonality between their findings 
and recommendations and the findings of this project. 
 

Rural Report 
NCVO 1999 

Rural Credit Union Project 
G:ARC 2017 

Rural credit unions should form an 
integral part of a district’s, county’s 
and region’s development strategy. 

There is no evidence that this is a widespread 
practice. 

Individual credit unions should be 
able to apply to the Lottery, which 
currently excludes them. 

Credit Unions are businesses and are not eligible to 
apply for charity funding direct. 

They have sustained support for up 
to three years post-registration. 

Community support is required to establish and 
maintain a credit union facility in a rural area way 
beyond the initial flurry of activity in setting up a 
service point. 

                                                      
32 Rural Credit Unions, National Council for Voluntary Organisations, 1999 
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Rural Report 
NCVO 1999 

Rural Credit Union Project 
G:ARC 2017 

They should have a presence on the 
high street. 

This is still the case even in the smallest of locations.  
Credit unions need to be where the people they 
serve are. 

They need professional help with 
marketing, publicity and promotion 

Widespread internet access and usage and the 
growth of social media requires credit unions to 
have marketing expertise together with social 
media expertise.  Many need practical help and 
financial resources for this aspect of their business. 

Mentors drawn from banks and 
building societies be encouraged to 
work with them. 

The UK banks have become directly involved in 
helping the credit union movement with direct 
grant funding and practical consultancy. 

 
The role of the UK banks in supporting Credit Unions 
Lloyds Bank has supported UK credit unions through the Credit Union Foundation and has 
recently announced a further £1m for credit unions to apply for funding for expansion 
bringing their 4-year total funding to £4m33.  This is a major boost to credit unions giving them 
significant funds and direct help for expansion.   
 
Similarly, Barclays have given £4m over the last 13 years to the credit union movement and 
they support Toynbee Hall’s Financial Health Exchange and the expansion of credit union 
services to help tackle financial exclusion.34   
 
The role the banks play in supporting credit unions is an important one; the direct injection 
of significant amounts of seed corn and large award grants is helping credit unions to make 
significant change.   It is useful to see that they have provided £20,000 seed corn funding to 
two of the credit unions initially identified as possible partners for this project and who serve 
large rural areas. 
 
Conclusion of findings in this area 
 
Credit unions have much to offer their existing and potential members in the form of fair 
financial services.  They are ideal homes for savings and longer term loans (12 months plus).  
There needs to be a greater awareness of credit unions in all areas of the UK. 
 
With greater use of technology in the market place for accessing high cost credit, the 
alternative products offered by credit unions need to be available in the same places and 
format as the products they are trying to replace and awareness of them needs to be higher.  
Credit unions have products that are fairer, lower cost alternatives than some forms of high 
cost credit but a traditional service point model is not seen as a way to make these available 
to rural locations.  
 
Action point: There needs to be access to fair financial service options in addition to credit 
union products to provide a complete solution to rural needs.  

                                                      
33 http://www.creditunionfoundation.org.uk/home  
34 http://financialhealthexchange.org.uk/policyandpractice/current-projects/barclays-
credit-union-programme/  

http://www.creditunionfoundation.org.uk/home
http://financialhealthexchange.org.uk/policyandpractice/current-projects/barclays-credit-union-programme/
http://financialhealthexchange.org.uk/policyandpractice/current-projects/barclays-credit-union-programme/
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Finding 5: Credit union technology and increased banking facilities at Post Offices in 2017 
will increase rural access to fair financial services 
 
UK-wide Credit Union Expansion Project and Cornerstone 
 
Overview 
 
The focus on credit unions by the Department of Work and Pensions and the financial support 
they have provided, together with the financial support of high street banks has the potential 
to make a significant change in accessibility to credit unions in the next 3-5 years.  The 
investment in the Credit Union Expansion Programme will enable greater IT infrastructure for 
participating credit unions to be able to offer a wider range of services online and to serve 
their members with better internet based solutions.  This will improve the potential offering 
to rural areas and facilitate credit unions to market their services more effectively in rural 
areas. 
 
From a practical perspective the Post Office announced in January 2017 that individuals and 
businesses would be able to access a greater range of banking services at the Post Office.  
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
Unable to impose a Credit Union on a rural location 
Both of these current and future developments will help to make access to a greater range of 
fair financial services available in rural locations.  The Plunkett Foundation stresses the 
importance of village resources in smaller rural locations as hubs for village activity and all of 
those rural locations visited during this project have seen in action the role of community 
shops and Post Offices as hubs in rural life. 
 
As with observations made throughout this report, if fair financial help is to be extended to 
those accessing high-cost credit the alternatives must be provided at places where the people 
accessing those forms of credit already are – both physically and on the internet; there is no 
value is being available but being distinct, separate and, therefore, more difficult to find.   
There is also an aspect about visibility highlighted by the credit union who tried a mobile 
service point and others who have tried village access points; people don’t want to be seen 
to be accessing what is so often referred to as “the poor man’s bank”.35  
 
The anticipated increase in credit union internet based services and the opportunity for 
individuals rurally to use the Post Office for an extended range of banking transactions 
provides rural residents with a greater range of choices for financial and borrowing 
transactions.  
 
If a credit union is to be successful in a rural area, it needs the clear and ongoing support of 
local community leaders.  It is insufficient to set up a credit union service and leave it.  One 
minister in a rural town explained that the church had been a partner in setting the credit 
union up but had not much to do with it since; the project found rural initiatives that had 
received strong support during initial set up but which dwindled after the initial rush of 
excitement, publicity and early adopters had gone.   It is also important that where credit 
unions, their branches and access points exist that they generate loans as well as savings; 
some of the credit unions involved in this project have reported significant increases in 
                                                      
35 https://www.dcbank.org.uk/2016/09/credit-union-myths/  

https://www.dcbank.org.uk/2016/09/credit-union-myths/
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savings balances rather than loans in response to higher national press coverage of support 
for credit unions.  
 
There often needs to be a local leader who has the trust and influence within the community 
to work with a credit union to bring them into the community. There is a real requirement for 
the local leader(s) to continue to support the credit union on an ongoing basis.  Those who 
lead it need to be active members too being advocates of it rather than just we’ve brought 
them for others to use.     
 
Murston Community Bank is a good example of a rural provision on the fringes of 
Sittingbourne, Kent where Reverend Lesley Jones has led the development of a community 
hub with credit union service point five mornings per week.  Credit Union services are 
provided at the same time as other community services and there is considerable direct 
support for the hub from the vicar (who is also a director of the Kent Savers credit union 
providing the background support service) and the retired banker who runs the service point.  
From the beginning of 2017 the service point has been reduced to 3 days per week and the 
church is supporting the service point volunteers in training to be debt advisers. 
 
Towards the end of the project a rural pilot is in the process of being established in East 
Yorkshire as an initiative to support rural families provided between the Methodist circuit of 
Goole and Selby and the East Yorkshire Credit Union.  This circuit has the benefit of an 
enthusiastic Methodist Minister helping to drive the project along, a circuit debt adviser who 
works 1-1 with individuals and families in need in the circuit and a Youth and Family Worker 
working with churches in the circuit to provide services for families and young people.  This 
Methodist circuit is well resourced with a mix of paid and volunteer staff working in the areas 
of supporting families and young people.  There is a geographic overlap with part of this circuit 
and the common bond of the Hull and East Yorkshire Credit Union who will be joining the 
Credit Union Expansion Plan later this year.  This credit union has a thriving set of urban 
service points, products targeted directly at helping families and an extensive rural reach.  
There is the potential for the circuit and credit union to work together in a pilot where 
learnings about credit unions working with families and young people can be shared with a 
wider audience. 
 
Conclusions of findings in this area 
 
A ‘pincer movement’ between national changes making access to fair financial services easier 
to access and local leadership understanding, driving and tailoring what is likely to work for 
local communities is seen as a positive way forward for this project.   
 
Action points: the need for volunteer led physical access points in villages is declining and 
a different approach is needed 
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Finding 6: Rural post offices provide fair financial products and banking services, 
accessible to the majority of rural locations 
 
Overview 
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
The postal and financial services offered by the Post Office are central to even the smallest of 
villages (whilst recognising that not all rural villages and hamlets have a Post Office).   The 
Post Office has its own range of financial services (including fairly priced loans from £1,000 at 
17.9%, budget accounts, mortgages, insurance and funeral plans) and access to transactional 
services for its own, government payment and high street bank accounts for personal and 
business customers.   
 
Crucially, the existence of a Post Office in a rural location keeps cash flowing in the 
village/rural town by providing deposit and withdrawal facilities.36  It supports local 
businesses with its cash withdrawal facilities as cash withdrawn in a village location is more 
likely to be spent in village shops, pubs and churches than if a rural resident is forced to travel 
to the nearest cashpoint where the money withdrawn is likely to be spent in larger 
conurbations that have high street bank presence.  Of the 11,643 Post Offices in the UK over 
6,350 of them are in rural locations (55%) and the Post Office maintains accessibility to its 
services with 99% of the UK population having access to a post office within 3 miles (and 90% 
within one mile).37 
 
Conclusions of the findings in this area 
 
Fair financial services exist in rural areas that have a Post Office.   Villagers should make as 
much use as possible of their Post Office if they have one. 
 
Action point: Clearer signposting and promotion is needed 
 

  

                                                      
36 http://www.rsnonline.org.uk/services/rural-post-offices-extend-banking-services  
37https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/566186
/beis-16-36-post-office-network-consultation.pdf  

http://www.rsnonline.org.uk/services/rural-post-offices-extend-banking-services
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/566186/beis-16-36-post-office-network-consultation.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/566186/beis-16-36-post-office-network-consultation.pdf


 31 

Finding 7: Alternatives to high cost lenders are starting to emerge 
 
Overview 
 
Aspects of this finding 
 
This project has identified several ways in which individual organisations are working in 
partnership with others to provide targeted locally and nationally available alternatives to 
high-cost lenders. 
 
Child benefit led lending and saving 
 
Blackpool Credit Union, Swan Credit Union (Aylesbury) and Hull and East Yorkshire Credit 
Union all examples of credit unions that have child benefit related loans and savings products 
acting a direct competitor product to loans offered by the Provident, BrightHouse and 
PefectHome where the structure of the loan is within weekly child-benefit payment levels. 
For the same weekly repayment as a loan from high-cost lenders, these products generate a 
repaid loan plus the balance paid into a savings account.  Typical interest savings for 
individuals using a credit union loan of £750 are in the region of £500.    
 
Locally led lending 
 
Wee Glasgow Loans38 are small short term loans offered by a partnership between Pollock 
Credit Union and BCD Credit Union working in partnership with Glasgow City Council and EPIC 
360 (a lottery funded financial capability project working across Glasgow) to provide loans 
between £100-£600 maximum with the typical interest payable of £8 on a £400 loan.  Loans 
are offered over a 1-12 month period and with quick access to cash.   This facility is open to 
the 2.3 million residents in the Glasgow area and offers a fairly priced alternative to payday 
lenders. 
 
Fair for You 
 
Fair For You39 was established in December 2015 to make loans to low income households 
for the purchase of household items such as fridges, washers, beds and baby buggies from its 
‘online high street’.  The loan product provides a real alternative for people who would 
otherwise have to use high cost lenders, particularly rent to own stores such as BrightHouse, 
PerfectHome and Buy as You View. 
 
Unlike high cost rent to own firms Fair For You loans are unsecured and provide the customer 
with ownership of the item purchased from day one.  There is, therefore, no need for Fair for 
You to charge for additional and expensive, insurances or extended warranties, which is 
common in the rent to own sector. 
 
A typical saving on a washing machine bought through Fair for You compared to Bright House 
is in the region of £630.40   The loan made to individuals is ‘structured’ to provide the customer 
with a clear loan amount and repayment required, that is set in line with their income and 
                                                      
38 http://www.weeglasgowloan.scot/aboutpcu.html  
39 http://fairforyou.co.uk  
40 https://www.barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/The-social-impact-of-
Fair-for-You_September_2016_final-3.pdf  

http://www.weeglasgowloan.scot/aboutpcu.html
http://fairforyou.co.uk/
https://www.barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/The-social-impact-of-Fair-for-You_September_2016_final-3.pdf
https://www.barrowcadbury.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/The-social-impact-of-Fair-for-You_September_2016_final-3.pdf
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they are kept aware of their outstanding balance through the use of text messages, posted 
statements and monthly on-line updates. 
 
Fair for you is also committed to treating its customers with respect.  There are no additional 
fees for the set-up of the loan; in respect of delivery costs, or charges or early repayment or 
missed payments.  The cost of removing old items is included on all white goods although 
some items such as mattresses do require Fair For You to levy a small removal charge due to 
the additional costs that these incur.   The credit is also structured to reward good payment 
behaviour; and Fair For You has created a ‘good players club’ for those who make regular 
payments to have access to a wider product range and preferential interest rates in 
recognition of their reduced risk of default. 
 
Fair For You is accessible throughout the UK (from the Shetlands to the Scilly Isles) and 
delivers to all rural areas providing access to fairly priced white goods and household 
furniture, prams, car seats and cots at the same price in rural and urban areas. 
 
Sheffield Money 
 
In August 2015, Sheffield County Council launched a community benefit society called 
Sheffield Money41 in conjunction with other local partners, to provide short and long term 
loans at fair rates on a not for agency/broker basis, using credit unions and community 
development finance initiatives (amongst others) to provide the finance.  A Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation report in September 2016 described the scheme as a council funded broking 
service working with community lending partners to provide loans and debt advice services 
to local residents. 
 
Sheffield Money provides internet and phone services (and initially started with a high-street 
store) offering quick access to fairly priced instant access loans in as little as 15 minutes – 
directly taking on payday lenders.  Sheffield Money acts as an agent for a range of mainly non-
profit partners that provide lower cost solutions for a range of finance requirements – short 
and medium term.  Debt advice is embedded in the process of helping people access the 
financial services they need and the scheme has already reported a saving of £20m in interest 
payments for Sheffield residents by reducing their reliance on high cost lenders. 
 
There are a number of aspects and findings that have been key to the success of Sheffield 
Money: 
 

◦ Credit unions are only a small part of the answer for fair finance: they are generally 
too slow for short term finance and are generally not internet based.  Wonga and 
other payday loans companies have a niche in very short term emergency pay day 
finance, where speed of decision is vital and absolute cost is more important than 
APR. 

◦ Sheffield Money have learned that they cannot offer finance to everyone and those 
with chronic debt need significant personal support to deal with creditors (e.g. Step 
Change) rather than another loan even at a somewhat lower rate. 

◦ Access is over the internet with telephone support.  Sheffield Money originally offered 
face-to-face services too but these clients tended to be referrals with deep seated 
problems that they often had to refer to other agencies and where the cost:return 
ratio was such that the offering would prevent financial sustainability.  Removing face-

                                                      
41 https://sheffieldmoney.co.uk  

https://sheffieldmoney.co.uk/
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to-face did not reduce volume and financially excluded clients do not seem to have a 
problem obtaining internet access. 

◦ The key to Sheffield Money’s success so far is (a) their partner providers; (b) 
sophisticated internet portal with Customer Relationship Management (CRM) ‘back 
end’ that enables them to route clients to the right provider and provide fast 
decisions; and (c) a level of trust arising from their community link and not-for-profit 
status. 

 
Sheffield Money are keen to expand across the UK to create the volume to be financially 
sustaining.  To date they have been dependent on grants.  As a first stage of this, they 
launched Lincoln Money42 in March 2017, using the same technology with a different ‘skin’ 
and a local telephone number. 
 
Conclusion of the findings in this area 
 
This project has been energised by finding examples of partnership working that are truly 
tackling providers of high-cost credit by providing fairly priced alternatives.  The amount of 
investment and commitment required from numerous partners to not only initiate these 
services but support them as they get established and grow cannot be underestimated.  The 
finding of this project is that these bigger initiatives are the ones that have quantum mass to 
make a difference and really start to build credible competition to high-cost credit and 
provide fairer alternatives for more financially excluded individuals.  Pioneering practical 
work has started to tackle high-cost credit nationally and in local pockets. 
 
Action point: There is potential to use the Sheffield Money platform to develop a national 
‘Rural Money’ offering.  

                                                      
42 https://www.lincolnmoney.co.uk  

https://www.lincolnmoney.co.uk/
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Finding 8: Gaps in rural access to a broad range of fair financial services remain and will 
not be met physical rural access points  
 
Overview 
 
With the Post Office providing access to fair financial services and banking transactions in 
rural areas and the nationally available Fair For You service providing a fairly priced alternative 
to rent to buy options the main gaps to address in rural areas are: 

◦ the provision of short term finance as an alternative to high-cost pay day lenders 
◦ medium term lower cost finance available over the internet with quick decision times 

and speedy access to funds. 
◦ Financial education to help people in rural areas improve their credit score. 

 
Aspects of this finding 
 
Rural residents experiencing financial difficulty and accessing high cost credit need: 

◦ Well publicised knowledge of what is available to them as an alternative to a high-cost 
lender. 

◦ Services that feel that they are directly for rural residents that understand the 
challenges of rural life – employment, transport, cost of rural living 

◦ Help making sense of the all the financial information available provided at the point 
where they are willing to make contact and seek assistance 

◦ Something that provides links to other organisations that can help if it can’t – it is 
knowledgeable and connected 

◦ Something is necessary to help rural parents in particular 
◦ Something where the response time is quick to deal with immediate concerns 
◦ Generate a service that has the potential to help people over the longer term to 

improve their financial situation, their credit score and their ability to be able to 
manage money 

◦ Financial education that is targeted at rural residents in publications that they 
regularly have access to – social media, parish newsletters and local newspapers – 
that understands rural life, seasonal income and the challenges of access to services. 

◦ Something that rural churches, parish councillors and communities can support 
without having to have direct 1-1 access to people experiencing debt 

 
Conclusion of the findings in this area 
 
Access to credit union service points are not the answer to this project.  Rural Money may be. 
 
Action points:  rather than wholescale credit union rural access points there is a need for 
online access to a complete range of services promoted in rural communities. 
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Recommendations, next steps and conclusion 
 
All eight findings and related action recommendation can be tackled at least to some extent 
through the following recommendations. 
 

Recommendation Finding 
number 

Status Next steps Funding 

Produce Rural 
Guides 

1, 2, 3, 6 Written Dissemination G:ARC to cover 
costs 

Develop a template 
and guidelines for 
working with rural 
families 

1 Hull and East 
Yorkshire pilot with 
rural families is 
under way 

Evaluation, 
dissemination 

G:ARC to cover 
costs 

Establish ‘Rural 
Money’ 
comprehensive web 
offering 

2, 3, 4, 5, 
6, 7, 8 

Partnership with 
Sheffield Money 
agreed and proposal 
written 

Seek funding External 
sources sought 

Prepare a summary 
report for partner 
websites 

- To be written. 
Anticipated to be 6-
10 pages with full 
report on request. 

Summarise 
and publish 
this report 

Costs covered 
within this 
project 

 
 
Further information and next steps in detail 
 
Rural Guides 
 
Simple single page rural guides have been written. It is expected that the rural guides will be 
used by rural groups including churches, community shops. They will be available for free 
download from the G:ARC website and will be publicised by the G:ARC and other partners 
through eNews, in-house magazines and social media.  
The following “Getting more for your money” rural money guides have been produced: 

1. Building a nest egg 

2. Energy bills 

3. Running a car 

4. Improving your credit score 

5. Gaining extra skills 

6. Going on holiday 

7. Children’s pocket money 

8. Mobile phones 

9. Planning for Christmas 

10. School uniforms 

11. Setting a budget 

12. Understanding loans 

13. Why insurance is important 

 
Hull and East Yorkshire pilot with rural families 
 
There are learnings to share with credit unions and rural locations from the Hull and East 
Yorkshire Credit Union pilot local churches.  The progress will be evaluated over the next six 
– nine months with the potential to share learnings and outcomes at the Germinate annual 
conference in 2017 and the ABCUL annual conference in April 2018. 
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Rural Money 
 
There is potentially considerable synergy from a partnership between The Arthur Rank Centre 
and Sheffield Money to create a ‘Rural Money’ (RM) platform to offer a range of fair financial 
products to those in rural areas. The end product would meet much of the original needs of 
the rural credit union project, i.e. providing easy and discreet access to a range fair financial 
products while offering education, guidance to the most appropriate product, and sources of 
help where required. The SM experience suggests that even the most disadvantaged groups 
are able to access the services provided over the Internet especially if there is telephone 
support. 
 
Sheffield Money are interested in expansion to reach sufficient scale to be sustainable, are 
able to provide a unique internet platform and already have many of the partner 
organisations in place (though others will need to be added). The Arthur Rank Centre is 
committed to supporting flourishing rural communities, has unique access to rural networks 
through 20,000 churches in the UK, through G:ARC eNews and magazine subscribers; and 
through a wide range of partners including rural agencies and organisations such as Farming 
Community Network, Plunkett Foundation, National Farmers Union, Tennant Farmer 
Association, the Royal Agricultural Society of England, the Rural Coalition and Rural Services 
Network, Rural England, ACRE, LEAF, Addington Fund, Churches’ Rural Group and church 
denominations.  
 
We therefore propose, as a main outcome from this project, that the G:ARC and Sheffield 
Money work together to set up a “Rural Money” (working title) web site with a rural 
branding and ‘front and’ and essentially the existing ‘back end,’ together with additional 
partners offering a national fair finance product where required, to create a service 
specifically targeted at the rural community.  
 
This service would be part of the Sheffield Money holding company, Finance for Sheffield 
Ltd (a Community Benefit Society) which is to be renamed to indicate the wider remit (for 
example, Finance for Communities). A rural network would be formed by the G:ARC, to 
provide a solid basis of support and publicity. This network could help promote the service 
and refer potential users without the large advertising and promotions budgets of 
commercial high cost lenders; and provide financial education on what high cost lending 
actually is and the benefits of alternatives such as Rural Money. The network would agree 
members of a Rural Money Advisory Board, who would work with the holding company. 
 
Sheffield Money would develop the website front end, find appropriate partners in order to 
offer the range of products required, including savings products. The web site would also be 
a vehicle for publicising debt advice and sources of help for those with debt problems 
requiring intervention.  
 
There is an initial one-off cost for this development, after which the expectation is that 
Rural Money will be self-financing. A detailed costed proposal has been prepared and 
funding is to be sought. 
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Conclusion 
 
We believe that the extensive research behind this project has led to exciting and 
appropriate developments that will achieve the original aim of helping tackle rural poverty 
through improved access to fair finance and through education. 
 
 

Janet Wilkinson and the project team 
28 March 2017 
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Appendix 1: Acknowledgements and sources 
 
This content and findings of this project have been made possible by the willingness and 
participation of many different individuals and organisations to engage with an independent 
project manager who asked a lot of questions with the aim of establishing the possibilities for 
extending fair financial services in rural areas.  The purpose of this report is to gather together 
the results of those questions, the background review of research already done in the area of 
financial exclusion, rural life and access to fair financial service and the possible solutions that 
have arisen as a result.  Individuals, credit unions and their service points, organisations and 
rural locations are not named in this report other than those examples on pages 29-32 as this 
document is not an evaluation of them and their service past, present or future; it is an 
exploration of what has the potential to work for rural residents to tackle lack of widespread 
access to fair financial services. 
 
The project consultant is grateful to the people of the following organisations and locations 
for their direct and indirect help, illuminating or confirming conversations, direction, further 
connections and provision of reports and documents old and new on the subject of money 
and life in rural areas: 
 
Alston Post Office 
Abergaveny Town Council 
All Saints Church, Murston 
Bentley Stores 
Bishops Nympton Community Shop 
Blackpool Credit Union 
Bristol Credit Union 
Buckfastleigh Town Council 
Castle and Crystal Credit Union 
Clockwise Credit Union 
Christians Against Poverty 
Church Urban Fund 
Churches Mutual Credit Union 
Citizens Advice Bureau 
Curo Housing Association 
Darlington Credit Union 
Eastern Savings and Loans 
Eden Vale Credit Union 
Fair for You 
Fairshare Credit Union 
Financial Inclusion Unit, Liverpool John Moores University 
Froxfield village shop 
Hi-Scot Credit Union 
Hudson House, Reeth 
Hull and East Yorkshire Credit Union 
Gateway Credit Union 
Gaydon Village Community Shop 
Goole and Selby Methodist Circuit 
Greystoke community shop 
Hemmingbrough Methodist Church 
Highland Communities Credit Union 
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Highlands Council 
Hope Debt Centre 
Kent Savers 
Kernow Credit Union 
Just Credit Union 
Llanhennock village resident 
Markynch Business Centre Inverness 
Money Advice Service 
Murston Community Bank and Hub 
My Community Bank 
North Bristol food bank volunteer 
North Shore Methodist Church, Blackpool 
North Wales Quakers 
North Yorkshire Libraries 
North Yorkshire Police Force 
Norwich Credit Union 
Op Shop, Penrith 
Oxfordshire Credit Union 
Personal Finance Research Centre, Bristol University 
Penrith Methodist Church 
Penzance resident 
Prince Bishops Community Bank and Store 
Real Food Wythenshawe 
Rockwell village residents and community shop 
Scottish Government 
Shapwick resident and village survey 
Sheffield Money 
Shropshire Towns and Rural Housing 
Pollock Credit Union, Silverburn 
Portholme Church, Selby 
Somerset Savings and Loans 
St James Church Luggershall 
Swansea Credit Union 
Talking Money 
Tenterden village resident 
Tees Valley Rural Community Council 
The Credit Union Foundation 
The International Credit Union Leadership Development and Education Foundation 
The Bus Stop 
The Matthew Tree Project 
The Post Office 
The University of Edinburgh 
The University of Sheffield 
Toppesfield community co-operative 
Toynbee Hall Financial Health Exchange 
Transition Penwith 
Transport Credit Union 
Trussell Trust 
West Cumbria Credit Union 
Wingrave village resident 
Wyvern Credit Union  



Appendix 2: Summary of eight key findings and action points 

 

 Key finding Action point Summary of key points 

1 There is a clear target 
audience for providing 
direct help in rural areas 

Families should be the 
prime target audience for 
support 

◦ Whilst not all families are financially excluded many are feeling financial pressure and accessing high-cost credit; families 
are likely to experience a drop in household income after the birth of a child at the time of increased expense. 

◦ Rural families have additional pressures from added transport costs and infrequent public transport associated with 
living rural locations. 

◦ Families are easily identifiable in every rural location with the opportunities to work with community leaders and 
organisations to identify those who specifically need help. 

2 High cost finance needs 
to be better understood 
to provide alternative 
solutions 

A range of alternative 
solutions to high-cost 
credit needs to be 
provided in rural areas 
 

◦ High cost finance is not homogenous; there needs to be wider understanding of the different types of high-cost credit 
and the niche/segment each occupies to understand how spiralling debt arises for individuals. 

◦ Highly commercial operators in this market are clearly differentiated and each focuses on a particular approach to 
recruiting new borrowers. 

◦ There is learning from high-cost lenders approach to providing fair alternatives. They are clear about target 
demographics, advertising location/intensity and delivery channel mechanisms and this must be embraced by fair 
finance alternatives to be effective. 

3 There is a low 
awareness of existing 
sources of help 

Existing sources of help 
need clearer signposting 
and promotion 

◦ Considerable financial education exists at the moment in online and media form from a variety of government agency 
sources, through the BBC and press. 

◦ There is a lack of direct 1-1 help and where this exists it is often accessed at points of crisis. 
◦ There is no specific form of financial education or commentary that speaks an understanding of life in rural locations.  

4 Credit unions play a part 
in offering fair financial 
services in rural areas 
but do not offer 
alternatives for all types 
of high cost lending  

There needs to be access 
to fair finance options in 
addition to credit union 
products to provide a 
complete solution to rural 
needs 

◦ Credit unions provide alternatives to some forms of high cost lending but not all; financial sustainability for most credit 
unions comes with loans that they make between £750 and £2000 over 12 – 36 months. 

◦ Many credit unions provide smaller loans to new and existing members (at a loss) and allow re-borrowing part of the 
original sum several times a year once the loan is partially paid off; other credit unions require savings prior to 
borrowing and to partially secure borrowing. 

◦ Many are happy to offer consolidation loans to those experiencing debt at significantly higher levels of interest to save 
the borrower money and help them become financial more secure. 

5 Credit union technology 
and increased banking 
facilities at Post Offices 
in 2017 will increase 
rural access to fair 
financial services 

The need for volunteer 
led physical access point 
is villages is declining and 
a different approach is 
needed 

◦ It is often uneconomic for Credit Unions to provide face to face services in rural locations; each of the 325+ credit unions 
have a different approach and strategy to providing services in rural areas within their common bond. 

◦ From 2017 the Credit Union Expansion Project will provide many credit unions with the IT infrastructure to expand their 
digital/internet based offerings to rural areas. 

◦ From Q1 2017 the Post Office has made it possible to carry out a wider range of banking transactions in all rural Post 
Office branches. 

6 Rural Post Offices 
provide fair financial 
products and banking 
services, accessible to 
the great majority of 
rural locations 

Clearer signposting and 
promotion is needed 

◦ The Post Office is already a provider of fair financial services in rural locations and plays a central role in access to cash 
and banking transactions in those areas for individuals and businesses.   

◦ The Post Office offers fairly priced loans from £1000 at 17.9%. 
◦ 90% of the UK population live within 1 mile of the Post Office. 
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 Key finding Action point Summary of key points 

7 Alternatives to high cost 
lenders are starting to 
emerge. 

Local collaborations as 

well as new national 

offerings are starting to 

tackle some of the key 

areas of high cost credit 

◦ Fair for You provides a direct, fairly priced, not for profit alternative to rent to own retailers available across to all rural 
locations across the UK. 

◦ Responsible Finance are a membership organisation providing a searchable online database of fair and affordable loans 
UK-wide as alternatives to high-cost lenders. 

◦ Sheffield Money acts as an intermediary for a range of providers offering lower cost alternatives to high-cost credit and 
has saved residents >£20m in interest since launch. 

8 Gaps in rural access to 
fair financial services 
remain and will not be 
met by physical rural 
service points 

Rather than wholescale 
credit union rural access 
points there is a need for 
online access to a 
complete range of 
services promoted in rural 
communities. There is 
potential to use the 
Sheffield Money platform 
to develop a national  
‘Rural Money’ offering 
 

◦ There is no rurally focussed alternative to high-cost lenders that understands the differences of rural life: increased 
transport and living costs, reduced local employment opportunities and possible seasonality of income. 

◦ Lower cost alternatives to all high-cost credit types are available in the UK; some may be limited to urban areas and 
awareness of them can be low. 

◦ Those organisations, churches and individuals who work 1-1 with others report a high degree of success in helping 
people manage debts and borrowing from high-cost lenders and there is scope to offer a higher level of 1-1 help to 
those experiencing financial difficulty. 
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Appendix 3: Financial aspects of rural life infographic 
This infographic summarises the key elements of rural life identified in phase 1 of the project.  It summarises the key financial transactions people make in the centre, the regularly found 
village and small town resources in rural UK in the next layer, other support organisations and agencies in the wider layer that may be available in part-time, mobile or online resources 
and key costs individuals and families face in the outer layer.  The key finding of this part of the project was that Credit Unions were not particularly well-known particularly in rural areas 
but that there was a strong need to “keep money local” to sustain rural businesses and resources. 
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Appendix 4: Access to financial services ladder 
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Appendix 5: Access to financial education and help ladder 

 


