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Introduction

The increased cost of living continues to impact on households within Swansea and
Neath Port Talbot, and Wales and the UK more generally. In 2023, energy prices
remained significantly higher than historic averages and food inflation hit its highest
level since 1977.1 Although inflation is now coming down, reaching 3.2% as of March
2024, this only means that prices are rising more slowly, not that the cost of living is
also reducing.2 The increased costs of necessities such as food, transport and energy
are leaving households struggling to cover the essentials, and are disproportionately
affecting some groups over others. For example, lower income households such as
those whose primary income is through the receipt of benefits, those in social housing,
single-income households and single parents may all be feeling the impacts of an
increased cost of living more acutely. However the impacts of a higher cost of living are
not limited to those on a lower income level, with factors such as increased mortgage
rates causing struggles across the board.

Between April 2022 and March 2023, 16% of all adults, 4% of pensioners and 9% of
children in Wales were categorised as materially deprived, meaning they lacked access
to essential items and activities.3 More locally at Citizens Advice Swansea Neath Port
Talbot (CASNPT), we’ve seen an increased number of clients having to live with a deficit
budget, meaning their cost of living is higher than the income they’re currently
receiving. In addition, across Swansea and Neath Port Talbot we have seen a significant
increase in demand for support with issues surrounding charitable support and food
banks. This suggests a rise in the number of clients relying on such support in order to
get essentials that their income just won’t cover. This is also consistent with the latest
Trussell Trust statistics, which note that Trussell Trust food banks in Wales are seeing
the highest level of need, superseding the level reached during COVID lockdowns.4

Furthermore, support surrounding fuel debt has remained the most requested debt
support over the last two years, demonstrating the continuing impact the higher cost of
living, and increased energy costs in particular, are having on our clients. Some are

4 The Trussell Trust - ‘Emergency food parcel distribution in Wales: April - September 2023’
https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2023/11/MYS-Wales-Factsheet-2023.pdf

3 Poverty and deprivation (National Survey for Wales): April 2022 to March 2023 -
https://www.gov.wales/poverty-and-deprivation-national-survey-wales-april-2022-march-2023-html

2 Office for National Statistics - Inflation and price indices
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices#:~:text=The%20Consumer%20Prices%20In
dex%20(CPI,down%20from%203.4%25%20in%20February.

1 Wales Expert Group on the Cost of Living Crisis Summary Response and Recommendations for
Action - August 2023
(https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-09/report-of-the-wales-expert-group-on-the
-cost-of-living-crisis.pdf);
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/articles/costofliving/latestinsights

https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2023/11/MYS-Wales-Factsheet-2023.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/poverty-and-deprivation-national-survey-wales-april-2022-march-2023-html
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices#:~:text=The%20Consumer%20Prices%20Index%20
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices#:~:text=The%20Consumer%20Prices%20Index%20
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-09/report-of-the-wales-expert-group-on-the-cost-of-living-crisis.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-09/report-of-the-wales-expert-group-on-the-cost-of-living-crisis.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/articles/costofliving/latestinsights


arguing that with inflation finally falling the cost of living should begin to fall soon,
however without increases to household incomes this may be a too optimistic position.5

Regardless, it’s clear that as things currently stand, households in Swansea and Neath
Port Talbot, and across Wales more generally will continue to struggle to afford the
essentials, with some even incurring debt to do so.

Client database analysis: key insights and trends

Statistics from our client database from both 2022 and 2023 were looked to in order to
determine any trends in the advice sought by clients from CASNPT throughout the cost
of living.6 In 2023 we saw more people coming to us for advice on ‘Utilities and
Communications’, rising from 3,066 issues in 2022 to 3,698 issues in 2023. Similarly,
requests for support surrounding ‘Charitable Support and Food Banks’ rose by 60%
from 1,822 issues in 2022 to 3,014 issues in 2023. It can be seen therefore that we are
seeing a consistent increase in requests for support on issues directly related to the
increased cost of living.

Looking at issues advised upon in more detail, it can be seen that Fuel debt advice was
given 1,064 times in 2023 which is consistent with numbers seen in 2022. We also saw a
rise in advice given on ‘credit, store and charge card debts’ from 2022 to 2023. This may
be attributable to the fact that when clients are in deficit budgets, they may have to rely
on credit cards to make up for income they simply don’t have to spend on the
essentials.

6 C6 Key Statistics Casebook Reports for 2022 and 2023

5 MoneyPlus Advice - ‘When Will the Cost of Living Crisis End?
https://moneyplusadvice.com/blog/tips-advice/when-will-the-cost-of-living-crisis-end/#:~:text=Some%2
0experts%20have%20suggested%20that,the%20second%20half%20of%202024.

https://moneyplusadvice.com/blog/tips-advice/when-will-the-cost-of-living-crisis-end/#:~:text=Some%20experts%20have%20suggested%20that,the%20second%20half%20of%202024
https://moneyplusadvice.com/blog/tips-advice/when-will-the-cost-of-living-crisis-end/#:~:text=Some%20experts%20have%20suggested%20that,the%20second%20half%20of%202024


There was also a significant increase in advice given on ‘general benefit entitlement’
seen from 2022 to 2023 with 3,543 instances of advice given in 2023. This may also be
attributable to the higher cost of living and its impact causing individuals to approach us
to check for entitlement to any possible support. Clients will often approach us for an
appointment because they are currently struggling and just want to ensure they are
receiving all possible help. In these cases clients are provided with benefit checks,
income maximisation, energy and charitable grants and support advice in an attempt to
ensure clients are able to maximise their income and minimise their outgoings where
possible.

It should be noted that while most numbers seem to display only a small increase or
remain consistent from 2022 to 2023, this is not necessarily because there has been
only a small rise in demand for support. In fact, there are currently more individuals
seeking support from CASNPT than we have capacity to support. For example, debt
advice overall remained fairly consistent between 2022 and 2023 but displayed a small
decrease. This may be attributable to the fact that clients with increased vulnerabilities
and deficit budgets often present with more complex issues, meaning an adviser needs
to spend more time helping each client and therefore help fewer clients in total.
Additionally, broad statistics can only show so much, and the experiences of advisers
who interact with clients highlight that those who were already being impacted by the
increased cost of living are becoming increasingly affected as prices have continued to
rise.

In one 3 month period,7 27% of our debt clients were
in a deficit budget, meaning the client has more bills
going out than income each month.8 The average
deficit for these clients was £183 per month. This
means that each month these clients are essentially
accruing an average of £183 of debt each month. In
addition, due to the nature of a deficit budget, clients
will be unable to begin repaying or reducing that debt
unless they are able to drastically reduce their
necessary spending or increase their income. As such,
these clients will fall further into debt each month.

8 Debt cases were chosen as budgets are usually created with clients in these cases, bar instances
where a client may approach CASNPT for support with a one off debt

7 01/12/23-29/02/24



Of the clients in a deficit budget, those with the biggest deficits seem to be individuals
with mortgages who have seen a drastic increase in their monthly mortgage
repayments. Additionally, a further 5% of the clients in the sample had less than £10
‘spare’ each month after essential spending.9 These figures clearly indicate that the
rising cost of living is detrimentally affecting CASNPT clients to a great extent.

Our findings are consistent with
broader sentiment and statistics
from other organisations. For
example, a recent national survey
undertaken by NHS Wales and
Bangor University found that 94%
of participants noted that their
cost of living had increased in the
last 6 months. It also found that
44% of respondents noted
currently having enough income
for ‘the essentials but not much
else’, compared to only 23% 6
months earlier.10 In addition to
this, 16% of respondents noted either sometimes or usually not having enough of an
income to cover the cost of essentials, rising from 5% only 6 months earlier.11

It’s clear overall that not only are we generally seeing an increase in requested support
for a myriad of reasons related to the increase of the cost of living, but we’re also seeing
the deepening of the impacts of these increased prices on our clients.

Client Interviews

In a past cost of living report, ‘Something has to give’, published in June 2023, interviews
were undertaken with 25 clients in order to understand how the increased cost of living

11 ibid.

10 NHS Wales and Bangor University, ‘The rising cost of living and health and wellbeing in Wales: a
national survey’, October 2023
<https://phwwhocc.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PHW-Cost-of-Living-report-Eng-04_10_23.pdf>

9 It should also be noted that within these debt cases, some did not yet have completed budgets and
thus could affect the percentage of those in a negative budget. Further, of the budgets present some
will be estimated and might impact the accuracy of these figures, specifically where the budgets were
close to net 0 each month

https://phwwhocc.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/PHW-Cost-of-Living-report-Eng-04_10_23.pdf


was impacting our clients in their daily lives.12 We recently reinterviewed these clients
with the same questions to assess how the maintained higher cost of living is continuing
to impact our clients.13

Previously, 74% of respondents noted that they were struggling
to cover the cost of other bills as well as the increased costs of
gas and electricity. In the more recent interviews, this number
had increased to 88%. It was also found that an estimated 42%
of current respondents are in fuel poverty, meaning they have
to spend more than 10% of their household income to keep
their home satisfactorily heated. This is consistent with national
statistics reported in April 2022, when 45% of Welsh
households were reported to be in fuel poverty.14

This demonstrates clearly the impact that the rising cost of living has on lower income
households, since energy is a necessary expenditure which, at the height of the cost of
living crisis, did not present with any ‘deals’ or opportunities to shop around. As such,
households were bound to pay the new, higher cost of energy, and the only opportunity
to reduce expenditure was through reducing consumption. However, as was noted by
one of our clients, and can be seen more broadly, reducing energy consumption when a
household member is disabled is not always possible. As a result, these higher energy
prices lead to disproportionately adverse impacts for disabled people, or those living
with someone who was disabled.

67% of respondents who reported struggling to pay other
bills alongside their energy bills also reported that they
were not able to afford daily essentials. Of those unable
to afford the essentials, 13% reported that they were
beginning to accumulate debt as a result, while the
remaining respondents noted they were cutting back or
going without. When asked whether clients had used a
food bank or fuel voucher in the last year, 47% of
respondents reported having used both, with an average number of 4 food bank uses
during this period. Once more, this is consistent with casebook statistics and the
observations of other organisations that the rising cost of living is simply leaving

14 NEA - ‘Fuel Poverty in Wales’ https://www.nea.org.uk/fuel-poverty-map/fuel-poverty-in-wales/

13 NB only 23 out of 25 clients were available to reinterview. Additional questions were also asked to
include a broader assessment of the impact of the cost of living crisis.

12 ‘Something has to give’ - The impact of the cost of living crisis on our clients, June 2023 Report
(https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/something-has-to-give-june-2023-report.docx.pd
f)

https://www.nea.org.uk/fuel-poverty-map/fuel-poverty-in-wales/
https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/something-has-to-give-june-2023-report.docx.pdf
https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/something-has-to-give-june-2023-report.docx.pdf


individuals without enough money to cover the essentials. Clients often have to rely on
charitable support or even go into debt just to get by. Again, it is households with lower
overall incomes, such as benefit recipients who are the most impacted by these higher
prices.

Respondents also noted increased
implementation of money saving habits, with
76% reporting reduced use of heating or
layering up around the house, increasing from
56% in the previous interviews, and an
additional 53% of clients, up from 29%
reported turning off appliances and lights.
Additionally, 59% of respondents noted they
were stressed or worried about money, where
previously this number had been 32%. A
further 24% of respondents noted that the
rising cost of living was negatively impacting
their mental health and 12% noted an impact
on their physical health.

When asked what the single biggest impact of
the increased cost of living was, the majority of
responses referenced barely being able to
afford essentials or choosing between ‘eating or
heating’. Other notable responses referenced a
reduced quality of life since they could no longer
afford anything more than the basic necessities,
as well as the stress or worry that has resulted
from increased costs.

The results of the client interviews clearly
demonstrate that the effects of the increased
cost of living are worsening for our clients. The
number of clients reporting difficulty paying
bills, implementing money saving habits and
feeling stressed or worried about money all increased. In addition, clients’ comments



reflected a worry that conditions may not improve and that this is now ‘the new normal’.

Who are the worst affected?

As the cost of living crisis has continued we have not only seen those who were already
struggling begin to face deeper hardship and poverty levels, but have seen individuals
who were previously managing begin to struggle to afford the basic necessities.
Predictably, lower income households such as UC recipients and single income
households or single parents often experience greater poverty levels due to the
increased living costs. In our previous report, we discussed UC recipients, single income
households including single parents, individuals with prepayment meters and disabled
people as some of the worst impacted groups by the cost of living crisis. Last year we
saw these groups struggling but, with the support coming out of UK and Welsh
Government, most were managing to survive. Now, a year on and with the majority of
support removed and prices still rising, albeit more slowly, some have reached breaking
point, or, to use the language of one respondent, the water is closing over their heads

Recipients of Universal Credit

As was the case when writing our previous cost of living report, UC recipients remain
one of the greatest impacted groups by the cost of living crisis. This is likely attributable
to the fact that the standard UC allowance is only £311.68 per month if you’re single and
under 25, rising to £393.45 per month for a single person 25 or over. While there are
additional elements or support for housing, children and other factors, and an
increased standard rate if you live with a partner, the reality is that the monthly UC
income is too low to cover the current cost of living.

According to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, UC is now at its ‘lowest ever level as a
proportion of average earnings’ and an estimated ‘5 in 6 low-income households on UC
are currently going without essentials’.15 The JRF are continuing to campaign for an

15 JRF - ‘Guarantee our Essentials: reforming Universal Credit to ensure we can all afford the
essentials in hard times’
https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we
-can-all-afford-the

https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we-can-all-afford-the
https://www.jrf.org.uk/social-security/guarantee-our-essentials-reforming-universal-credit-to-ensure-we-can-all-afford-the


essentials guarantee, hoping to raise the standard UC allowance to a minimum of £520
per month for a single person to ensure they have enough money to survive.16 Despite
these calls for change and significant attention given to the insufficiency of the monthly
UC allowance, especially since the removal of the £20 per week uplift in 2021, UC
income has not undergone any significant reform.

In Swansea and Neath Port Talbot, we saw 8,431 requests for advice on issues related to
universal credit in 2023, which was our 2nd most advised upon issue, preceded only by
‘benefits and tax credits’ which encompasses all other benefits.17 It’s clear therefore that
a great number of our clients are likely to be UC recipients who are struggling to cover
the cost of essentials due to the low level of income they’re receiving.

Disabled People

On average, disabled individuals and their households have lower incomes than
non-disabled households and also often have a higher cost of living due to costs related
to their disabilities.18 It’s estimated that the average disabled household needs an
‘additional £975 a month to have the same standard of living as non-disabled
households’.19 This is also without accounting for inflation over 2022/2023, after which
this cost is estimated to rise to £1,122 each month.20 As such, it’s clear how disabled
individuals and households may be one of the worst affected groups by the increased
cost of living. While the UK Government is providing £150 disability cost of living
payments twice per year, this simply isn’t sufficient to bridge the gap given the above
average additional costs incurred by disabled households.

In 2023, 62% of clients advised in Swansea and Neath Port Talbot noted either being
disabled or having a long term health condition.21 More broadly, 22.4% of Swansea
residents22 and 24.6% of Neath Port Talbot residents are reported as being disabled,
both of which are higher than the national statistic of 21.1%.23 It’s clear therefore that a

23 Welsh Government - ‘Health, disability and provision of unpaid care in Wales (Census 2021)
https://www.gov.wales/health-disability-and-provision-unpaid-care-wales-census-2021-html#:~:text=Th
e%20local%20authorities%20with%20the%20highest%20proportions%20of%20disabled%20people,(
24.2%25%2C%2014%2C000).

22 Swansea Council - ‘2021 Census: population characteristics’
https://www.swansea.gov.uk/article/22503/2021-Census-population-characteristics

21 C6 Key Statistics Casebook Report 2023
20 Ibid.

19 Scope: Equality for disabled people - ‘Disability Price Tag 2023: the extra cost of disability’
https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/disability-price-tag-2023/#:~:text=On%20average%2
C%20the%20extra%20cost,household%20income%20after%20housing%20costs.

18 House of Lords Library - ‘Cost of living: Impact of rising costs on disabled people’
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/cost-of-living-impact-of-rising-costs-on-disabled-people/

17 C6 Key Statistics Casebook Report 2023
16 Ibid.

https://www.gov.wales/health-disability-and-provision-unpaid-care-wales-census-2021-html#:~:text=The%20local%20authorities%20with%20the%20highest%20proportions%20of%20disabled%20people,(24.2%25%2C%2014%2C000)
https://www.gov.wales/health-disability-and-provision-unpaid-care-wales-census-2021-html#:~:text=The%20local%20authorities%20with%20the%20highest%20proportions%20of%20disabled%20people,(24.2%25%2C%2014%2C000)
https://www.gov.wales/health-disability-and-provision-unpaid-care-wales-census-2021-html#:~:text=The%20local%20authorities%20with%20the%20highest%20proportions%20of%20disabled%20people,(24.2%25%2C%2014%2C000)
https://www.swansea.gov.uk/article/22503/2021-Census-population-characteristics
https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/disability-price-tag-2023/#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20the%20extra%20cost,household%20income%20after%20housing%20costs
https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/extra-costs/disability-price-tag-2023/#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20the%20extra%20cost,household%20income%20after%20housing%20costs
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/cost-of-living-impact-of-rising-costs-on-disabled-people/


significant proportion of CASNPT clients, and Swansea and Neath Port Talbot residents
more generally are likely experiencing increased hardship due to the increased cost of
living owing to a disability in the household. Furthermore, issues with the existing
Personal Independence Payment (PIP) system, as detailed in our latest report ‘PIP the
system & its impact on our clients 2023’, only exacerbate issues for disabled individuals
seeking support for these additional costs.24

Mortgagors and subsequent rent increases for private renters

Throughout the rising cost of living, the public have also experienced rising mortgage
rates. Average interest rates for fixed term mortgages have risen from around 2% to 6%
between 2022 and ealy 2024 which significantly increase monthly payments for
mortgagors. According to the 2021 census, 62.3% and 66.5% of households own their
home outright or with a mortgage or loan in Swansea and Neath Port Talbot
respectively.25 Given that over half of these households will be mortgage free, we can
conclude that around one third of households may face rising mortgage repayments
during this period of increased cost of living if their fixed term ends, or they need to
refinance their home.

Another consequence of these increased
mortgage rates we have observed at CASNPT
is a knock-on increase to monthly private rent
figures. Demand for housing advice increased
by 60% from 2,117 to 3,331 issues between
2022 and 2023 and advisers observed an
increase in requested support surrounding
private rent increases.26 Clients often noted
that they were barely managing to cover bills
as it was, and the upcoming rent increase
would mean they could no longer afford to
cover the essentials.

26 C6 Key Statistics Casebook Reports for 2022 and 2023

25 How life has changed in Swansea: Census 2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/W06000011/
How life has changed in Neath Port Talbot: Census 2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/W06000012/

24 CASNPT - ‘PIP: The system and its impact on our clients’ December 2023
https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/pip-the-system-its-impact-on-our-clients-2023.pd
f

https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/W06000011/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censusareachanges/W06000012/
https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/pip-the-system-its-impact-on-our-clients-2023.pdf
https://citizensadvicesnpt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/pip-the-system-its-impact-on-our-clients-2023.pdf


Increased reliance on charitable support

There has always been a demand for charitable support, especially since the beginning
of COVID and the subsequent cost of living crisis. However, as is noted above, at
CASNPT we observed a significant increase in issues relating to ‘charitable support and
food banks’, rising by 60% from 1,822 issues in 2022 to 3,014 in 2023.27 Furthermore, as
is noted above, the Trussell Trust reported currently seeing the highest levels of need
for support in Wales, surpassing levels reached during the COVID lockdowns.28 While
charitable support is undeniably invaluable for clients who are struggling due to the
increased cost of living, especially those in a deficit budget, the reality is that it is only a
temporary solution and does not address the underlying issue. As was noted in our
previous cost of living report, more sustainable and long-term support or reform is
needed in order to address the growing number of households in Wales who can’t
afford the daily essentials.

Importantly, the increased reliance on charitable support puts a strain on charities and
the support they can provide, especially given that those charities are themselves also
being impacted by the rising costs. The Charities Aid Foundation (CAF) surveyed 547
charity leaders and found that ‘71% of charity bosses expressed concern over managing
increased demand for their services’.29 Additionally, over 80% of those surveyed noted
expecting to struggle with managing increased utilities and wage costs.30 It can be seen
therefore that not only is the increased reliance on charitable support an inadequate
answer to the public's struggles, it is also likely unsustainable for the charities
themselves. In fact, 35% of the charities surveyed believed their organisation would
‘struggle to survive altogether’.31

Summary

Despite falling inflation rates, the cost of living remains incredibly high, and our clients
are continuing to struggle to cover the costs of essentials. Since our last cost of living
report published in June 2023, the impact of the cost of living crisis has deepened for
our clients. This is reflected in our client database statistics, which show a higher
demand for advice surrounding cost of living related support such as charitable support
and food banks and fuel debt advice. Our client interviews also clearly reflect the

31 ibid.
30 ibid.

29 Charity Link - ‘The cost of living crisis and the impact on UK charities’
https://www.charitylink.net/blog/cost-of-living-crisis-impact-uk-charities

28 The Trussell Trust - ‘Emergency food parcel distribution in Wales: April - September 2023’
https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2023/11/MYS-Wales-Factsheet-2023.pdf

27 C6 Key Statistics Casebook Reports for 2022 and 2023

https://www.charitylink.net/blog/cost-of-living-crisis-impact-uk-charities
https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2023/11/MYS-Wales-Factsheet-2023.pdf


deepening impact of the cost of living crisis, with 67% of respondents now reporting
being unable to afford the daily essentials and 42% living in fuel poverty.

The impact of the cost of living continues to deepen and immensely affect lower income
households, such as those whose primary source of income is UC. In addition, disabled
households, who on average have higher living costs and lower incomes are
disproportionately impacted by the cost of living crisis, with little government support to
mitigate this. At CASNPT we’ve also noted a knock on effect of rising mortgage rates on
our clients who privately rent, leaving clients wondering how they’re going to continue
to survive with yet another increased bill. Ultimately, the increased cost of living is
impacting all of our clients, however the above groups may be feeling its effects more
acutely.

Falling inflation rates don’t translate into falling prices, only slower increases to already
high living costs. Without higher household incomes and benefit rates, clients are
unlikely to feel any significant relief from these increased prices anytime soon. And, in
the meantime, clients will continue to make sacrifices to survive, or accumulate debt in
order to put food on the table or keep the lights on.


