
Families on the edge 
How can parents be 
helped out of debt?



Raising a family has always been expensive – there are nappies to buy, as 
well as clothes, toys, a cot, pram and much more. Advertising has heaped 
pressure on parents over the years, playing on your understandable desire 
to want the best for your newborn. But today’s Instagram generation is also 
bombarded with images of the ‘perfect’ lifestyle that few people can afford.

Childcare, of course, is one of the biggest financial burdens for households, as a survey from 
Pregnant then Screwed lays bare. Rising costs have forced some to cut down on food, heating 
and clothing and, unsurprisingly, single parents are hit hardest. As well as being unable to share 
household costs, their reliance on childcare means they often cannot work as many hours as two-
parent households or end up forking out more.

Regardless of their relationship status, the cost of childcare means there may be little incentive for 
mums in particular to work full-time, or at all, leaving them stuck on a low income, damaging their 
career prospects and future earning potential. 

The already-precarious financial situations many parents find themselves in has been compounded 
by the cost of living crisis which is plunging more households into poverty as soaring prices make 
covering the basics an impossible task.

Against this backdrop, our report looks at the new and long-standing challenges facing families 
today. 

We’ll hear from people who’ve experienced debt first-hand and come out the other side, while 
blogger Jo Middleton discusses the challenges of being a single parent and offers tips on enjoying 
a good quality of life even on a budget. Another blogger, Victoria Sully, tells us how she stays on 
top of the family finances, having been in debt herself as a young adult. 

Finally, Layla Johnson, our resident debt advisor, shares her tips for getting on top of your finances 
for good. 

Every day, we hear yet more heartbreaking stories from families who are struggling with enormous 
debts and unable to see a way out. However, as difficult as these cases are, we should remember 
that there are solutions for everyone, no matter how hopeless the situation feels. 

Editor’s Introduction

https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/one-in-four-parents-say-that-they-have-had-to-cut-down-on-heat-food-clothing-to-pay-for-childcare/
https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/one-in-four-parents-say-that-they-have-had-to-cut-down-on-heat-food-clothing-to-pay-for-childcare/


Counting the cost  
of being a parent
Unless you’ve experienced serious debts, it’s difficult to really imagine what it feels like. There’s the 
worry that bailiffs will turn up at the door, that the energy will be cut off, you won’t be able to pay 
for the weekly shop at the checkout, or that your home will be repossessed. 

Over time, debt takes its toll on people’s mental health, relationships, and sense of self-worth. 
It can lead to further financial hardship especially if they bury their head in the sand, or their 
relationship breaks down leading to a further drop in income. Parents often feel guilty that they 
can’t give their children the toys, clothes, and food they want, or treat them to days out and 
holidays like their friends do.

The Money Charity estimates that it costs an average of £24.44 per day for a couple to raise a 
child from birth to the age of 18 – which rises to £29.50 for a single parent family. Compared to 
two-parent households, many single parents face the double challenge of higher costs and a lower 
income. 

Our own data paints a similar picture. Of all the people seeking help for their debts between 
January 2016 and July 2022, parents owe £1,404 more than the average. There will undoubtedly 
be many others who are currently suffering in silence with growing debts. 

A big part of this is a cost that all working parents will know all too well – the crippling costs of 
childcare. The national average is £276 per child per week, but it’s much higher in some of the 
more expensive parts of the UK. 

The area with the highest rates of any in the country was the London Borough of Harrow, where 

https://themoneycharity.org.uk/money-statistics/
https://www.creditfix.co.uk/blog/how-could-your-childs-birth-day-affect-your-personal-finances/


average daily rates stand at £85.17, or £425.85 per week. Of the top 20 most expensive areas for 
childcare, 12 were in the South East region, and only three – Aberdeen, Bedford and Belfast – were 
outside the South of England.

Our Personal Debt Index data, compiled by assessing the levels of debt held by over 182,000 
people who have received our help, reflects these regional variations. Though not confined to 
parents, London recorded the highest average unsecured personal debt of any region in the 
country – £17,759.47 – followed by Southampton at £17,570.86 in the 12 months leading up to 1st 
March 2022. 

In a strange twist, our research also suggests that parents with a baby born in September can end 
up paying a staggering £13,909 per child per year in nursery fees because of the way the school 
year runs. Conversely, those with an August baby will pay a relatively modest £876.22 extra.

To put all this in perspective, when Pregnant then Screwed and Mumsnet teamed up to research 
the impact that childcare was having on parents’ finances, the results, announced in March this 
year, were striking. 

Of the 29,962 parents surveyed, 62% reported that childcare costs were as high as or higher than 
their mortgage repayments. Broken down for single parents and parents who work full time, this 
figure was even higher – 73% in each case. 

As a result, women find their options particularly limited by the work-childcare paradox. Of the 
mothers surveyed as part of the research, 43% said they had considered quitting their jobs, 
and 40% had already been forced to reduce the number of hours they worked as a result of the 
prohibitive costs. 

Due, in part, to the high cost of childcare, women are disproportionately affected by this. Other 
data from Pregnant then Screwed reveals the impossible dilemma mothers face after they have 
given birth, because of the high cost of child care: over a third say they end up making a financial 
loss or just breaking even by going back to work. 

Almost two thirds of the 6,147 mothers surveyed by Pregnant then Screwed had either chosen to 
go back to work and take fewer hours, changed jobs, or – as was the case with 8% of respondents – 
stopped working altogether.

https://www.creditfix.co.uk/pdi/
https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/one-in-four-parents-say-that-they-have-had-to-cut-down-on-heat-food-clothing-to-pay-for-childcare/
https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/one-in-four-parents-say-that-they-have-had-to-cut-down-on-heat-food-clothing-to-pay-for-childcare/
https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/press-release-over-a-third-of-mothers-who-return-to-work-make-a-financial-loss-or-only-break-even-due-to-the-unaffordable-cost-of-childcare/


Mapping the 
UK debt levels
Across the UK, families are struggling with debts 
– but how does their situation compare with 
non-parents, and which areas of the country are 
struggling the most?

Nationally, of the 143,000 people who were helped 
by Creditfix between January 2016 and July 2022, 
those with children under 18 had a higher level of 
debt – £17,402, compared to the average for all 
customers of £15,998. For those with children under 
the age of five, the figure was £16,570, still above the 
overall average.

The map below shows which areas of the UK families 
have the highest average debt levels, according to 
our data. 

Jeffreyston, Pembrokeshire: £131,565
Avoch, Highlands: £108,993
Holton, Oxfordshire: £99,046
Bridgemere, Cheshire: £54,305
Heathfield, East Sussex: £49,150
Dulverton, Somerset: £46,927
Rodington, Telford and Wrekin: £44,536
Stamfordham, Northumberland: £39,778
Sedgefield, County Durham: £39,400
Peterculter, Aberdeen: £39,279

Ellerby, Yorkshire: £38,042 
Stonehaven, Aberdeenshire: £38,308
North Sunderland, Northumberland:  £38,042
Arlecdon, Cumbria: £37,946  
Ballindalloch, Moray:  £37,558 
Caistor, Lincolnshire: £36,916
Chawleigh, Devon:  £36,168  
Long Ashton, Somerset: £35,831
Strathaven, South Lanarkshire: £35,709  
Lochwinnoch, Renfrewshire: £35,408

Greater London: £17,736
Glasgow: £16,809
Leeds: £16,345
Birmingham: £16,097
Manchester: £15,917
Edinburgh: £15,987

KEY CITIES

A closing gap?
Until July 2022, our figures show a marked difference in debt levels between parents and 
the national average. But data gathered up to September indicate that this gap is starting to 
close – perhaps due to parents being proactive in tackling their debts soonerdue to the cost 
of living crisis. We’ve also seen a steady rise in the number of people getting in touch about 
lower debts (under £2,000), suggesting that they want to take action early to prevent them 
from spiralling. Back in November 2020, people with debts of £2,000 or less made up just 2% 
of our enquiries – by August 2022, this proportion had risen to 15%.

Top 20 UK areas with highest family debt



At the risk of making myself sound old, I think 
there is so much more pressure financially on 
new parents now than there was when I first 
became a parent 27 years ago. 

There simply wasn’t the vast array of ‘must have’ 
baby items when my children were born, and 
yet somehow now there is a huge shopping list 
of things your baby can’t possibly do without. If 
you don’t buy everything on the ‘essentials’ list, 
you can end up feeling like you’ve failed your 
child before you’ve even begun.

The challenge for single parents is that 
everything is set up for two parent families. Just 
the day-to-day costs of owning, maintaining, 
running and heating a house, running a car, 
feeding and clothing a child – all of these are 
pretty much the same regardless of how many 
parents are contributing. If you’re parenting 
alone then it’s costing you twice as much. 

Days out and holidays are the same. Taking 
children on holiday as a single parent is rarely 
cheaper, and family tickets to attractions are set 
up for two parent family discounts, not one. 

Money worries

Money is one of those issues that can seep into 
so many areas of our lives – and it’s something 
we often don’t like to talk about, even with 

partners or other family members. When we 
don’t talk openly about money though, it can 
become something even scarier and can cause 
resentment and anxiety. 

On a practical level, money worries put a lot of 
pressure on family life in terms of what you’re 
able and not able to do. Not having money for 
any kind of treats or activities can actually be 
isolating and often cause a lot of loneliness, 
especially for single parent families over the 
winter when it’s harder to get out and enjoy free 
activities outdoors.

You’re not alone

To anyone struggling right now, I’d say ‘you’re 
not alone’. There is absolutely no shame in 
finding things tough financially and there are 
plenty of people around to help, so don’t try to 
ignore financial problems and hope they’ll go 
away. I did that when my kids were young and 
newsflash – they don’t! 

Open up to friends and family for emotional 
support, use debt advice services for practical 
advice and don’t feel ashamed about accessing 
short term support services like food banks 
– they are there to help all kinds of different 
people and we all need that extra help 
sometimes.

Keeping costs down – 
without missing out on 
the fun of family life
Jo Middleton, founder of the 
lifestyle and family blog Slummy 
Single Mummy, has two children and 
a grandchild. Here, she discusses the 
impact of money worries on family 
life – and shares her budgeting tips.

https://slummysinglemummy.com/
https://slummysinglemummy.com/


1.  Buy less
It might sound obvious but buy less stuff. Kids 
and especially babies don’t need everything 
retailers would have you believe.

2.  Hunt for second-hand bargains
Charity shops, Facebook Marketplace and eBay 
are a treasure trove of bargains. Some items 
are hardly used and they’re much cheaper than 
buying new. They may even be free.

3.  Ask friends and family
You’ll be surprised how many people are hoarding 
items and would be willing to give them to you for 
free.

4.  Plan ahead
Plan your meals in advance, make shopping lists, 
look for offers, and think about switches you can 
make that can save money without you having 
to go hungry. If you’re really struggling, don’t be 
afraid to make use of food banks. 

5.  Buddy up with another parent
If you’re a single parent, buddy up with a friend to 
get better deals on family tickets to attractions. 
Where possible, opt for free days out in outdoor 
spaces and free museums, and look for discounts 
where you can – use a family railcard for cheaper 
train travel, and find the low-cost kids’ showtimes 
at your local cinema. 

Jo’s money-saving tips for families



From debt crisis to 
staying on top of 
the family finances

What are some of the biggest financial 
pressures facing parents today?

High energy bills and food costs have been 
putting pressure on families, but the recent 
interest rate rises might be the biggest financial 
pressure we now face. 

Although there are hacks to reduce our 
food bills or energy bills, we have to pay our 
mortgage and can only choose to go on the 
cheapest mortgage deal available at the 
time. Many people’s fixed-term mortgages 
are coming to an end now or soon, and they 
could end up paying hundreds of pounds 
extra a month.  While there would have been 
affordability checks at the point of taking out 
the mortgage, nobody could have predicted just 
how much other living costs would increase.  

It’s a concern for us as our fixed-term mortgage 
deal ends next year and it’s likely we will be 
paying hundreds more per month.  Not only will 
it be an issue for homeowners, but if mortgage 
rates rise for landlords, then they’ll have to pass 
those rising costs onto tenants, so there could 
be rises in rent too. 

Sadly, it means more people will be facing 
financial hardship and forced to rely on food 
banks. Food banks themselves may also face 
a catch-22 situation where they need more 
donations to meet increased demand, but the 
people who usually donate can no longer afford 
to due to rising living costs. 

 Is it possible for parents to achieve a 
balance between making money and 
spending quality time with their kids? 

Working from home seems ideal when you have 
children. However, although I am here physically, 
I am often not here mentally as I always have 
so much work to do to ensure we make enough 
money.  

I do the school run twice a day, where we have 
a good catch-up and I make sure I get my work 
done during the week so we can spend quality 
time together at the weekend. As my husband 
and I work at home, we are lucky to have family 
dinners every evening. This would be difficult if 
we were at work early and not home until 6pm 
or 7pm each evening. 

Previously we were passing ships. When 
my husband got home from his previous 
job, I would then leave for my evening 
job – we couldn’t afford childcare, so both 
of us having a daytime job when the kids 
were babies and toddlers was out of the 
question.

Luckily times have changed for us as a family, 
but I’m sure many other parents can relate 
as they juggle small children, work life and 
sometimes the impossibilities of childcare 
costs. I guess the best advice is to be present 
in the moment when you do have time with the 
children and as a family, to ensure it is quality 
time, even if it’s short. 

Victoria Sully, who runs lyliarose.com, is passionate about sharing her money 
saving and making tips. Having cleared £17,500-worth of debt, she’s now a mum-
of-two who’s in control of her finances. We caught up with her to find out how 
the current cost of living crisis is impacting families, and how they can get on top 
of their debts. 

https://www.lyliarose.com/


Having experienced debt yourself, could 
you explain how it impacts your quality of 
life?

Being in any type of debt is never a nice feeling, 
but when you are in unaffordable debt then it 
can have severe negative consequences for 
your mental health.  It can feel like there’s no 
way out and the debt will never be repaid, only 
getting worse over time. This can cause anxiety 
and depression and no end of sleepless nights 
due to the stress.  

When you are in debt, how do you 
move forwards and make meaningful 
changes? 

I hit a debt crisis almost 20 years ago, and the 
companies I had debts with didn’t offer much 
advice. Instead, I faced abusive, angry phone 
calls to try and recover the debt along with debt 
collector threats.  

There was never any mention of companies 
that could help me if I was struggling. 
Eventually, I sought help from Citizens’ Advice 
Bureau (CAB) who signposted me to a debt 
management company that would take over all 
communication with my debtors on my behalf, 
reach an agreement for a debt management 
plan and divide my monthly payments 
proportionally to the debtors. Luckily, people 
are now more understanding of debt issues and 
companies are more willing to help.  

If you’re in debt and struggling then the 
best advice today is to speak to your 
creditors.  Nowadays they are trained 
to assist people who cannot afford their 
repayments and have solutions at their 
disposal. They are willing to help and may 
offer a repayment holiday or pause the 
interest until payments are back on track. 
You’ll feel much better after talking to 
them and making a plan

If you have several debts that are spiralling out 
of control then you may be better off seeking 
professional advice from a third party. A debt 
management plan or another debt management 
solution might be a better option.

Ultimately, don’t keep it to yourself and seek 
advice as soon as you know you can’t make 
repayments or the cost of repayments is too 
much. If you’re in debt and able to repay, 
then my advice is to always chip away with 
overpayments to reduce the overall interest and 
repay the debt quicker.

Being in control of your debts, knowing there is 
a solution and that one day you will be free of 
them is such an amazing feeling. It will help the 
stress slide away and you can continue with your 
life without such a burden of debt worrying you 
every waking minute.

 



Case studies
One of the worst things about being in debt is the feeling that 
you’re alone. But this is far from true. Here, four parents share 
their own experiences – and give their advice for getting your 
finances under control. 

“I thought my children needed the best of everything 
– but they just need to be warm and loved”
“As a new parent, you have so many extra costs. Essentials like nappies and baby wipes are 
expensive, and you can spend a fortune on baby chairs and cribs, which they grow out of 
quickly. Although it’s easy to pick them up second-hand, there’s still a cost. 

“My debts spiralled when my daughter, now two, was born. I already had a three-year-
old son, and I thought they needed the best of everything – including the latest fashion 
clothing and gadgets. What I now know is that all they need is a warm home and love. 

“I bought a lot of things from catalogues that my daughter didn’t really need, and 
eventually reached the point where I owed £9,500. 

“I know from my own experience that it’s really hard to ask for help. You feel embarrassed 
that you’ve managed to get yourself into so much debt but there’s so much support 
out there. Even speaking to someone at Creditfix helped to take some of the stress and 
pressure away. Now I’m paying off my debts in manageable amounts through an IVA, 
instead of worrying that they’ll increase even more. 

“Life is really difficult for families at the moment, and I’m concerned about the cost of gas 
and electricity and whether I’ll be able to keep my children warm this winter. But at least 
I’ve got my spending and debts under control.”

DANIELLE (32),  ES SEX 



“I won’t let my son be cold or go hungry”
“My marriage broke down a few months after my son (now six) was born. I suddenly found 
myself single-handedly raising a child while I was still on maternity leave and taking home a 
reduced salary.

“Essentials such as nappies, wipes and clothes were already expensive – but being solely 
responsible compounded those costs even more. Childcare was definitely the biggest 
surprise. I was so shocked to realise just how expensive nursery schools were. Soon 
everything added up and I found myself in around £47,000 worth of debt before I turned 
to Creditfix for help. 

“I found admitting that I was struggling to be embarrassing at first, but it was the best 
decision I ever made. It’s easy to forget that there are people out there that can give you 
advice and help. 

“Childcare is one of the biggest costs of being a parent, especially if you work full-time. 
Now I pay for before and after-school clubs, which are nowhere near as expensive as 
nursery but they still add up considerably.

“My biggest concern at the moment is the cost of heating and food. I won’t let my son be 
cold or go hungry. As a parent I want to give him the best childhood I can – this might mean 
he’ll miss out on things like holidays and other luxuries for now, but I’m on track to not only 
clearing my debt but learning how to manage money better, which will be better for the 
future of my family.”

SANDR A (40) PRESTON

“Don’t be too proud to ask for help”
“Having five children really stretches your finances. My eldest is now 26, and my youngest 
is 10 – so over the years, Christmas, birthdays, and general living costs have been high.

“Our financial situation was particularly bad when my daughter had to go to hospital after 
fracturing her skull in a childhood accident. We had to pay for medical expenses, and I had 
to have time off work, which meant no pay. Eventually, I had debts of £27,000. 

 “I’m getting on top of my debts now after working with Creditfix. I’m still worried that I 
won’t be able to meet the basic needs of my family because of the cost of living crisis – but 
I do know what’s worked for me in the past. Firstly, don’t be too proud to ask for help to 
sort out your debts. Then take a good look at your outgoings and cut down on anything like 
TV and mobile phone packages, and budget shop wherever you can.”

GR ANT (49),  LONDON



“I’m dreading going back to work with £2,000 a month 
childcare costs to fund.”

“When my first child was eight months I became a single parent and everything suddenly 
became my responsibility. 

“I wasn’t prepared for how expensive childcare would be. I had to rely on credit cards and 
loans and eventually found myself in around £8,000 of debt before I decided to get help 
through an IVA. 

“When I met my now husband, he also had a family. Together we have six children, ranging 
from our youngest who is seven months, to our eldest at 17. 

“After being on maternity leave again I’m due to go back to work soon, but with nursery 
fees increasing our childcare bill is set to soar to around £2,000 a month, on top of other 
rising costs such as energy bills. To keep our head above water we need to be earning more 
than minimum wage – but to get the qualifications to do that we’d also need to spend 
more money. 

“We’re encouraged to ‘better ourselves’, but it’s just not possible in our current situation. A 
job advisor even suggested that we should assess how cost effective it would be for me to 
go back to work. 

“Thankfully we are now getting some help with Universal but the payouts are small when 
compared to overall costs. Even with the funded childcare scheme, there are still additional 
fees to pay.

“I’d encourage any other parents in the same situation to just speak up. If you’re open and 
honest, you can often take a payment break or agree on new payment terms for any ‘non-
priority’ bills such as mobile phone contracts before it reaches the debt collection stage.”

JENNIFER (37 ) DOR SET



As the cost of living crisis bites, 
Layla Johnson, resident debt advisor 
at Creditfix, looks at the practical 
steps parents can take when they 
feel their debts are spiralling. 

It’s a very worrying time for many people. In 
the current climate, parents are confused and 
desperate – often, they haven’t got enough 
information so it’s difficult to make the right 
decision. Typically, they don’t know what help is 
available because they don’t talk about debt – 
they’re embarrassed. Instead, they might take 
out a payday loan and enjoy feeling flush for a 
few days until the eye-watering APR kicks in. 

Speaking to clients, we’ve seen a real change 
in their circumstances recently. Whereas last 
year people were confident they could afford 
food and activities like after-school clubs and 
swimming, they’re now cutting back on these or 
stopping them completely. But these activities 
are vital for children’s social skills and mental 
wellbeing. They need to mix with others. 

I know what it’s like. I’ve been a single parent 
in debt, and you try to be positive for the sake 

of the kids, but you can’t especially when they 
ask for things. Knowledge is crucial. When I got 
behind on my mortgage repayments, I thought 
I had to pay off my utility bills first, but I should 
have prioritised the house. It’s against the law to 
cut off water to any household, and electricity 
cannot be cut off during the winter months 
where there are children under 16. 

When you’re in debt, and you’re receiving 
intimidating letters, it can feel overwhelming. 
Some of our clients say they’ve stopped 
opening letters, even though they know the 
debt won’t go away. That’s why I urge anyone 
who’s struggling to seek help as soon as 
possible. We’re all in some kind of debt, even 
if we’re confident we can pay our mortgage or 
credit card bill each month. It only takes a small 
change in circumstances – or a rise in interest 
rates as we’re seeing now – to tip people over 
the edge.

Over the years, I’ve picked up plenty of tips on 
how to reduce debts. Some of them come from 
my knowledge as a professional debt advisor 
but it works both ways too – some of our clients 
have found great ways to save money. 

Taking the 
first step



1.  Know your options
It’s vital that you speak to a debt professional who’ll explain what options you have – just speaking 
to someone feels like a weight off your mind. They’ll help you to prioritise which bills to manage 
first. Even if you are meeting the monthly repayments on your credit card or loan, a debt solution is 
still a good option because it means you’ll no longer be paying the high interest. 

2.  Plan your meals
A seven-day meal plan can help you reduce waste and avoid last-minute purchases. Keep a check 
of what’s in your cupboards and freezer and use up what you have already to keep costs down. 

You’ll find plenty of easy budget family recipes online – such as Jack Monroe’s Cooking on a 
Bootstrap. The food poverty campaigner uses widely available ingredients, and always includes the 
portion prices. If you’re really struggling, don’t be afraid to ask for a referral to a food bank – that’s 
what they’re there for.

3.  Check your benefits
Always check you are claiming all the benefits you’re eligible for, plus any grants linked to them. 
Vulnerable households may, for instance, be able to get support for making their homes warmer 
and more energy efficient. Check out the Ofgem website for further details.

4.  Fake it
Be creative when it comes to family activities. One of our clients told us that she and her family 
enjoy a ‘fakeaway night’ every Friday with board games and food bought from the supermarket. It 
brings everyone together and is a good distraction from buying takeaway food.

5.  Lower cost childcare
Private nurseries are expensive – but there are cheaper options such as council-run playgroups 
and play schemes. Low-income households should be able to claim support for childcare costs 
but try to expand your friendship groups too. You’ll often find many parents in a similar situation to 
you, and who might be willing to share school drop-offs and pick-ups.

Click here for more financial advice, including 
details on the debt solutions available to you. 

Layla’s tips for parents in debt

https://cookingonabootstrap.com/
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/reduce-your-bills-schemes-and-grants
https://www.creditfix.co.uk/debt-solutions/

