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The opinions and views expressed in this
report are those of the individuals the
community research team spoke to. Views
expressed do not always represent the views
of the people and organisations involved in
producing this report.
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In brief

The community research team asked 228
people who live or work in Hartlepool: what
makes life unaffordable; what would make life
more affordable; and what makes life
affordable already?

Household finances. People said the
cost of utility bills, food, raising children
and the cost of living in general make
life most unaffordable. Reducing the
cost of food, leisure activities and utility
bills were the main ideas under this
theme to make life more affordable.
Shopping around helps to make life
affordable.

Behaviour and culture. Some people
think there is a lack of support and
resources to enable people to make
informed decisions about money
management*. More funding for
voluntary and community sector
organisations would make life more
affordable. Support provided by family,
friends and social networks really helps,
as does good money management and
spending money wisely.

Benefits systems and processes.
Universal Credit was the main feature of
discussion under this heading. In
addition, the majority of comments did
not focus on the monetary value of
welfare benefits, rather issues around
their administration and local delivery. A
number of ideas focused on the need for
better administration and delivery of
welfare benefits locally. Information and
guidance helps, people said.

Life skills. The difficulty of accessing
English language training and courses
was a big issue for non-English
speakers. Budgeting and good money
management would make life more
affordable*.

Work and access to work. The lack of
good quality, well paid employment was
the most common theme under this
heading. Employment helps, and more,
better paid jobs would help even more.

Health and well being. Drugs, alcohol
and smoking make life unaffordable*.
Reinstating hospital services locally
would make life more affordable.

Transport. The cost of transport — bus
fares in particular — makes life
unaffordable. Free transport and more
information about existing free transport
provision, would help.

Government. Some people think cuts in
public spending on local services could
have been better managed. People
thought more information about a range
of services and activities would be
helpful, recognising that access to legal
advice and guidance makes life
affordable.

Housing. The cost of rent was the main
issue under this theme, with
suggestions to improve housing centring
on cutting rents and improving landlord
management.

*In most cases, these comments focused on what
other people should be doing, rather than being
about interviewees’ personal situations.



How did we do it?

The research team used participatory
research techniques to have semi-structured
conversations with people about poverty and
the cost of living in Hartlepool.
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Asking ‘what makes life unaffordable’, or
‘what hinders making ends meet’, the
research team tried to identify the financial
pinch points in people’s lives. Asking ‘what
makes life affordable’, or ‘what helps to make
ends meet’, they tried to find what is working
— the ‘bright spots’. In addition, and most
importantly, the team found out about local
people’s ideas to make life more affordable.

In some cases, questions were directed at
the interviewee’s personal financial situation;
in others they were aimed at the experiences
of the wider Hartlepool community.

Most team members received 20 hours of
training in participatory research, delivered by
3Ps Consultancy, before attending mostly
pre-organised research sessions. Support
from local voluntary and community sector
organisations — referenced in the
acknowledgements section — was essential in
finding people to have conversations with.

The participatory approach enabled the
research team to build the trust of
interviewees, such that the research process
intended to be a series of inclusive
conversations between local people about
local issues. This meant lots of post-its and
sweets, less clip boards and cold calling.

While the approach is not intended to be
statistically robust in the same way as other
population studies might be, it offers a local
overview of people’s perceptions of poverty
and the cost of living in Hartlepool. There is a
reasonable amount of evidence relating to
national household spending patterns and
poverty coping strategies; the research team
was interested in this information in the
context of Hartlepool.




Who we spoke to

In total, the research team spoke to 228
people who live or work in Hartlepool.

Age

The age of participants in the sample is
slightly older than the population of Hartlepool
as a whole.

Age Our sample
10-19
20-29
30-39

40 - 49
50 -59
60+
Unknown

Gender

In terms of gender, 36% identified as male
and 43% as female. Data was not recorded
for the remaining 21%. This means, at least
considering the interviewees we know about,
our sample is ‘more female’ than the
population of Hartlepool as a whole, which is
49% male and 51% female?.

Ethnicity

The overwhelming majority of people
identified as white British (153), with 8
identifying as black, Asian, Caribbean, mixed
or other. This means 95% of the sample is
white, almost mirroring the ethnic makeup of
the Hartlepool population which is 98%
white?. Data on 46 respondents was not
recorded.

1 Office for National Statistics. 2017. Population Estimates
Analysis Tool.

2 Office for National Statistics. 2013. 2011 Census: Key
statistics and quick statistics for local authorities in the United
Kingdom

Themes

The research team recorded a total of 701
comments. There are more comments than
the number of people we spoke to, as people
often made a couple of separate and
distinctive points during the same
conversation.

The research team identified themes across
the findings. For example, lots of people said
things relating to their household finances
make life unaffordable. People also told the
researchers about how some aspects of
behaviour and culture make life affordable.
Some comments came under more than one
theme: the cost of getting the bus to the
hospital, for example, relates to both health
and transport.

Theme % of all comments

Household finances 21%
Behaviour and culture 18%
Benefits systems and processes 15%
Life skills 10%
Work and access to work 12%
Health and wellbeing 9%
Transport 6%
Government-related 6%
Housing 3%
Headings

The research team wanted to find out about
the problems, ideas and success stories
relating to the cost of living in Hartlepool.

In total, half of the comments tell us about the
problems (what makes life unaffordable);
30% are ideas (what could make life more
affordable); and 20% tell us about what is
already working (what makes life affordable).



Household finances

Household finances cropped up in 145
conversations or 21% the sample as a whole.

What makes life unaffordable?

An analysis of household spending suggests 2.5% of
UK households were behind on council tax bills in

2014/15; 2.2% on water; 1.8% on electricity; 1.6% on
gas bills; and 1.4% on rent®.

The cost of utility bills was mentioned 21
times under this theme, with some comments
specifically focusing on standing charges on
prepayment meters, fees on switching energy
suppliers and automatic enrolment onto
higher energy tariffs.

“Utility bills have a big effect on income as
the cost of gas and electric is rising. They
are the hardest to meet — often higher than
mortgages.” (Female, non-white, between
20 and 29 years old)

The poorest fifth of UK households spends on average
9% of its disposable income on household energy”.

Between 2008/13 inflation on energy (60%) was three
times higher than the CPI rate”.

% Institute for Public Policy Research. 2017. The 'not quite
managings': The depth of income crisis in the UK.

* Office for National Statistics. 2017. Detailed household
expenditure by gross income decile group. Figures exclude
spending on housing from Housing Benefit.

° Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 2014. Poverty and the cost
of living.

The cost of food was mentioned 15 times,
with some comments highlighting the difficulty
of travelling to large supermarkets where
products can be sold cheaper than in local
convenience shops.

The poorest fifth of UK households spends on average
£33 a week on food and non-alcoholic drinks, or 15%

of disposable income”. 47% of the value of UK food is
produced abroad®.

The cost of living in general was mentioned
14 times.

“The cost of living is going up. | have to pay
for lots of stuff using debt.” (Female, white,
between 50 and 59 years old)

“I think the cost of living is increasing, |
know my income hasn't increased in a while
but I'm poorer at the end of the month each
month and can't think of any other reason
why.” (Female, white, between 40 and 49
years old)

The cost of raising children was also
mentioned 14 times, including the cost of
childcare, children’s food, school uniforms,
extra curricular activities, entertainment and
school uniforms.

“Kids first, don’t have time for myself.”
(Female, white, between 30 and 40 years
old).

The cost of loans and credit were frequently
mentioned, alongside council tax and
communication — computers, televisions and
mobile phones.

The following comments cropped up a small
number of times: clothes, toiletries, health
products, glasses and dental costs, water, not
being able to save or manage money,
‘unexpected costs’, extra white goods fees
and monthly payments.



What could make life more affordable?

27 comments relating to household finances
were ideas to make life more affordable.

10 ideas related to reducing the cost of
food. Supermarkets were frequently
mentioned in relation to this idea, in addition
to cheaper food in general, owing a
refrigerator, free school meals and shopping
around.

“Challenge supermarkets to sell or advertise
cheaper brands and food baskets. Selling
misshaped veg and fruit etc.” (Female,
white 40 years old)

The grocery sector is arguably a market that works for
people on low incomes. People report having a variety
of options when food shopping; competition between

supermarkets cuts prices; information about consumer
choice is available; and people are often confident
enough to shop around®.

Cheaper utility bills was mentioned a
number of times. The idea of more free
places for young people to go to was also
mentioned.

Reducing the cost of living in general,
introducing monthly payments and reducing
the cost of childcare for people in
employment was also mentioned.

® Social Market Foundation. 2015. Bargaining on a low
income.

What makes life affordable?

Not a lot of people mentioned things under
this theme which currently make life
affordable. When they did, comments mostly
centred on shopping around for cheap
versions of goods. This was mentioned 10
times.

“Bought a shopping trolley to push food
home from the supermarket.” (Unknown)

“Shop around for cheaper products - look at
it like it’'s a game.” (Female, white, between
30 and 40 years old).

“Queue for food when prices are getting
reduced in supermarkets.” (Unknown)

Switching energy suppliers was mentioned,
as was using free local facilities such as the
beach and sports clubs. Finance, winter fuel
payment and television were mentioned a
small number of times.

“TV is a luxury but occupies the kids - they
want other stuff if this goes off.” (Female,
white, between 40 and 50 years old).



Behaviour and culture

The research team recorded 128 comments
relating to human behaviour and culture.

What makes life unaffordable?

Of the 34 comments related to behaviour and
culture under this heading, most related to
the lack of support and resources to
enable people, particularly parents, to
make informed decisions about money
management. In most cases, such
comments were made about other people.

“Priorities of parents can sometimes be
wrong - e.g. mobile phone top up before
groceries.” (Unknown)

People also said the difficulty of accessing
work makes life unaffordable. Having bad role
models, gambling and pressure on
community services was also mentioned.

A number of issues related to mental ill-health
were mentioned.

Caring responsibilities were discussed, such
as having to care for relatives and not having
family members to provide childcare.

Issues relating to the wider community were
also mentioned, such as the decline in footfall
at Seaton Carew and the cost of vandalism.

What could make life more affordable?

There was only one clear group of ideas put
forward under this section: the need for more
funding for voluntary and community
sector organisations. This was mentioned
10 times.

Aside from this, conversations skimmed over
a number of topics, including: greater policing
online and on the streets; the cost of
expensive shops and leisure facilities; and
providing volunteering and community
mentoring opportunities.

10



What makes life affordable?

This section contains by far the most
‘positive’ comments relating to behaviours
which make life affordable. Support
provided by family, friends and social
contacts was mentioned 23 times, by far the
most positive comment made in the report.

“It helps to have family members looking
after children, to avoid childcare costs.”
(Male, non-white, between 30 and 40 years
old)

“Support provided by the family really helps,
but it's not something that can be called on
all the time. | don't want to be cheeky.”
(Female, white, between 50 and 60 years
old)

A further 18 comments related to money
management: shopping around, being frugal
and making cut backs to consumption.

“I have learned to budget to shop around for
bargains - as long as my priority bills are
paid | am happy” (female, white, between
40 and 50 years old).

“Budget every penny coming in and out, pay
all bills at start of the month so you know
the rest can be utilised, then break down
food shopping and stick to it, the remainder
can be saved or spent on luxury items, save
what you can for rainy day” (Male, white,
between 50 and 60 years old)

“Only buy essentials and don't buy things
you don't need.” (Male, white, between 20
and 30 years old)

“Making cut backs where | can — shopping
frugally, making food stretch.” (Unknown)

“Buying clothes second hand.” (Unknown)

“Don’t waste food, don’t shop at M&S, cook
from scratch, don’t buy takeaways.”
(Unknown)

Voluntary and community sector
organisations were frequently mentioned as
helpful, in particular the Trussel Trust
Foodbank, Kilmarnock Road Family
Resource Centre and Stranton Seniors.
These specific mentions are possibly
reflective of where the community research
team went to carry out the research. Wider
support provided by the community and
“‘community spirit” were mentioned a number
of times.

Other topics such as “being in the right mind-

set”, saving money, volunteering and religion
also cropped up.
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Benefits systems and

Processes

The welfare benefits system cropped up in
conversation 102 times, mostly in relation to
what makes life unaffordable.

What makes life unaffordable?

The welfare benefit Universal Credit was the
main topics of discussion under this theme.
While ‘Universal Credit’ was mentioned as an
issue quite a few times, in addition to a
number of specific issues:

e the waiting time to receive the first
payment and the subsequent
temptation to take out loans

e being paid monthly

e not being entitled to free medical
goods or services

e the length and difficulty of the
application process

e the lack of information and guidance

There were 5,057 people claiming Universal

Credit in Hartlepool, as of 10 August 2017".

“Universal Credit is horrible. The system is
totally wrong.” (Unknown)

“Universal credit paid monthly, temptation to
take loans with high interest pushing them
into debt.” (Community centre volunteer
referring to service users)

! Department for Work and Pensions. 2017. Universal Credit:
Official Statistics.

The benefits system in general was
mentioned a number of times, in addition to
further criticism of frequent changes to the
benefits system. Government cuts to welfare
benefits levels cropped up a number of times,
as did comments about the freeze in
monetary value of most working-age benefits.
Benefits sanctions and the bedroom tax were
mentioned a number of times.

More than four out of ten referrals for a Trussel Trust
Foodbank parcel in 2016-17 were due to welfare

benefits: 30% because of payment delays, 14%
because of benefits changess.

The number of jobs which out of work
claimants are obliged to apply for was
mentioned, with specific comments made
about the geographic distance of available
jobs and poor quality computer facilities to
enable job searching.

The administration of welfare benefits locally
drew a number of comments, including:

e waiting times for payments and
decisions

e the lack of face-to-face services

e treatment of people by staff, including
being asked “probing questions”

e the lack of support for people when
sanctioned

e the lack of information on welfare
benefits

e the difficulty of calculating benefit
entitlements

e the lack of guidance when emergency
loans are issued

“Probing questions from authorities puts
people off asking for help” (demographic
data unknown).

8 Institute for Public Policy Research. 2017. The 'not quite

managings': The depth of income crisis in the UK.
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What makes life affordable?

Information and advice was mentioned as

helpful a couple of times. Some people

thought certain benefits helped them to make

ends meet, such as pensions, disability
benefits and winter fuel payments. One

person said the benefits system as it was

before Universal Credit was introduced
helped to make ends meet.

How could we make life more affordable?

A number of suggestions were made relating

to improving the administration of
benefits, including:

the need for more information was
mentioned a few times, in relation to:
Universal Credit; benefits entitlements;
when people receive emergency
loans; and through face-to-face
services rather than online.

the need for more support when
people are sanctioned.

claimants should be given food and
charity shop vouchers.

reducing the time it takes for a
sanction appeal to be processed
greater “kindness” when benefits are
administered

making benefits available not only
through bank accounts

training benefits advisers to help
claimants understand the benefits
system better, recognising that not
everybody can use a computer.

The need to reform the benefits system in
general, with no specifics given, was
mentioned a couple of times. Conversations
touched upon a number of other government
/ policy ideas, including:

e raising pension levels

e getting rid of the bedroom tax,
sanctions and benefit cap

e ending the ‘gap’ in benefit payment
when a person moves on to Universal
Credit

e a phased introduction of weekly
payments voluntary work to be
accepted as valid where a condition of
claiming benefits is to look for work

Life skills
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The theme ‘life skills’ came up 73 times. It
covers formal education, ‘every day’ skills
(such as cooking and budgeting) and basic
skills (such as language).

What makes life unaffordable?

The most frequent comment made under this
theme related to the cost of accessing
English language training. People said not
being able to speak English meant not being
able to engage with people or services, such
as GPs.

People mentioned a number of social and
personal skills, a lack of which makes life
unaffordable: not being able to cook, budget,
use computers, read or write or prioritise
spending. People also mentioned the issue of
leaving education unprepared for the wider
world.

What makes life affordable?

Conversations touched upon the importance
of budgeting and spending money wisely.
Cooking as a helpful skill was mentioned, as
were basic social skills and citizenship. In a
lot of cases, these comments were made
towards what other people should do; rather
than being about what individuals thought
would be best for them.

Extracurricular activities were mentioned as a
means to boost people’s confidence. Formal
education was also mentioned in general, in
relation to education for adults and English
language. People said free school meals
help.

What could make life more affordable?

Money management was frequently
mentioned, including “being wise to
manipulation”. Cooking was suggested a
number of times, including education on how
to cook, how to use fresh ingredients and
how to grow food. One person said the older
generation knows how to cook and should
pass this knowledge on to younger
generations.

Another cohort of ideas related to cutting the
cost of raising children, by increasing free
school meals and making them universally
available and cutting the cost of school
uniforms and end-of-year school proms.

English language support, the ability to
access computers, training initiatives for
young people and education in general were
also mentioned.

14



Work and access to work

The theme of work and accessing work came
up 82 times.

What makes life unaffordable?

The lack of good quality jobs was
mentioned 17 times, with some people
mentioning this as an acute problem
particularly for young people.

There are six jobs for every 10 people of working age
in Hartlepool. ‘Human health and social work’ is the

largest sector, at 16% of all jobsg.

Low wages were also mentioned frequently.
A small number of comments focused
specifically on low wages for apprentices.

Gross weekly pay is £488 for full time workers in
Hartlepool, compared to £494 in the North East and

£540 in Great Britain™.

A concentration of comments related to the
difficulty of accessing work. Each of the
following barriers to work was mentioned a
small number of times: age, poor transport
links to jobs, and barriers in general. Further
conversations mentioned the difficulty of
remaining in work, with each of the following
mentioned a small number of times by
interviewees: poor treatment of employees by
employers, zero hours contracts, being paid
monthly, remaining in physically taxing jobs
and the lack of information on available
financial support.

® Office for National Statistics. 2016. Nomis labour market
profile.

What makes life affordable?

A small number of people said employment
makes life affordable. Higher wages were
also mentioned.

What could make life affordable?

The idea of creating more jobs was
mentioned a moderate number of times.
However, some additional comments were
made in relation to creating jobs: for young
people; for Hartlepool people; that are part-
time; that are paid at a living wage; and by
investing in local businesses.

A moderate number of comments touched on
the idea of higher wages. Weekly pay and
less tax were noted a small number of times.

A number of comments related to helping
people into work. These include: creating
“‘proper” apprenticeships; more understanding
of older people trying to get into work;
checking employers are “decent”; avoiding
encouraging people to apply for jobs that are
geographically too far away; and covering
commute costs.

15



Health and well-being

This theme cropped up 62 times.
What makes life unaffordable?

Drugs, alcohol and smoking were
mentioned most frequently under this theme.

Households in the poorest fifth of the population spend
on average £7.50 per week on alcohol, tobacco and

narcotics — 3.5% of their income after housing costs.
Those in the richest fifth spend £15.50, or 1.6% of their

Mental ill-health was mentioned a couple of
times, particularly depression and lacking in

energy. Stress, family tensions and physical

illness were also mentioned. Takeaway ‘fast
food’ also cropped up.

Conversations about health and well-being
often related to health services. Privatised
and commercial health services were
mentioned under this theme, in addition to
poor quality local health services and
prescription costs. The lack of ‘'schemes’ for
older people and the closure of walk-in
hospital services at the University Hospital
Hartlepool were also mentioned.

What makes life affordable?
The NHS and appointments with local doctors

were each mentioned once. Eating healthily
was also mentioned once.

1% office for National Statistics. 2017. Detailed household
expenditure by gross income decile group.

What could make life more affordable?

The most frequently mentioned idea under
this theme was to reinstate health services
at University Hospital Hartlepool. The need
for more support for volunteer carers and
better promotion of health and well-being
were each mentioned a couple of times.
People also said more activity centres and
GPs would be helpful.

A range of other suggestions were
mentioned, each once:

e GPs should tell clients about free bus
services already provided to out of
town hospitals

e “Druggies” should do community work
in exchange for their treatment

e Free health prescription products for
people over 65

e Face-to-face services for gambling
addicts

e A ‘hub’ in the centre of Hartlepool,
where health services can be
accessed

e [For people who are making sacrifices
and cut backs to just about make ends
meet, a break would be helpful.

16



Transport

Transport cropped up 45 times in
conversation, mainly in the context of
transport within Hartlepool.

What makes life unaffordable?

The cost of transport in general drew a
number of comments, in addition to specific
comments on the poor quality of local
transport provision. The cost of bus fares
drew particular criticism. Additional comments
were made about the cost of getting the bus
to hospital, travelling to care facilities and
even to the departure point of the free shuttle
bus to the other hospitals in Tees Valley.

Conversations touched upon the cost of
petrol, car insurance and parking fees. A
number of people mentioned the cost of taxi
fares, including the cost of getting a taxi to
the supermarket to go shopping.

What makes life affordable?

Free transport helps to make life affordable.
Bus passes, transport provided by family and
friends and walking were each mentioned as
helpful.

What could make life more affordable?

More information about free buses already
provided to Tees Valley hospitals would be
helpful.

“Make people aware of the shuttle bus to
and from hospitals outside the town. Simple
time table to be made available to all.”
(Female, non-white, between 20 and 30
years old).

People suggested free buses and free
parking would be helpful — including at the
local hospital and leisure facilities at Seaton
Carew. One person said a “shoppers’ taxi” —
a taxi fare to the supermarkets — would be
helpful.
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Government

This theme emerged 40 times in the research
team’s conversations with the public. While
many other themes in the report are arguably
government-related — the benefits system,
minimum wage laws and regulations on
prices, for example — this section particularly
focuses on governance, decision making and
fiscal policies.

What makes life unaffordable?

Cuts in public spending, socio-economic
inequality and the lack of investment in
Hartlepool were mentioned a number of
times. The asylum system was mentioned
once.

A handful of comments were made
suggesting cuts in public spending could
have been better managed locally. The lack
of support for men and high shop rent fees in
the local town centre were each mentioned

once.

What could make life more affordable?

A number of conversations touched upon the
need for more awareness and information
about the range of services, resources
and activities already available locally. In
response to the perceived lack of investment
in Hartlepool, people said local and national
politicians need to better target available
resources.

“Continuation of local services.” (Female,
white, between 40 and 50 years old)

Other comments include: more waste rubbish
collection; more joint-working between local
agencies and services; developing
‘community hubs’; and increasing taxation on
big companies.

“TVs, advertisement boards, rolling
advertisements in bus stops.” (Female, non-
white, between 30 and 40 years old).

What makes life affordable?

Legal advice and guidance, funding from
local government, the local government
‘furniture grant’ and making representations
to local politicians.
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Housing

This theme was mentioned 24 times.
What makes life unaffordable?

Unsurprisingly, the cost of rent came up most
under this theme — although not as much as
energy, food or council tax.

Nearly three quarters of private renters in the bottom
fifth of the income distribution spend a third of their

income on rent. This figure drops to half for social
renters in this income group, and just over a quarter for
mortgage holders™.

Rent arrears and mortgage payments came
up separately, each once.

“Intimidating” and poor quality landlords were
mentioned a small number of times. Cold
homes, having to frequently move between
houses, the cost of hiring rooms for
community activities and the absence of a
housing trust in Hartlepool all cropped up,
each once.

What makes life affordable?

One person mentioned the low cost of house
prices in Hartlepool.

1 Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 2016. Monitoring poverty
and social exclusion.

What could make life more affordable?

Better houses, better landlords and
cheaper rent were each mentioned. One
person said it would be helpful to be
reminded about rent arrears. A handyman
scheme and home insulation were both
mentioned as ideas.
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Conclusion

People often fall on hard times and struggle
to make ends meet for a range of often
complicated reasons. They could lose a loved
one, see their place of work close down or
miss a rent payment.

Whilst at a local level tacking the structural
causes of poverty will be difficult, we think
there is mileage in kick-starting a movement
to reduce the cost of living in Hartlepool.

Poverty is about not having enough
resources for a decent standard of living. This
report throws up a number of suggestions of
how the Hartlepool community could work
together to reduce the cost of living, to help
people’s resources stretch further. This also
means not forgetting about the cash going
into people’s pockets.

We hope this report is a starting point for
people who live or work in Hartlepool to
collaborate to make people’s lives more
affordable.

The themes of this report are broad and all of
us — volunteer activists, community
organisations, local government and
organisations providing goods and services —
will have to row in the same direction if we
are to make a concerted difference to poverty
at a local level.

Where next?

This final page is by no means the last word.
In October 2017, thirty people and
organisations from Hartlepool and beyond will
come together to develop solutions to some
of the issues raised in the report, with the aim
of making people’s lives more affordable in
Hartlepool.

Visit www.hartlepoolactionlab.org to find
out more about how you can get involved.
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