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Poor debt collection practices are hitting 
customers and businesses hard, according to 
new research.



Based on responses from 1000 adults in 
problem debt* across the UK, a new survey 
from Ophelos and OnePoll finds that inhumane, 
bullying collection tactics have grave impacts on 
customer wellbeing, and in turn present ethical, 
reputational and financial risks for businesses.



As the cost of living crisis puts increasingly 
more pressure on customers’ financial 
situations, companies should think wisely about 
the debt collectors they allow to become the 
face of their business.

*a person in problem debt is defined as being unable to afford their 

debt repayments. 03
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Survey demographics

Sample

1K consumers in 

problem debt

Age

18+

Location

UK

Gender

50:50 

Male:Female

Average debt

£ 5,492.50

Average number of debts

3.8

*see annexe for additional information on the dataset 04
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As rising living costs continue to impact a growing number of individuals, the issue of problem debt has become 
increasingly prevalent in the UK. Ophelos’ research estimates that as many as 3.36 million more adults in the UK 
may now be struggling with problem debt, bringing the total number to 11.56 million. These staggering figures 
reveal the extent to which individuals and families are struggling to afford everyday expenses such as rent or 
mortgages, council tax, and energy bills.



The research also highlights the significant financial and reputational risks that businesses face as a result of this 
problem debt crisis. Half of the survey respondents reported that they had not been treated in a humane way by 
the businesses they owe money to, and nearly a third (32%) had experienced negative interactions with bailiffs. 
These negative experiences have led to a growing number of individuals choosing to boycott the products and 
services of companies that allow unethical debt collectors to represent their business.



Our study aims to shed light on the impact that poor industry practices have on customers' mental wellbeing and 
loyalty to businesses. As the cost of living crisis deepens, it is crucial that companies understand the 
consequences of inhumane debt collection practices and the long-term effects they can have on individuals and 
their perceptions of the company. We believe that our research will serve as a valuable tool for companies looking 
to improve their debt collection practices and promote a more ethical and compassionate approach towards 
individuals in financial difficulty.

Context



The impact of poor 
collection practices 

on customers

Being contacted by internal collections teams and 
external debt collectors agencies can cause a 
deterioration in customers’ mental health.



The experience left nearly half (46%) feeling anxious, 
while 12% say they felt trapped by the situation.



As many as 15% say they have experienced financial 
trauma - the PTSD-like symptoms that can be triggered 
by severe, sudden or sustained financial difficulties.



One in five also reported symptoms such as depression, 
stress, and sleepless nights.
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What can firms do better?

Be empathetic 

Provide options 

Never force payment 

- not everyone is in debt for the same reason. Being empathetic in all your 
communications will ensure their needs are being understood.



- there is no one-size-fits-all solution to paying off debt. Providing flexible 
payment plans will help make debt more manageable for many.



- sometimes it may be impossible for someone to pay their debt. 
Identifying this, and giving customers the right support may be invaluable for them, 

and your business.

46%

of those who had been contacted about debt were left  feeling anxious
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1 in 3
have had a ‘rattling’ experience with bailiffs 

knocking on the door

Half
don’t feel they have been treated in a humane 

way by the businesses they owe money to

Economic headwinds are forcing customers to borrow more money and land themselves in more debt:

52%

Took out further loans

15%

Resorted to a payday loan

50%

Asked a friend

41%

Reverted to overdrafts

40%

Turned to family
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The reputational and 
financial risks for 
your business

The unprecedented growth in problem debt 
presents significant reputational and financial 
risks for businesses.



Up to 2 million people in the UK may now be 
choosing to boycott the products and services of 
companies that allow unethical debt collectors to 
represent their business, having a knock-on 
effect on your bottom line.



18% say they have stopped using the business 
that they’re in debt to altogether - a figure that 
rises to nearly 1 in 5 (19%) people who say that 
they intend to cut ties with their creditors in the 
future.
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What can firms do better?

Avoid phone calls 

Utilise digital platforms 

- calling can be intimidating and confrontational. Using machine learning to 
determine the best time, cadence and method (such as via email or SMS) to contact a customer 
can improve engagement.



- for many customers, being in debt can feel incredibly 
uncomfortable and embarrassing. Digital tools empower customers with the means to self-serve 
in their own time, and provide an added layer of anonymity.

97%

of customers   took some sort of action   against the companies or collectors 

chasing them after having a negative experience
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1 in 5
have made a formal complaint about the 

behaviour of external debt collection teams

People in problem debt aren’t likely to keep their experience with bad actors to themselves:

21%

made a formal complaint

15%

started or signed a petition 
against the business

13%

warned friends and family against 
using specific providers

12%

left bad reviews

16%

publicly posted complaints on social media
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Boost your reputation and delight 
customers with Ophelos

Prioritise customer experience with digital self-serve products

Empower your customers with the tools to clear debt in their own way, in their own 
time, on their own terms. With an intuitive digital journey, customers don’t need to 
speak to anyone unless they want to - with the added bonus of freeing up time for 
customer support.

Use machine learning to detect vulnerable customers sooner

Ophelos’ natural language processing model is capable of predicting the likelihood that 
a customer is vulnerable and identifying possible causes, allowing you to confidently 
provide the best support for customers who need it.

Gain full regulatory oversight with Ophelos Analytics

Enjoy full transparency over your recovery operations and performance with Ophelos’ 
real-time dashboard. Take a pulse check in seconds to know where your business is, 
where it’s going and where it needs to be.

Personalise and automate every customer interaction

Each customers’ financial situation is different. So why make every communication path 
the same? Ophelos’ machine learning communications tailor the sequence to the 
customer, driving customer satisfaction and engagement with perfectly-timed 
messages that feel relevant.

Get started today
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https://ophelos.com/business/demo


Ophelos

https://ophelos.com/business


Annexe

Most common areas of debt:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7. 
8.
9.
10.

 Credit card

 Energy bills

 Rent

 Overdraft

 Mortgage

 Council tax

Buy now, pay later

 Short term loan

 Long term loan

 Large item loans (such as furniture/white goods)
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Top 3 reasons for taking out a loan, credit 
or borrowing money

1. To pay for necessities such as groceries, 
medication and petrol

2. Having no or little savings to cover the cost of an 
unforeseen expense

3. Insufficient funds to cover unexpected bills



The most cited reasons for what might 
push customers further into debt

1. Energy bills 64%

2. Water bills 60%

3. Food prices 47%

4. Fuel prices 46%
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How are customers being contacted about 
debt?

1. Email 41%

2. Phone call 40%

3. Text message 33%

4. Knock on the door 32%

5. Letters 31%

6. App 18%


