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Introduction On 23 March, the UK entered its Covid-19 lockdown. 
This lockdown covered hundreds of thousands of 
businesses including shops, cafes, pubs, restaurants 
and hotels who all closed their doors indefinitely. 
There is no deadline for lifting those restrictions, but 
the UK Government is managing public expectations 
for a lockdown to last at least 12 weeks. Many 
businesses have already written-off 2020; sales targets 
have been ripped up. Now, the focus is purely on 
survival. 

These measures reflect a rapidly deteriorating situation 
on the spread of Covid-19, which is now recognised as 
the greatest public health crisis to hit the UK since the 
Spanish Flu in 1918. The most pessimistic modelling 
has revealed that up to 250,000 lives could be put 
at risk without a massive government response. The 
Government’s chief scientific advisor has suggested a 
best-case scenario, based on extensive social distancing, 
could limit the number of deaths to less than 20,000. 

But this is not just a public health crisis. It has already 
evolved into a massive financial crisis as the economy 
has been engulfed by measures to contain the spread 
of the disease. In a country where millions of households 
live from payday-to-payday, with little put aside in cash 
savings or insurances, the need to address the lack of 
financial resilience of UK households is critical.

Mark Twigg
Executive Director

07900 242 954
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The scale of the public 
sector intervention is 
unprecedented. The sums 
involved in taxpayer rescue 
packages exceed those 
following the financial crash 
in 2008-09. And as our 
older citizens will recall, 
even throughout World War 
Two, the pubs and schools 
remained open. 

This response has seen 
massive additional levels of 
resourcing being directed at 
the NHS. First there was £12 
billon extra funding in the 
Chancellor’s budget. Then, 
the government promised 
to deliver whatever it takes 
to keep the health service 
going. The government has 
ripped up its fiscal rulebook.

This report provides insights 
into some of the key issues 
facing UK households in 
light of the ongoing crisis. 

The research was 
conducted using our 
fieldwork partner Toluna 
who surveyed 552 UK 
adults over the age of 18 on 
a nationally representative 
basis. The fieldwork was 
conducted on 25 March.
Respondents were asked 
to provide some insights 

on how they are coping 
financially and the outlook 
for their personal finances 
over the coming 3 months. 

Our findings show that it is 
not only the public health 
system which is in danger 
of becoming overwhelmed 
in the coming weeks. 

Millions of UK households 
entered this crisis with 
limited financial means 
at their disposal. As 
unemployment rises, the 
benefits system and civil 
society groups like charities 
and food banks, can also 
expect a period of crisis as 
they struggle to deal with 
unprecedented demands. 
Those working in financial 
services should also be 
recognised as key workers 
in helping to provide 
reassurance and financial 
security to millions of 
households during this time 
of financial crisis. 

Saving the NHS is, rightly, 
the government’s top 
priority. But as this crisis 
unfolds, the government 
response will need to 
evolve. The Chancellor 
has already announced 
three financial bail-outs 

aimed at supporting the 
economy. The government 
and indeed all of us, are 
now fighting a war on two 
fronts. 

Inevitably, the 
Government will need to 
do more. 
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Our findings show that 
it is not only the public 
health system which is 
in danger of becoming 
overwhelmed in the 
coming weeks. 

Financial Resilience 
Among UK Households 
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When will 
normality 

return and 
how long 

can UK 
households 

cope? 

9%
Just

believe 
this crisis 
will be 
over 
within  
8 weeks. 

The vast majority believe it will 
last for at least 

3 months

A large minority (41%) believe it 
will take at least one or maybe 
two or more years to return the 
economy back to full health. 

MAR APR MAY JUN



6

As the UK enters a potentially long lockdown, household finances are not in 
the best of health.

of adults feel that their 
personal finances will 
be able to survive this 
financial shock however 
long it lasts. The rest 
of us are faced with a 
limited lifeline. 

Just two in five 
households are 
confident they can hold 
out past 3 months.
Much beyond that, and 
the economic fall-out 
from this crisis will 
be more difficult to 
contain. 

over two-thirds 
of households  
are confident that they 
will be able to hold out 
for that length of time. 

More worrying still, there are over 7 million adults in the UK who don’t know 
how they will cope financially over the coming 7 to 14 days. 

Even before we reach that 
3-month breaking point, 
as many as one-in-three 
people do not believe that 
they can cope financially 
for more than four weeks. 

Only

15%

The Prime Minister has 
indicated that the lock down 
could last up to 12 weeks. If 
this becomes a reality, 

3 months

That equals 
16.25 million 
adults across 
the UK.

Day 01 Day 07 Day 14
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How long do people believe their personal finances will last should the COVID-19 
situation not change?

O
ne

 y
ea

r

While it is not surprising 
that those aged 55+ feel 
far more able to cope long-
term with the impact of 
Covid-19 on their personal 
finances, it is clear that 
it is those aged 35-54 
(a higher proportion of 
whom will have dependent 
children and mortgage 
commitments) who are 
most like to feel the strain.

The gender difference is also 
concerning – with over a third 
of women not confident about 
their finances being able to 
last a month.

From a regional perspective, 
those in the East of England 
and Wales are most at risk 
financially in the short term. 
However, in all but the South 
East, at least one in four 
people are not confident in 
their finances lasting beyond 
a month under present 
conditions.

31%

30%

24%

15%

One month or less

Up to 3 months

Up to 6 months

Over 6 months

18-34

34%
35%

35-54

39%
27%

55+

59%
17%

Male

26%
48%

Female

36%
32%

Up to a month
Over 6 months
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What actions do people think they will take to cope as a direct result of the 
COVID-19 outbreak?

Depleting resources

18-34 35-54 55+

27% 30% 39%

Dipping into cash savings
Selling investments

23% 29% 39%
5% 4% 1%

“Young workers are at the 
greatest financial risk”

There’s been huge media 
focus on the heightened 
health risks facing the over 
70s but much less attention 
paid to the financial risks 
facing the under 35s.

The 55+ group are most 
likely to have savings to dip 
into. They are also more 
likely to not have to take any 
corrective behaviours. This 
will include a lot of retired 
people aged 65 and over 
who are already on pensions 
and enjoy fixed incomes.

Those aged 35-54 are most 
likely be taking mortgage or 
rental holidays. They also 
feel more likely to end up 
claiming Statutory Sick Pay or 
Occupational Sick Pay.

Those aged 18-34 are 
where most financial risk is 
concentrated. They are in 
greater risk of having to claim 
benefits or borrow cash from 
family. They are much more 
likely to have to move back 
in with parents, take out a 
bank loan or visit food banks. 
They are also more likely to 
be taking steps which could 
damage their long-term 
wealth as forced sellers of 
investments in a bear market.

18-34

Additional borrowing

35-54 55+

41% 44% 30%

Using credit card

Borrowing from family/friends
Overdraft facility

14%

16%

23%

15%

18%

5%
14% 20% 10%

18-34 35-54

Benefits

55+

44% 41% 11%

Unemployment benefits

Claim SSP
Rent/Mortgae holiday

Use a food bank
Move in with family/friends

16%

11%

15%

15%

5%

1%
11%

11%
8%

18%

6%
2%

5%

2%
1%
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We asked households 
which financial measures 
they are likely to take 
in order to maintain an 
even keel over the next 
three months. 

Faced with this massive 
challenge, households 
envisage utilising a wide 
variety of measures. 

The Government has 
already introduced 
proposals designed to 
mitigate some of the 
financial impacts and to 
improve the access to, and 
generosity of some of the 
coping strategies outlined 
below. 

Managing 
housing 
costs 
On 17 March, the UK 
Government announced 
plans to offer all mortgage-
holders the option of taking 
a three-month “mortgage 
holiday” to help manage 
the financial shock over the 
short-term. 

This announcement 
did not cover those 
in private rented 
accommodation, though 
subsequent Government 
announcements have 
extended protection to 
this group. 

Our findings suggest that 
one-in-eight adults (12 
percent) already envisage 
having to take a mortgage 
or rent holiday during the 
next 12 weeks. 

With 27.8 million 
households in the UK 
this indicates around 3.3 
million households are 
looking to defer their rent 
or mortgage payments. 

Banks and building societies 
stand ready to facilitate that 
option for their mortgage 
clients. In addition, the 
Government has now 
intervened to prevent private 
landlords from forcing 
tenants out of their homes if 
they are struggling to make 
rent payments. 

In addition to those pushing 
back rent and mortgage 
payments, a further 4 
percent of respondents 
said that they were 
considering given up their 
accommodation altogether 
and moving back in with 
their parents or other family 
members.
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Impact 
on short-
term cash 
savings
Most households do not 
have access to any short-
term cash savings, but 
around one-in-three (30 
percent) do envisage 
using their savings. 
Across the UK as a whole 
around 16 million claim 
that “dipping into cash 
savings” will help them to 
get through the Covid-19 
crisis. 

In addition to raiding their 
own piggy bank, as many 
as 6.5 million Britons 
expect to tap up their 
parents and other family 
members for cash loans 
or other financial support. 

Families will play a crucial 
role in supporting each 
other. But without the ability 
to meet up physically, 
electronic payments will 
come into their own in 
helping families move 
money around to those 
family members who need 
it the most. The electronic 
payment systems have 
generally weathered the 
current crisis incredibly well 
in seamlessly moving cash 
around the economy. 

There is, however, a word of 
caution for those who cannot 
access electronic payments. 
The Access to Cash Review 
in 2019 revealed some eight 
million people in the UK 
(17 percent) say that cash 
is an economic necessity. 
With some retailers moving 
towards electronic payments 
only on health grounds, 
this represents a further 
financial challenge for those 
who are already financially 
or digitally excluded. 

Impact on 
long-term 
investments
Around 36 percent of UK 
households directly hold 
investments (not including 
those who hold investments 
indirectly via their pension 
fund). Our findings show that 
around one-in-ten investors 
are already contemplating 
having to sell some or all of 
their investments as part of 
their coping strategy. 

It is important that people 
find alternative sources of 
money before plundering 
their investments. Naturally, 
selling investments in a 
rapidly falling stock market 
- the FTSE 100 is down 
around 35 percent since 
the crisis began - is likely 
to have a hidden long-term 
impact on household wealth. 



11

     6.5 million Britons expect to tap 
up their parents and other family 
members for cash loans or other 
financial support.
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Increasing 
levels of 
household 
debt 
Unsecured household debt 
was already on the increase 
before the Covid-19 
crisis struck. This trend 
is set to continue. In the 
current economic climate, 
consumer credit offers a 
potential lifeline not just 
for households, but also 
for small businesses. The 
government has already 
intervened to create new 
lending facilities to inject 
liquidity into the SME 
lending market via the 
British Business Bank. 

For consumers, the choices 
are more straightforward 
than for businesses. For 
many, it is simply a question 
of taking on more debt with 
their credit card. The Bank 
of England’s decision to 
reduce base rates to their 
lowest levels in history will 
provide some relief to those 
taking on more debt. 
 

Increasing 
numbers rely 
on benefits 
and SSP
In the absence of a 
sustainable household 
back-up plan, many people 
are immediately faced with 
unpalatable choices. 

As household income falls, 
people will look to secure 
alternative incomes from 
other sources. This may 
include social security for 
those facing redundancy. 
It will also include statutory 
sick pay or occupational sick 
pay for those who remain in 
employment, but who take a 
period a sickness absence. 

Officials statistics reveal that 
500,000 people have claimed 
working age unemployment 
benefits in two weeks. This 
included 100,000 new 
claims on the day following 
the lockdown (Tuesday 24 
March). Our findings show 
that this could be just the tip 
of the iceberg.

Our findings show that: 

19%
expect to go further into 
the red on their credit 
cards. That means 
10 million people 
potentially maxing out 
the credit card. 

15% 
expect to make use of 
their overdraft facility. 
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Increased demand for food banks
In a sign of how exposed UK 
households are, 6 percent 
said that they might have 
to visit a food Bank to help 
provide for their families. 
This means as many as 
3 million households 
anticipate that they may 
need to call on Britain’s 
2,000 food banks over the 
coming 12 weeks. 

During 2019, the Trussell 
Trust, which operates 
1,200 food banks across 
the UK reported a 23 
percent increase in the 
number of food parcels 
they distributed in the 
period between April to 
September from 658,048 to 
823,145. The numbers from 
2019 help to demonstrate 
the potential tidal wave of 
demand demonstrate the 

mismatch between capacity 
and the potential tidal wave 
which is already befalling 
our food banks. Immediate 
support is needed. 
Individuals can donate food 
via food bank donations 
points at their supermarket 
or make cash donations. 
Government may also 
need to step in and provide 
additional support. 

expect to make claims for 
Universal Credit and other 
working age benefits. 
This means around 6 
million people expect 
to make a claim for 
working age benefits. 
The pre-Covid-19 
unemployment 
benefit claimant 
count stood at 
1.3 million. 

expect to claim 
Statutory Sick 

Pay (SSP). This 
means up to 5 million 

workers could end up 
being paid up to £94 per 

week for a period of up to 
26 weeks. The Government 

Budget announcement on 11 
March introduced changes to 

SSP to make it more generous to 
those who will rely on it over the 

coming months. 

9% 12% 
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Mitigating 
the financial 
impact
Every household in the UK, 
including all age groups 
and all income groups, will 
be hit financially by the 
fallout from Covid-19. 

The impact on young 
people and families 

It is clear that those of 
working age, and in 
particular, those younger 
workers in their 20s and 
30s will be hit the hardest. 
However, this group is also 
the most adaptable given 
that many of these people 
do not yet have children 
or mortgages, they are in 
a position to make radical 
changes to their lifestyles. 
It is also clear that many 
of these people will look 
to older relatives such as 
parents and grandparents 
to give them a helping hand. 
Family will provide a major 
support mechanism in 
getting through this crisis will 
over 6.5 million expecting to 
borrow money from family 
members. Many hundreds 
of thousands may even be 
forced to move back into the 
family home.  While most of 
us will find a way to cope 
financially, the impact of 
those coping strategies will 
impact on people’s lifestyles 
and livelihoods for years to 

come.  Already, one-in-five 
Britons believe it will take at 
least two years to return to a 
sense of normality. 

The impact on social 
security and charities  

Of course, families cannot 
take up all of the slack. Over 
6 million people expect to 
also fall back on the state 
in the form of universal 
credit claims which have 
already spiked by 500,000 in 
March.  Our findings reveal 
that this could just be the 
tip of the iceberg, however, 
we have yet to see the full 
impact of the government’s 
furlough scheme in terms 
of protecting current 
employment levels and 
keeping people off benefits.  
Charities too will help people 
to get through the current 
crisis with food banks in 
particular finding themselves 
in the front line. As many as 3 
million people expect to visit 
food banks in the coming 
weeks, a level of demand 
which is unprecedented.  

The enabling role of 
financial services 

Finally, it is important that we 
do not forget what households 
can do for themselves 
using their own financial 
balance sheets. Almost 
every household in the UK 
also has some kind of daily 
or regular touch point with 
the financial services sector.  
The 2 million people working 
in financial and professional 

services should rightly be 
recognised as key workers.  
They have a major role to 
play in providing advice, 
information and - crucially 
- reassurance to millions of 
worried households.  

Financial services will 
help in a wide variety of 
ways including ensuring 
people can access their 
cash though modern 
payment systems, plugging 
any unexpected income 
shortfalls through income 
protection and other 
protection insurances. 
Credit will offer a vital 
lifeline via loans, credit 
cards, overdrafts, and in 
many cases for existing 
customers, repayment 
holidays on mortgages. 
Millions will be dipping 
into their cash savings. 
Many will also be looking 
for guidance on how to 
navigate their pensions and 
other investments through 
the current stock market 
volatility.  Those considering 
selling their investments will 
benefit from advice on steps 
they can take to generate 
other sources of short-term 
income. Selling investments 
in a falling market should 
always be seen as a last 
resort. Financial services 
is also taking steps to 
protect customers against 
increased levels of financial 
crime as opportunists seek 
to use the confusion and 
uncertainty to defraud 
people out of their cash 
savings and investments. 
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Cicero/AMO is a full-service 
communications and market 
research agency. We design 
and deliver award-winning 
corporate, brand, political and 
regulatory campaigns across all 
major business sectors from our 
offices in London, Brussels and 
Dublin.

Working in a rapidly changing, 
fiercely competitive world we 
know that you don’t simply find 
opportunities – you must create 
them. It’s the creed we live by and 
practice for our clients every day.

Whatever the audience, consumer, 
business or government, Cicero/
AMO is trusted to deliver.

Toluna provides consumer 
insights designed to empower 
success in today’s on-demand, 
global economy. Powered by 
the perfect fusion of technology, 
expertise, and the largest global 
community of influencers at 
the ready, Toluna delivers rich, 
reliable, real-time insights to 
individuals, and companies 
of all sizes. Our automated 
consumer insights platform, 
TolunaInsights™ underpins 
everything we do.  Clients can 
access the platform directly, 
leverage Toluna’s managed 
services, or create fully-customized 
digital consumer insights 
programs via our engineered 
services. TolunaInsights was built 
to complement QuickSurveys, 
Toluna’s on-demand platform 
designed for quick-turn, automated 
research.
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