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As New Zealand’s leading purchaser of difficult debt, 
DebtManagers sees first-hand that sustainable recovery is 
rarely achieved through transactions alone. It relies on trust, 
clear communication, and coordinated, human-centred 
support across the wider system.

At DebtManagers, we’re on a mission to create a fairer financial 
world where everyone can thrive. To support enhanced 
collaboration with key partners across the credit, community 
and government sectors, we commissioned TRA to produce 
this independent report, presenting a national snapshot 
of perspectives from financial mentors and other financial 
capability practitioners.

The insights reflect the reality many New Zealanders are  
living through: Cost pressures are rising, financial situations  
are becoming harder to navigate, and more people are reaching 
out for support. At the same time, the financial capability sector 
is under increasing pressure, with high demand, growing 
complexity, and limited resources constraining the support  
that can be provided.

Although debt can be a powerful enabler, difficult debt remains 
deeply stigmatised. Too many people feel whakamā or 
embarrassment talking openly about debt, and low awareness 
that free, practical support exists can delay engagement 
making their challenges harder to resolve. Reducing stigma, 
improving awareness, and strengthening referral pathways 

can help people seek help earlier, and return them to a position 
where credit can be used appropriately to support their goals 
and growth.

We hope this report helps inform a shared conversation about 
the settings and partnerships that enable better outcomes. 
That includes stronger collaboration between financial 
mentors, lenders and originators, collections and recovery 
organisations, government agencies, and community support 
services, each playing a role around the customer.

We acknowledge and thank the financial capability 
practitioners who shared their time, expertise and insight to 
make this research possible. We hope it supports a deeper, 
more meaningful conversation about how we work together  
to lift New Zealanders’ financial wellbeing.

  Research objectives

Understand practitioner perspectives: how financial 
capability practitioners experience engagement with clients, 
what works, what doesn’t, and what gets in the way.

Identify the drivers of effective support: uncover the 
approaches and conditions practitioners say lead to positive 
client outcomes.

Examine the barriers to progress: understand the practical, 
emotional, organisational, and systemic challenges that limit 
effective engagement.

Map the wider pressures on clients: explore the external 
factors that shape clients’ ability to engage and make  
lasting change.

Highlight opportunities for improvement: identitify wider 
changes that practitioners believe would make the biggest 
difference to effective debt management.

  Methodology

A national survey of financial capability practitioners (n=151),  
co-designed with DebtManagers, to quantify current 
engagement practices, barriers, and observed outcomes.

4 x semi-structured interviews with financial capability 
practitioners across diverse regions and organisation 
types capturing the emotional nuance and their contextual 
challenges.

Integrated analysis bringing quantitative and qualitative insights 
together to identify the drivers of effective engagement, and the 
wider contextual factors that impact this engagement. 

The research objectives and approach
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Financial capability practitioners sit at the frontline  
of Aotearoa’s debt landscape. They work with individuals  
and families under significant strain, guiding them through 
complex financial situations while managing rising demand, 
heavy workloads, and growing client complexity. Their 
perspectives offer a clear view of how debt is experienced, 
what supports recovery, and where the system falls short. 
This report brings those voices together to build a credible, 
practitioner-led understanding of what effective debt support 
requires now, and what it will need in the future. 

Practitioners describe a client base that is changing. 
Debt stress is no longer concentrated among those on the 
lowest incomes. It is increasingly common among working 
households, older renters, and families who once felt financially 
secure. Rising living costs, insecure housing, and irregular 
income leave many people in ongoing crisis. Emotional 
barriers such as shame, fear, and a general sense of being 
overwhelmed, stop people from seeking help early, while 
low financial literacy and mental health challenges make 
engagement even harder. At the same time, system settings 
such as excessive fees and interest and inconsistent creditor 
processes often deepen distress rather than ease it. 

Across the sector, one message is consistent. Trust is the 
foundation of effective debt management. Practitioners are 
clear that clients cannot move forward until they feel safe, 
understood, and respected. Face-to-face contact is usually 
the strongest way to build this trust because it allows financial 
capability practitioners to read body language, offer empathy, 
and create the conditions for honest conversation. However, 
practitioners also emphasise the value of phone, email, text 
and video contact in certain circumstances. A multi-channel 
approach helps maintain connection, but trust is still built most 
reliably when human presence, in whatever form is possible, 
feels genuine and non-judgmental. 

When trust begins to form, small wins can create real 
momentum. A paused interest payment, a reduced fee,  
a clear explanation, or a workable budget often shifts clients 
from hesitation to engagement. Practitioners describe visible 
changes when these moments occur. Clients become calmer, 
more open, and more confident that progress feels possible. 
These early steps can rebuild motivation and create the energy 
needed for wider financial and emotional recovery.

Despite the pressures they face, practitioners regularly 
see clients make meaningful progress. Improvements  
in financial literacy, confidence, mental health, and everyday 
financial habits show that relational, human-centred support 
works. Yet they are also clear that this progress is vulnerable. 
Many of the barriers that limit engagement sit outside the 
control of financial capability practitioners. Funding instability, 
understaffed services, complex creditor processes, and wider 
system pressures all restrict what practitioners can achieve and 
can place additional stress on clients who are already struggling.

The evidence from this work is clear. The effectiveness 
of financial mentoring is not in question. What is at stake is 
the ability to sustain and scale this work. Practitioners are 
achieving significant outcomes even in stretched conditions. 
With more stable funding, fairer creditor settings, stronger 
cross-sector partnerships, and systems that reduce pressure 
rather than increase it, far greater impact could be achieved 
across the community. Strengthening the environment around 
practitioners would not only ease workforce strain but allow 
more people to move from financial crisis to stability.

Ultimately, this report shows that effective debt support  
is both human and structural. It relies on trust, understanding, 
and genuine connection, and it also depends on the systems 
that surround that work. Improving financial wellbeing across 
New Zealand requires both elements. The people who provide 
support, and the system that enables their work, must be 
aligned if lasting change is to be achieved.
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1    The people behind the practice
The human infrastructure  
of debt support

“It’s rewarding when someone  
walks in, often in tears, and we  
can meet them without judgment,  
lift them up, solve a problem,  
or help them see their options.”

07



Q: What is your role?   
Base: Total Sample n = 151

7% 
Wellington

Who they are

Data was collected from a broad range of financial capability practitioners from  
all over the country. They live mostly in urban areas, and most consider themselves 
financial mentors. They have a wide range of experience levels, and mostly work  
full time for community-based financial mentoring or budgeting services.

Where do they live?

Q: Which part of the country do you live in?  
Base: Total Sample n = 151

25% 
Upper North Island23% 

Auckland

19% 
Lower North Island

17% 
Canterbury

9% 
Other South Island

96% 
Live in urban areas

4% 
Live rurally

Years of experience

Q: How long have you been a financial capability practitioner (with any organisation)? 
 Base: Total Sample n = 151

54%
41%

Full time with an  
organisation

Part time with an 
organisation

Volunteer for an 
organisation

Q: Which of the following best describes your current work arrangement? 
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Where and how are they working?

Q: What type of organisations have you worked with as a financial capability practitioner?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

What’s their role?

4%

72%

55%

A community-
based financial 
mentoring 
or budgeting 
service

A national 
charity or NGO

A government 
or council 
service

A private or 
commercial 
debt-
management 
organisation

Independent

12% 11%11% 8%

69% 
Financial  
mentors

16%
Service  
managers

15%
Other  
(e.g. Case Manager, 
Coordinator)

36% 
0-3 years

30% 
4-9 years

34% 
10 years or more
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NET Too much work   46% 

32%
43%

What they do and why it matters

Financial capability practitioners work with many people,  
and they often feel overloaded.

On average, financial capability practitioners support or work with 

  How they describe the type of support they provide

Navigation of complex systems. Practitioners help clients work through 
financial and government systems that can be difficult to understand.  
They explain processes, talk through paperwork, and point people to the  
right organisations. The aim is to help clients get clearer on their next steps.

Advocacy and negotiation. Practitioners sometimes contact creditors on 
behalf of clients to discuss what might be possible. This can include asking 
about interest freezes, checking repayment options, or clarifying information. 
The goal is to find arrangements that feel more manageable for clients.

Practical behavioural support. Practitioners support clients to build simple 
routines around money. They talk through priorities, help track spending, and 
check in on agreed plans. The focus is on small, realistic steps that people can 
stick to.

Co-ordination and referral. When other issues affect someone’s financial 
situation, practitioners link clients to services such as housing, employment, 
or wellbeing support. This helps reduce the risk of people becoming stuck 
between different systems.

Monitoring and follow up. Support continues after an initial plan is in place. 
Practitioners check in, review progress, and adjust plans when circumstances 
change. Regular contact can help clients stay engaged and build confidence 
over time.

“We actually managed to negotiate with the 
creditor and they took the car back and they 
wiped the debt.”

“We support them to find someone who they 
can go and meet with face to face because 
we’re a phone-based service. We also know 
other things that they may be entitled to within 
their community, so we get them in touch with 
the right people.”

“You’re also working with the client because 
that’s a roller coaster of unpicking. How did 
their finances come about? You have to try and 
figure it out, because not every debt will be due 
to the family violence. Some of it is day-to-day 
living. So it’s kind of unpacking that.”

Overloaded (far too many clients /  
far too much 

Busy (a few too many clients /  
a little too much work)

Manageable (about the right amount  
of clients / work)

I could take on a few more clients

Q: In a typical month, roughly how many clients do you support or work with? How would you describe your current workload as a financial capability practitioner?
Base: Total Sample n = 151
Note: “NET Too much work” is the sum of the proportions of those that answered Busy and Overloaded, NETs may have 1% discrepancy’s due to rounding

40 
different clients per month

And almost half say that this feels like too much work.

How they work

They use several channels to support their clients, most commonly phone,  
in-person, and email.

Phone, in-person, and email remain the core channels, each used by over 93 percent of practitioners.

94% 93% 93%

75%

43% 38%

Phone In person  
(face-to-face)

Email Messages (e.g. SMS, 
WhatsApp, messenger)

Video call  
(digital face to face)

Online tools  
(e.g. apps, websites)

Q:  Which of these channels do you currently use to support clients?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

On average, face to face interactions make up over half of the interactions with clients in a typical month

54%

18%19%

In person  
(face-to-face)

Video call  
(digital face to face)

PhoneEmail Messages (e.g. SMS, 
WhatsApp, messenger)

Online tools  
(e.g. apps, websites)

Q: Thinking of a typical month, roughly what proportion of your client interactions are through each of the following? 
Base: Total Sample n = 151

14%
7% 5%

average channels are used by financial  
capability practitioners to support clients4.4

Q:  Which of these channels do you currently use to support clients?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

3 in 5 use face to face, phone, email, and messaging 
daily or more with their clients

Q: How often do you use each of these channels to support clients?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

11%13%
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Clients can and do make progress,  
even in difficult conditions

Meaningful progress isn’t rare, although results differ by need and circumstance.

For practitioners, progress is as much about confidence, calm, and capability as  
it is about dollars. It reflects the wider stability people gain as they recover control.

  They describe meaningful progress as

Tangible financial outcomes. Concrete improvements such  
as debt resolution, stabilised cashflow, increased income,  
and retention of key assets like homes or vehicles.

Greater empowerment and independence. Clients gain 
control over their finances, make more informed choices,  
and become less reliant on ongoing support.

Improved emotional and mental wellbeing. Reduced stress, 
shame, and anxiety about money, replaced with a greater sense 
of calm, confidence, and belief that progress is possible.

Stronger financial capability and resilience. Clients build the 
knowledge, habits, and confidence to manage future challenges 
and prevent debt from recurring.

Q: Roughly what proportion of the people you work with make meaningful progress toward financial stability within six months?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

of clients make meaningful progress toward  
financial stability within 6 months

55%

Why this matters

Financial capability practitioners are supporting large 
numbers of clients each month, often across several 
channels and under significant workload pressure. 
Despite these constraints, many clients still make 
meaningful progress toward financial stability within  
six months. This pattern shows that the sector is already 
delivering real impact, providing essential context for  
the challenges and opportunities explored in the  
sections ahead.
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Kanohi Ki Te Kanohi 01

“Everything’s just slowly catching up. 
And with things like [Buy Now, Pay 
Later] people are using them just to 
get by, but they forget how high those 
payments are and how quickly they 
come around. 

I said to my boss last year, this feels 
just like 2008. I can smell it, I can feel 
it in the air.”

2    On the ground
How financial capability 
practitioners understand  
the human face of debt

15



A changing client landscape:  
more complex, more pressured and more diverse

What financial capability practitioners are observing about their clients,  
their struggles, and the growing pressure on the financial capability system.

  What practitioners see in real life

Clients arrive in crisis, not just debt. Many reach financial capability 
practitioners at breaking point,  juggling rent arrears, court fines, and eviction 
notices alongside mental health crises, suicidal thoughts, and safety concerns.

Financial problems are tangled with life problems. It’s rarely one issue. 
Financial capability practitioners are supporting clients dealing with 
addiction, family violence, housing instability, or recent release from prison, 
each layer deepening the financial strain.

Working families are under pressure. They are seeing more middle-
income earners, small business owners, and full-time workers seeking help, 
squeezed by rising costs and shrinking buffers.

Debts are larger, messier, and multiplying. A single case can involve 
multiple creditors, buy-now-pay-later loans, tax arrears, or guarantor  
debts that have snowballed from hundreds into tens of thousands.

The work stretches beyond money. Financial capability practitioners 
describe roles that include counselling, advocacy, safety planning, and welfare 
coordination,  filling the gaps left by overstretched or missing services.

“We’re seeing a huge number at the moment 
of small business and independent business 
owners.”

“Income has definitely dropped... the people 
we’re seeing…they just don’t have the money 
and many are noticing that they’re not clearing 
bills the way they used to be able to.”

“We see the people who are earning 150 - 200k  
a year right down to beneficiaries.”

Over 80% of financial capability practitioners report clients are arriving with more complex, layered challenges including mental 
health, housing, and social issues  that extend far beyond debt itself. They also note a shift toward more middle-income clients  
and more complicated debt profiles. 

83%

65% 64%
56%

48%
40%

3%

Clients have more 
complex needs  
beyond financial issues

More clients from 
middle-income 
households

Clients have more 
complicated debt

Just more people 
seeking help in 
general

Clients have  
larger debt 

More clients from 
higher-income 
households

I haven’t noticed 
any change

Q: Which, if any, of the following changes have you noticed in the clients seeking help this year compared with previous years?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Debt is no longer confined to the margins. Its broader reach is redefining the 
backdrop against which practitioners support people.

Hard realities make debt harder to shift.

What financial capability practitioners say are the biggest struggles their clients face 
when trying to pay off debt.

  Why these challenges make it hard for people to pay off debt

Everyday costs consume everything. Financial capability 
practitioners say basic living costs like food, fuel and healthcare 
now outpace income. Clients have to prioritise survival, leaving 
nothing for debt repayments once essentials are covered.

Housing costs tip people into crisis. Rent and mortgage 
payments absorb any spare money. Once arrears start, financial 
capability practitioners say clients can face constant stress 
trying to stay housed before they can even look at other debts.

The juggle is real. The cost of living is driving difficult choices 
as people work to balance bills, arrears, and providing for their 
families. 

Gaps in financial knowledge slow progress. Many clients 
don’t understand loan terms or how to prioritise debts. Financial 
capability practitioners describe having to start with the basics 
before realistic budgeting or repayment plans can take shape.

Mental health limits capacity to act. Stress, anxiety  
and trauma make it difficult for people to face their situation. 
Financial capability practitioners often focus on restoring  
calm and stability before financial decisions can be made.

Low literacy deepens confusion. When clients struggle to 
read forms or letters, they miss key details and options for relief. 
Financial capability practitioners often help interpret documents 
so clients can understand what’s being asked of them.

The top challenges clients face are the hard, material pressures of daily life, with cost of living (91%), housing affordability (81%),  
and rising utility costs (72%) dominating the list. 

83% 81%
75% 72% 70%

40%

Cost of living Housing  
affordability 

Lack of  
financial literacy

Cost of utilities Mental health Lack of general 
literacy skills

Access to other 
support

Access to financial 
mentors/ financial 
capability services

Q: What are the biggest challenges or struggles your clients face when trying to pay off their debt?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

91%

91% said the cost of living was one of the biggest challenges 
to clients trying to pay off debt 

17%22%

When basics like food, rent, and power are unstable, progress can stall until 
those pressures ease.

“Their mortgages have gone up and of course now they 
can’t meet other debt.”

“Someone in debt crisis usually is struggling to get food  
on the table.”

“You’ve got the cost of living going up and you’ve got  
their pay staying pretty stuck.”

“We’re seeing a lot of debt coming through with rent arrears.”
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The emotional weight of debt:  
why many never make it through the door

What financial capability practitioners say are the main reasons people in debt  
don’t engage with support, even when referred.

  Why people don’t engage  

Shame keeps people silent. Financial capability practitioners 
say many people avoid contact because asking for help feels 
like failure, and facing their finances feels too confronting.

Overwhelm can block action. Financial capability practitioners 
note that ongoing stressful situations and events often mean 
that people are too depleted to take another step.

Uncertainty breeds hesitation. Clients often don’t understand 
what financial capability practitioners do and fear losing control 
of their money. That confusion stops engagement before trust 
can form.

“I’ll fix it myself” delays help. Clients often say they just need 
more time to sort things out themselves, but this delay can lead 
to their debt issues escalating. 

Cost assumptions stop early contact. Many still think 
financial mentoring must cost money. Without knowing it’s free, 
people hold back until crisis forces them to act.

Mistrust makes re-engagement hard. Years of harsh creditor 
contact and broken promises have eroded trust. Financial 
capability practitioners describe rebuilding that trust as the 
critical first step toward progress.

“They come in with severe anxieties, a lot of tears.  
And we’re talking about grown men as well.”

“Walking through our doors is the hard part.”

“There is a cohort of clients who are so afraid of complaining 
about anything because they don’t trust systems in any way 
to deliver for them based on their previous experiences.”

Over 80% of financial capability practitioners say emotional factors, particularly embarrassment, shame, and feeling overwhelmed 
are the biggest reasons people in debt don’t engage with support, rather than access issues. 

87% 83%

61%

38%
37% 34%

29%

Embarrassment  
/ shame

Clients are too 
overwhelmed

Not sure 
what financial 
mentors do

Clients think 
they can 
manage on 
their own

They don’t 
realise it’s a  
free service

They don’t 
feel they need 
help; they can 
resolve the debt 
on their own

No trust in debt 
management 
companies

Too hard to 
make contact 
of any form

Q: What do you think are the main reasons people in debt don’t engage with financial capability practitioners, even when referred?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Too hard to get 
an appointment

No trust in 
financial 
mentors

9% 9% 6%

Shame, fear, and feeling overwhelmed remain the biggest barriers to engagement. 
Until these emotional hurdles are addressed, many people are likely to avoid support. 

When emotional and capability barriers  
meet system pressure, avoidance escalates

Debt isn’t just a number. For most clients it signals a wider set of pressures,  
income shocks, housing costs, health, family, not malice or neglect.

“ A lot of people’s first response is to stop 
answering calls, stop reading emails.  
And really, that hurts them too, because 
a lot of these organisations really want is 
communication.”

“Some of them are quite aggressive with their 
contact. I know people who say, ‘I’m at work 
and they’re ringing me three, four, five times 
an hour.’ Their boss asks why the phone keeps 
going off. And if you’ve got school children,  
you can’t turn your phone off, you need it on 
just in case.” 

“The creditor might demand $100 a week  
when we know there isn’t $100 there, but they 
just keep hounding and hounding. You can  
see why clients close up and say, ‘I’m not 
paying anything.”

When people meet a system that feels inflexible or overwhelming, they can end up feeling they are without  
the things they need to cope or move forward.

  Rebuilding trust through calm, not pressure

When these five elements diminish, trust and engagement can start 
to erode. Individuals may begin to withdraw, resulting in unanswered calls, 
unopened correspondence, and missed appointments. Avoidance often 
becomes a primary coping strategy.

Creditor processes may inadvertently reinforce this pattern.  
Tight deadlines, repeated follow-ups, and inflexible requirements may 
prompt short-term compliance in some cases, but they rarely address  
the underlying issues and can contribute to future disengagement.

A more effective approach emphasises calm rather than pressure.  
Providing clear options, achievable timeframes, and a consistent point  
of contact helps restore a sense of choice, control, understanding,  
and support, conditions that enable individuals to re-engage in the  
debt management process.

Without  
choices

Without  
control

Without  
know how

Without  
support

Without  
hope
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Why this matters

What’s unfolding in the debt space signals more than 
individual hardship. As everyday costs rise, financial  
strain is spreading into working households, parents,  
and professionals who once felt secure.

For New Zealand, this points to growing financial fragility 
that reaches well beyond low-income groups. For the 
sector, it means rising demand for human connection  
and guidance at a time when pressures are intensifying.

The human cost is carried not only by people in debt, 
but also by the practitioners who work alongside them. 
Financial capability practitioners are a key piece of this 
shifting landscape, making their role and the support  
they receive more vital than ever.

3    The conditions for progress
How effective debt management 
happens in practice
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“Getting to know them, helping them 
feel comfortable. I’m really strong 
about whakawhanaungatanga, and 
giving them the time to sit down, tell us 
their story, tell us what their goal is.”

Effective debt management and resolution 
succeeds when support meets both the head  
and the heart

The most important factors helping people successfully address or manage their debt.

  Why these matter

Clarity turns paralysis into progress. Financial capability practitioners 
say people can’t move forward until they understand what they owe, what’s 
in their control, and what their options are. Unpacking complex debts gives 
clients a roadmap, replacing fear with direction.

Realism keeps plans alive. Flexible, achievable repayment terms, including 
renegotiation, fee waivers, or longer timeframes, stop clients from being set 
up to fail. “Realism built into it” means budgets stabilise and stress eases.

Trust builds confidence. Progress depends on feeling safe and supported. 
When financial capability practitioners work face-to-face and relationships 
feel non-judgmental, clients are more open, honest, and willing to engage 
with their plans.

Dignity sustains engagement. Respectful, humane debt processes from 
financial capability practitioners and creditors alike, reduce shame and fear. 
When clients feel believed in rather than blamed, they are more likely to keep 
showing up and following through on the things that are in their control. 

“We help you find out what all the options are... 
you’ve turned over every stone and you can 
move on.”

“I think a plan is good, especially where it takes 
into account that things don’t go to the plan.”

“Just the fact that the financial capability 
practitioners get on side with people and 
they’re non-judgmental and that they pursue  
a solution, it’s probably super reassuring to  
a lot of people.”

The top factors were a balance of practical and emotional supports, understanding debt, realistic plans, and empowerment 
alongside trust and reassurance. 

Q: In your experience, what are the most important factors for helping people successfully address or manage their debt? Select 3
Base: Total Sample n = 151 

Establishing emotional safety and trust are ultimately just as important as sound 
budgeting advice or repayment planning.

Clearly 
understanding 
their debt 
situation and 
options

Having realistic 
and flexible 
repayment 
plans

Feeling 
empowered 
and supported 
throughout the 
process

Working with 
someone they 
trust and feel 
comfortable 
with

Feeling less 
fear, shame, or 
stigma about 
seeking help

Dealing 
with fair and 
considerate 
debt processes

Having 
access to 
wider support 
services

Receiving clear, 
easy-to-follow 
information and 
guidance

Getting regular, 
consistent 
communication 
and follow-up

Having 
affordable 
interest rates 
and fees

44% 42% 41%
32%

26% 22%
17%

49%

11% 10%
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When practitioners engage effectively,  
clients build capability, know-how, and confidence

The improvements financial capability practitioners observe when they can 
effectively engage with a client,

The top four outcomes: improved literacy, confidence, mental health, and financial habits show that effective support  
can build lasting capability, not just debt relief.

91% 89% 85% 85%

57%
46%

36%

Improved  
financial literacy

Increased 
confidence in 
facing challenges

Better  
mental health

Healthier  
financial habits

Family stability Decreased 
harmful 
behaviour

Improved 
employment 
opportunities

Better  
physical health

Q: What improvements do you most often see in clients when financial capability practitioners engage effectively?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

The pattern of results shows that when support builds trust and confidence,  
it can drive  and increase financial and personal stability.

  What these improvements look like for clients

Understanding builds control. Financial capability practitioners observe 
that many clients begin to better understand their financial situation,  
where their money goes, what their options are, and how to plan ahead.  
This clarity helps reduce confusion and builds confidence in managing  
day-to-day finances.

Small wins restore confidence. Practitioners describe confidence as 
something that grows gradually, often through early successes such as 
resolving a bill or creating a workable budget. These moments help clients  
feel capable again and re-engage with their finances.

Relief brings focus. Financial capability practitioners often see visible 
change in their clients once a plan is in place,  shoulders drop, stress eases, 
and clients appear calmer and more able to engage. As anxiety lessens, 
energy shifts from crisis to progress.

Routine builds resilience. Over time, financial capability practitioners see 
some clients develop steadier financial habits, using automatic payments, 
tracking expenses, or setting small savings goals. These shifts mark a move 
from short-term survival to long-term stability.

“We’re there to show them how to move 
forward or give them ideas for moving forward. 
And the pressure that takes off people is 
significant.”

“By the end of a session, their shoulders are 
back, their heads are up and they’re smiling.”

“A lot of people leave from a financial mentor 
with a full intention of getting a savings 
account to avoid the next shock.” 

32%

Small wins are the spark that makes  
change possible

Often a single early win, a paused payment, a waived fee, a clear explanation  
is what breaks through paralysis and gives clients the confidence to re-engage.

  A small shift

“When good stuff starts happening for people, 
it flows. Clients say, ‘That’s the second piece of 
good news I’ve had today.’ You can feel them lift.” 

  A sense of safety

“We helped her get a new home and a new car 
through [our organisation]. It all came together 
on the same day, it was like a roll-on effect  
of positivity.”

  Confidence grows

“A couple of small wins, that’s all it takes 
sometime. Once they see progress, they can 
dream, they can see that.”

  Momentum unlocks change

“If we can get a small win, freeze interest, knock 
something off, it’s huge. They come in with their 
heads down, and by the end, their shoulders are 
back. They can see a way forward.”
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A mix of channels supports effective engagement, 
but in-person contact has the greatest impact

What financial capability practitioners say about the channels they use to support 
clients, and which are most effective for helping people address or manage their debt.

Face-to-face contact stands out as the most effective way to support clients, with around nine in ten practitioners ranking it ahead 
of all other channels.

Face-to-face connection helps rebuild trust  
and momentum

What financial capability practitioners say are the key benefits of in-person contact 
when helping clients address or manage their debt.

The top benefits identified: rapport, trust, empathy, and body language, all relate to building genuine human connection,  
showing that face-to-face contact strengthens relationships at the heart of effective support.

Physical presence can turn financial mentoring into a relationship of trust,  
where insight and empathy can drive sustained change.

  What makes these important

Rapport builds trust. Practitioners say face-to-face is where connection 
happens. Sitting together helps people feel seen and understood, allowing 
trust to form quickly and conversations to open up.

Body language reveals what words can’t. They notice things that can’t 
always hear over the phone, a pause, a look, a shift in tone. These cues guide 
when to slow down, reassure, or change approach.

Empathy strengthens support. Practitioners say being in the room  
lets them show care in simple, human ways signals that “you’re safe here.”

Clarity deepens understanding. In person, they can see straight away  
if someone’s confused. They can draw it out, explain it again, and make sure  
it lands clearly.

Presence drives engagement. Financial capability practitioners say that 
turning up in person feels like a commitment. Once clients cross that door, 
they’re more present, more open, and more ready to take action.

“Well, because there’s a lot more engagement, 
a lot more commitment... face to face, actually 
walking and sitting in front of somebody is quite 
a challenge. And I think you do get a lot more 
engaged, more buy in with face-to face.”

“You can actually watch the body language.  
I think we get to know each other better.”

“They feel they can trust you... they’ll give us a 
certain amount the first visit, but then they’ll 
start to give us more.”

Q: Why do you feel that face to face is effective/not effective when supporting clients addressing or managing their debt?”
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Rapport and 
trust

Body language 
cues

Empathy  
and support

Communication  
clarity

Client 
engagement

Personal 
connection

Technology 
barriers

Immediate 
action

Cultural values Anonymity 
preference

39% 34%
23% 20% 18%

49%

6% 3%8%9%
Believe that face-to-face is much more effective  
than digital channels when supporting clients

90%
Q: When supporting clients, which of these do you most agree with?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Ranked face-to-face as the most effective channel  
to support their clients in managing their debt 

91%
Q: Please rank these channels on how effective overall they are in supporting clients 
through addressing or managing their debt. Base: Total Sample n = 151

Of financial capability practitioners ranked it  
as the least or second least effective channel.

58%
Q: Please rank these channels on how effective overall they are in supporting clients 
through addressing or managing their debt. Base: Total Sample n = 151

While video calling remains a useful tool, especially 
for reach and flexibility, it is consistently rated lower 
than in-person support. 
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In person 
(face-to-face)

Video call 
(digital  

face-to-face)

Phone Email Messages Online tools

Build trust and rapport 90% 0%         6%         1% 2%         0%        

Understand the client's full situation 91% 1%         6%         1% 0%         1%        

Communicate and follow-up regularly 26% 1%         25% 32% 16% 0%        

Negotiate plans based on the client’s situation 54% 0%         17%         28% 1%         1%        

Provide emotional support and empathy 84% 0%         11%         1% 1%         1%        

Explain complex or sensitive information clearly 84% 0%         6%         9% 0%         1%        

Help reduce fear or shame around debt 86% 1%         9%         2% 1%         0%        

Connect clients to other useful support services 
(e.g. community, social, or mentoring help) 36% 1%         13%         42% 3%         5%

Maintain consistency and transparency  
in communication 55% 0%         12%         28% 5%         0%        

Total sample; Unweighted; base n = 151

The value of face-to-face support does however 
have practical limits

What financial capability practitioners identify as the main barriers limiting in-person 
contact with clients.

Practical factors such as travel, distance, time, and client availability remain the biggest barriers to in-person support.

Face-to-face leads the way, but effective 
engagement is multi-channel

What financial capability practitioners say about which channels help them  
most to build trust, understand clients, communicate clearly, and sustain effective 
debt management.

Across nearly every measure, in-person contact ranks highest for building trust, understanding clients, and reducing fear. 
Other channels, particularly email and phone, support communication and follow-up.

Ultimately, effective debt management approaches can’t reach full potential 
without the logistical and funding support to make them accessible.

A multi-channel model ensures continuity and access, but the human element 
remains the anchor of trust.

64%

50%
44% 43%

29%
23%

17%
Travel / being 
able to get there

Time pressures Distance Availability  
of clients

Cost Safety 
concerns

Insufficient 
physical 
space to hold 
appointments

Insufficient 
training

Q: What are the main barriers to having more in person face-to-face engagement with clients?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

  What these barriers look like

Distance limits access. Financial capability practitioners describe  
clients who simply can’t get to where help is offered. Without transport  
or funds, many, especially in rural areas, are excluded from in-person  
support altogether.

Busy lives leave little room. Clients juggle work, caregiving, and ongoing 
crises, making it hard to attend appointments. Missed sessions often reflect 
circumstance, not reluctance, and financial capability practitioners often 
adapt with flexible or after-hours contact.

Funding shapes what’s possible. For clients, even small travel costs can  
be out of reach. For services, limited funding means fewer staff, reduced 
hours, and lost meeting spaces, which all restrict face-to-face capacity.

A private and safe space is key.  Financial capability practitioners  
and clients alike need a private and safe space  to meet, which is not  
always available at the office.

 How practitioners describe the role of multi-channel support

Different channels remove different barriers. Clients face practical, 
emotional, and safety constraints, so having multiple ways to connect such  
as face-to-face, phone, messaging, video, or email means support can 
continue even when one channel isn’t accessible or comfortable.

Multi-channel pathways keep engagement consistent. While face- 
to-face builds early trust, ongoing momentum is often maintained through  
quick check-ins, follow-ups, and coordination across phone, messaging,  
and email, making it easier for clients to stay on track between sessions.

“It’s a real roll of the dice in terms of what 
postcode you’re in. If you’re on the west coast 
of the South Island, good luck.”

“Part of it is travel because we want them  
to see us. Not having a car or not being able  
to get somewhere can get in the way.”

“They fall through the cracks. There is a budget 
service in Wairua that’s not funded; it’s open 
three days a week, but that’s not enough.”

Other

17%0%

“I think it is good, and clearly you get a lot 
further with face-to-face at least for the  
first session to build rapport.”

“It’s getting more and more important to be 
able to be available over phone.”

“Web chat and text is very helpful, particularly 
for parents. Because of the time delay, they 
can respond when they are able to.”

Q: Thinking about what helps you work effectively with people to manage or address their debt, which channel is the best way to ...?
Base: Total Sample n = 151
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Why this matters

Financial capability practitioners describe their work  
as helping people move from crisis to stability, not  
always resolving debt, but restoring a sense of agency 
and dignity.

Face-to-face engagement is central to this process.  
It allows financial capability practitioners to understand 
the full picture, build trust, and guide people through 
complex and often overwhelming circumstances.  
Other channels such as phone, email, and messaging  
also extend this support, ensuring continuity and reach.

Together, these approaches help people begin to see  
that they have choices, can regain some control, and  
are not alone in navigating their situation. Progress is 
often incremental, but these human connections lay  
the groundwork for greater confidence and participation, 
in financial decisions, in families, and in communities.

4    The realities behind the system 
Sector and financial capability 
system limits that impact 
engagement

30Towards a fairer financial world



“We have great mentors and they 
are amazing, but we had a $105,000 
deficit in our budget this year and 
there’s nothing in there. Believe me, 
there’s nothing more. Do we cut the 
0800 number? No, we don’t. Because 
people can’t contact you if you don’t 
have an 0800 number, they don’t 
have money on their phones.”

Short-term funding undermines long-term impact

What financial capability practitioners say about how well the current funding model 
supports them in their work

Systemic uncertainty can weaken service continuity and how effectively financial 
capability practitioners can plan, collaborate, and deliver sustained change.

  How practitioners describe the impact of the funding model  
on their work

Funding uncertainty limits planning and continuity. Short-term, 
competitive contracts make it hard to plan or sustain services. Frequent  
re-tendering means more time spent reporting and less time supporting 
clients. When contracts shift, teams lose staff and momentum.

Chronic underfunding stretches services thin. Most services operate 
beyond their funded capacity, with financial capability practitioners covering 
multiple roles or donating unpaid hours. Budget shortfalls, cut hours, and 
reliance on volunteers reduce face-to-face work and increase burnout, 
limiting how deeply financial capability practitioners can support clients.

Competition reduces collaboration across the sector. Funding processes 
pit services against each other, rewarding competition over collaboration. 
Established providers lose contracts to newer entrants, eroding sector trust 
and knowledge-sharing. 

Unequal distribution leaves communities behind. Funding does not 
always match need. Rural and high-deprivation areas are often covered 
by small, part-time teams, while urban centres receive steadier support. 
Practitioners describe a “postcode lottery” where people in crisis can wait 
weeks or miss out altogether.

“We’ve already cut hours… a lot of us are doing 
a lot of this work still on voluntary hours.”

“The funding has got me to the point of despair.”

“The funding model puts services against 
services. Services missed out.”

Just 13% feel that the current funding model fully supports their work, with 31% claiming it either hardly supports or doesn’t support 
their work. 

Q: Overall, how well does the current funding model support you in your work?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Fully supports your work Mostly supports your work Somewhat supports your work Hardly supports your work Does not support your work at all

30% 26%
19%

12%13%
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Adequate resourcing is essential to maintain 
consistent, high-quality support and prevent 
burnout across the sector

What financial capability practitioners say would make the biggest difference  
in helping them support people effectively 

Financial capability practitioners most often point to resourcing as the key to more effective support. Beyond funding and staffing, 
they emphasise clearer communication, flexible systems, and stronger cross-sector partnerships as essential to sustaining quality 
and reach.

Even after engaging with support, clients still face 
an uphill battle

What financial capability practitioners say about the wider constraints that limit 
clients’ ability to make progress

Cost-of-living pressures and emotional barriers like shame, stress, and low financial literacy weigh heavily.  
Together, these issues limit on-going engagement and slow long-term recovery. 

Rising everyday costs and capability gaps are pushing more people into crisis 
faster, showing the limits of financial education alone.

  Why these limit people’s ability to achieve positive outcomes

Rising costs keep people in crisis. Financial capability practitioners 
describe older renters and working families skipping meals or falling behind 
on bills as rent, food, and power costs rise. With so much income going to 
essentials, there is little room for long-term financial change.

Shame undermines engagement. Shame and embarrassment stop many 
from seeking help until problems have become severe. Financial capability 
practitioners often see people arrive too late, exhausted and struggling to 
re-engage once the situation has spiralled.

Limited knowledge reduces options. Clients often sign agreements they 
don’t fully understand or rely on credit tools that make debt worse. Financial 
capability practitioners spend much of their time explaining basic terms and 
helping negotiate fairer outcomes.

“They don’t want to be heard because they feel 
so ashamed of their positions.”

“It falls apart. Things happen. Clients do come 
back and they try to stick to a plan.”

“We had a client come in. She had a great 
system in place, but it was too complicated 
for her something like 25 bank accounts. 
She was moving money around but wasn’t 
understanding how much money she  
actually had.”

Q: Which of the following issues limit people’s ability to achieve positive outcomes through financial capability services?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Cost-of-living 
pressures

Stigma or 
shame around 
seeking help

Lack of 
financial 
knowledge / 
literacy

Excessive 
interest or fees

Complex or 
inconsistent 
creditor 
processes

Under 
resourced 
services 
/ funding 
constraints

Digital 
exclusion / 
lack of internet 
access

Difficulty 
assessing 
services

Limited 
coordination 
between 
services/ 
agencies

Other

68% 68%
58%

49%
40% 38%

26%

84%

17% 17%

  Why these would make a big difference

More resources would ease pressure. Practitioners say more staff and 
stable funding would ease pressure on stretched teams, allowing them to 
maintain consistent, high-quality support.

Better communication keeps people connected. Many also noted that 
clearer, more consistent communication across agencies would reduce 
confusion and delays, helping clients stay engaged.

Flexibility makes support work. Several practitioners noted that realistic 
timeframes and tailored solutions reduce stress, making it easier for clients  
to follow through.

Respect builds trust. Practitioners say a non-judgmental, culturally aware 
approach builds trust quickly, which is essential for clients to stay connected 
to support.

Partnerships strengthen outcomes. Some also stressed that stronger links 
with housing, health, and social services address wider pressures, helping 
clients stabilise their lives more effectively.

“We are never short of clients just the funding 
for staffing that sometimes limits this.”

“Having all creditors use the same procedures 
and standard systems would make things 
much easier for everyone involved.”

“Simple and easier ways to work with debt 
collection agencies and creditors.”

“The one thing that would make the biggest 
difference in helping us support people 
is making us the person to determine the 
payment arrangement after completing a 
budget regardless of the amount of debt.”

Q: Lastly, what one thing would make the biggest difference in helping you support people effectively?
Base: Total Sample n = 151
Note: Percentages do not add to 100% as responses can be coded to multiple themes

Increased resourcing to the sector is critical to sustaining the level of support 
required to meet client demand, as well as reducing pressure on practitioners. 

More resources Improved 
communication

Flexible 
solutions

Client respect Community 
partnerships

Staff training Other Mental health 
support

Technology use

17%

35%
11% 9% 8% 4% 4%

13%14%
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Financial capability system realities also 
undermine positive progress

These system reality factors compound client-level pressures and make  
debt resolution significantly harder to achieve.

Financial capability practitioners also identified 
additional system level issues that make effective 
debt management a challenge

What financial capability practitioners say about the wider constraints that limit 
clients’ ability to make progress

System-related barriers are widespread. More than half of financial capability practitioners cite excessive interest and fees (58%) 
as a major obstacle, while nearly half point to complex or inconsistent creditor processes (49%). 

  Why these limit people’s ability to achieve positive outcomes

Excessive interest and fees. Debt can snowball beyond repair. Clients 
make payments for years while interest and penalties keep growing,  
financial capability practitioners describe cases where repayments  
barely touch the principal.

Complex and inconsistent creditor processes. Clients are overwhelmed 
by multiple letters, calls, and confusing ownership of debts. Financial 
capability practitioners often act as translators and negotiators just to 
establish who’s owed what.

Under-resourced services. Limited funding means long waits, volunteer 
reliance, and reduced outreach. Some clients ready to engage have to  
wait weeks, losing momentum and stability in the meantime.

“They’ve rung me a year later and we’ve had  
all the debt sorted, and then they’re like,  

‘My god, a debt collector just rang me. I didn’t 
even know about this one.’ And we’re kind of 
restarting again.”

“It’s usually the interest that’s killing them.”

“Lump-sum payment demands are absolutely 
ridiculous. You hear out of the blue that 
you owe thousands of dollars when you’ve 
got no money. It’s not going to lead to any 
engagement.”

Q: Which of the following issues limit people’s ability to achieve positive outcomes through financial capability services?
Base: Total Sample n = 151

Cost-of-living 
pressures

Stigma or 
shame around 
seeking help

Lack of 
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knowledge / 
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Digital 
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lack of internet 
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Difficulty 
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services
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coordination 
between 
services/ 
agencies

Other

68% 68%
58%

49%
40% 38%

26%

84%

17% 17%

Without fairer creditor conduct and coherent policy settings, even the best 
mentoring efforts are forced to work uphill.

“Some clients will get demands via text message,  
phone call, email, all at once.”

“[A Debt Collection Agency] used to be amazing. But now 
you’re ringing a contact center not based in NZ and they 
don’t understand our context.”

“You get contacted out of the blue and they assert that you 
have a debt, but that debt has been passed on through so 
many businesses that it’s actually very hard to determine 
what’s going on.”

  Creditor and Debt Collector Practices

Aggressive and inconsistent contact discourages 
engagement. Financial capability practitioners describe 
clients receiving multiple daily calls, after-hours texts, or other 
aggressive contact that heighten fear and avoidance. This 
harassment makes people shut down and stop responding 
altogether.

Unrealistic payment demands block progress. Financial 
capability practitioners often encounter “pay it now” lump-
sum demands that clients simply can’t meet. Without flexibility, 
repayment negotiations stall before they start.

Simple and clear communications is vital. When key details 
about a debt are not communicated clearly, clients are left 
unsure how to respond. Financial capability practitioners then 
spend valuable time piecing together basic facts before they 
can focus on meaningful solutions.

Limited cooperation from creditors slows resolution.  
Some creditors refuse to accept privacy waivers or 
communicate with financial capability practitioners,  
especially offshore call centres without authority to act.  
This forces practitioners to restart cases repeatedly.

Insensitive practices retraumatise vulnerable clients. 
Financial capability practitioners report cases where creditors 
ask survivors of family violence for proof, or where repeated 
contact endangers clients’ safety and mental health.

  Policy and Regulatory Gaps

Weak regulation allows harmful collection practices. 
Financial capability practitioners note the absence of 
enforceable conduct standards or licensing for debt  
collectors, leaving them with no clear authority to challenge 
unfair treatment.

Slow and rigid court processes prolong harm. Decades-old 
judgments and complex procedures make it hard to vary or 
remove attachment orders. Financial capability practitioners 
describe cases where small debts balloon over time, trapping 
clients in ongoing distress.

Housing shortages derail financial stability. Financial 
capability practitioners link unaffordable rents and long housing 
waitlists to recurring arrears and instability. Without secure 
housing, debt plans can’t hold.

Welfare rules create unnecessary friction. Sanctions, 
conditional referrals, and complex entitlement systems drain 
time and energy that could be spent resolving debt. Financial 
capability practitioners say they spend as much time navigating 
MSD systems as they do providing financial advice.

Unregulated new credit products deepen vulnerability. 
Buy Now Pay Later services and similar products normalise 
ongoing debt cycles without affordability checks, pulling already 
stretched clients further into arrears.
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Why this matters

Financial capability practitioners see the limits of  
the system every day,  where even the best intentions are 
slowed by rigid policies, inconsistent creditor practices, 
and gaps in support.

These realities mean progress often depends on factors 
outside their control, leaving clients caught between 
effort and circumstance.

Addressing these wider barriers would strengthen  
the foundations for progress, making support faster,  
fairer, and more effective.  This would help financial 
capability practitioners focus on lasting stability rather 
than crisis response.

5    The future 
What financial capability 
practitioners want to see
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What good looks like: principles for a better system

What financial capability practitioners say an ideal system should look like:  
the guiding principles for future policy, funding, and practice. What financial capability practitioners say about the value and limits of technology in 

debt support.

Technology and AI have a role to play but it must 
support, not substitute

  At a people & practice level

Trust and safety come first. People can only make progress 
when they feel safe, seen, and unjudged.

Walk alongside with support. Financial capability 
practitioners guide with empathy and patience, helping people 
rebuild confidence and control.

Keep the focus on the person. Debt is emotional  
and human. Progress begins when dignity and hope are restored.

Hold the weight of care. Financial capability practitioners 
carry deep emotional labour; sustaining this work requires 
strong supervision, support, and respect for its impact.

Sustain the workforce that holds it all together. Fair pay, 
secure funding, and ongoing training ensure people can keep 
doing this critical, high-trust work.

  At a sector level

Strength through collaboration. Stronger partnerships 
between creditors, collectors, and financial capability 
practitioners can reduce duplication, prevent mixed messages, 
and create smoother pathways for clients.

Consistency builds fairness. Licensing, shared conduct 
standards, and transparent privacy rules give everyone 
confidence in the process.

Compassion must shape collection. Debt recovery should 
never rely on fear or pressure. Respectful communication and 
realistic repayment are what restore progress.

Protection must be real and enforceable. Clear, consistent 
consumer and creditor regulation protects people from harm 
and keeps systems accountable.

  At a policy and system level

Stability starts upstream. When incomes don’t meet basic 
costs, even the best financial plans cannot hold.

Join up what people experience as one life. Debt, housing, 
health, and welfare are intertwined, coordinated services make 
stability possible.

Break the cycle before it starts. Financial education,  
early engagement, and tackling shame and stigma are  
key to prevention, not just repair.

Financial capability practitioners envision a future where technology can  
amplify good practice: faster data, smoother admin, better reach but only if it 
stays anchored to the human relationship that makes debt resolution possible.  
AI may assist with facts, but only people can read the full story.

Simplifiying and streamlining the work. Automating admin, gathering 
statements, pre-filling forms, scheduling, and verifying identity frees  
financial capability practitioners to focus on people, not paperwork.

Extending access and continuity. Digital tools can reach clients outside 
service hours, offer private self-reflection (apps, wellbeing check-ins),  
and help maintain momentum between sessions.

Enabling early intervention. Data and AI can flag hardship risks  
or payment stress before a crisis hits, prompting human follow-up.

Improving transparency and coordination. Secure data-sharing  
between agencies and creditors can prevent clients from having to  
retell traumatic stories.

Never replacing rapport. AI cannot read emotion, shame,  
or trauma, the heart of this work is human empathy and skilled judgment.

Avoiding automation that harms. Systems must not coerce, shame, or 
surveil e.g., auto-texts demanding payment or requiring invasive evidence.

Respecting context and choice. Not everyone has digital access  
or confidence; tech must be optional, inclusive, and supported.

Keeping clients in the driver’s seat. Digital tools should build 
understanding, not take over decision-making or remove ownership.

!

Where technology adds value

Where technology must tread carefully

“Digital tools are really important. We have  
a healthy financial wellbeing toolkit online,  
and we know a lot of people use it. They can 
click through and start to see things differently, 
sometimes they think their relationship with 
money or their partner is fine, then realise  
it’s not. Tools like that work because they’re 
less intrusive; people can explore on their  
own terms, without anyone telling them 
they’re wrong. That’s why having online 
options matter.”

“I think nothing really replaces the human side 
of what the financial capability practitioners 
do in terms of stitching everything together.”
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What practitioners want the future story  
of debt to be Why this matters

Financial capability practitioners are changing lives every 
day. They walk beside people at their lowest point, helping 
them find stability, dignity, and hope. Their work is focused 
on restoring hope and agency, not just financial work. 

But they’re working within systems that hold them back. 
Financial capability practitioners can only carry people so 
far when the structures around them remain fragmented, 
under-resourced, and unfair.

Real change means elevating what already works. If we 
fix the system settings, from fairer creditor conduct to 
joined-up policy and sustainable funding, every hour of 
mentoring will have greater impact.

The future can be human-centred, fair, and effective.  
We can turn the work of helping people out of debt into a 
stronger, dignified path toward lasting financial wellbeing 
if we combine trust, compassion, and smarter systems.

  Reframing the public story

Debt is a circumstance, never a moral failing.  
Getting support is normal, everyone faces financial  
pressure at some point.

Financial capability practitioners are allies, not authorities. 
Services are free, confidential and designed to empower and 
build capability.

Use digital tools to make support easier to find. Clear online 
information, chat options, and simple self-serve tools can help 
people spot support early and take the first step sooner.

  Breaking the shame cycle

Normalise help-seeking. Storytelling and public messaging, 
showing that asking for help is a smart move.

Design for dignity. Avoid judgmental tone or invasive digital 
forms; focus on reassurance and simplicity.

Human + digital outreach. Automated reminders or check-ins 
can reduce avoidance, but the response must always come 
from a human who listens.

  Preventing crisis before it starts

Embed money skills and rights awareness early. In schools, 
workplaces, and online platforms, co-designed with financial 
capability practitioners and communities.

Predict and prevent distress. Data and AI can identify  
early warning signs, missed payments, sudden benefit drops,  
to trigger outreach.

Align system settings. When housing, welfare, and credit 
policies reduce volatility, financial capability practitioners  
can focus on building resilience instead of patching crises.

“We’re not there to do it for them but we’re there to to show 
them how to move forward or give them ideas for moving 
forward. And the pressure that takes off people  
is significant.”

“I would say you need to see a financial mentor if you  
don’t know how you’re going to repay something or pay  
for the essentials.”

The key shifts practitioners believe are needed in how we talk about debt
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Recommendations

The final word from  
financial capability practitioners:

Financial wellbeing is  
a shared responsibility

They play their part. They guide, listen and restore 
confidence which helps their clients to effectively manage 
their debt. However, they need the wider system around 
them to also play a role. 

When every organisation, agency, and creditor takes 
responsibility for the part they influence, impact multiplies.

With fair rules, sustainable funding, joined-up services, 
and compassionate practice, debt management can 
evolve into a system that supports renewal.

01 Build a consistent, 
compassionate sector

Establish clear, national standards for fairness and conduct. Findings 
suggest inconsistent practices across the sector create stress for clients 
and inefficiency for financial capability practitioners. A shared conduct and 
licensing framework could improve confidence and accountability across 
the system.

Encourage collaboration over competition. Funding and contracting 
models that promote joint work, rather than fragmented or duplicative 
services could strengthen relationships and reduce barriers for people 
seeking help.

02 Strengthen the foundation  
of practice

Resource the workforce to sustain impact. The research shows financial 
capability practitioners carry significant emotional and administrative 
load while maintaining high trust with clients. Ensuring adequate wages, 
supervision, and wellbeing support would help maintain quality and 
consistency across the system.

Improve awareness to enable earlier help. Many people are unaware 
of what financial capability practitioners do or that their services are free. 
Raising awareness of the sector and strengthening early referral pathways 
would support earlier help-seeking, improve long-term outcomes, and 
reduce demand for crisis support.

03 Align wider policy settings  
for financial stability

Address the gap between income and real living costs. Financial 
capability practitioners consistently report that many clients’ debt issues 
stem from insufficient income rather than poor budgeting. Exploring how 
income supports and wages can better reflect real living costs would 
prevent hardship before it begins.

Connect policy systems around people’s lives. Housing, welfare,  
and financial wellbeing are deeply linked. Building stronger coordination 
and shared pathways across government services would make recovery 
more achievable and sustainable.

04 Human connection should  
be amplified, not replaced,  
by technology

Invest in digital tools that remove barriers, not relationships.  
The research shows financial capability practitioners welcome tech  
that streamlines admin and improves access, but are wary of tools that  
feel impersonal or coercive. Prioritising supportive, opt-in technology  
can free up time for human connection.

Ensure digital tools reflect user needs and build trust. Developing  
and testing tools with financial capability practitioners and clients ensures 
that innovation enhances trust, empathy, and inclusion rather than 
unintentionally increasing stress or exclusion.

After listening to financial capability practitioners across New Zealand,  
these recommendations set out the practical changes that would best  
strengthen support for people in debt.
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Talk to DebtManagers about this report.

debtmanagers.co.nz | hello@debtmanagers.co.nz
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