Parent Action and HEAR Equality

Voices of Experience-The cost of living crisis

In Spring and summer 2024 HEAR members Parent Action (a project of Citizens UK) worked with HEAR to record the real-life experiences of parents and families they work with on the impact of rising inflation and the cost of living crisis. They conducted a series of 5 interviews with their members, focusing particularly on how inflation has impacted on their household budgets in respect of energy costs, food shopping and other essentials, and important costs such as broadband, data and phone calls, to capture digital poverty. Participants were also asked if they had needed to access a food bank and how they felt about this. 

4 of the participants were single women with one or more dependent children and who were currently not working. One of these had a young baby and was living in a hostel. The 5th participant was an older single woman who worked part-time and lived with her adult daughter who was also working part-time and her daughter’s young child. All participants were thanked with £50 shopping vouchers using funds awarded to HEAR by Trust for London.

This project was not intended to be representative research, rather to allow the real voices of Parent Action members to be heard above the quantities of statistics available.

Inflation and energy:

It was clear from the interviews that rising energy costs had an impact on family stress levels, with the constant need to monitor usage, and to   change behaviour to minimise costs:

“I was literally running around like a crazy person,  monitoring how long the heating had been on, or the hot water, it just felt like a tedious stressful time, I had to switch off the smart meter because I felt that seeing it was playing on my anxiety, it's always in the back of your mind, someone switches a light on and you think "how long has that light been on?" and the cooker, am I using the air fryer or the cooker, which one is more efficient? so it was very difficult at first, yes very very difficult”

“Well humans are adaptable so I've had to adapt, I had to have a conversation with myself, and with my sons' father, and say ‘now look, and say look, it's affecting me and adding to what has already been a terrible stressful time’, so I think I've adapted, I've had to cut costs in certain aspects of my life, so that I can put that money into heating, or should I say into gas and electricity”

Some things like putting on the lights or cooking every day, which many people take for granted, are being sacrificed to save energy:

“Now well we don't put the light on that much,  now that it's quite light until late; cooking, sometimes I don't even cook,  other times I will cook but I will make it last 3 days,  depending on what it is, so that saves me food,  saves me energy, you've got to do it you know”

Debt caused by rising energy prices was also taking a toll on mental health:

“I'm using it less but the bill is still going up, you know when all that went up, I'm £1000 in debt,  and they just put my direct debit up to £200 a month, so I had to call them and I said I can't  afford it, it's too much, how am I supposed to afford that when I only get this amount of money every month”
(participant without dependents who is working) 

“oh my God it's so hard, when you are on your own, the cost of living it's very hard and I am always thinking, how am  I going to pay this, oh my God I've got to pay this, I've been in that position but if you don't pay they don't give you nothing(energy) and the cold, I have to deal with that, it's £200, and thinking too much on these things, it's affecting my health”

As well as cooking less and trying to use more economical appliances several participants talked about the impact on being able to provide clean clothes for their family:

“I find  my electricity goes very quickly,  it’s a lot more, I find I’m using the emergency a lot more, the bills are higher,  it’s crazy, I try very hard; I’ve got a pre-payment meter now, and there’s no choice, I have to keep topping it up,  to try and cover emergencies, I try to keep all the lights off,  I try and do less washing, my washer does a half load, but school uniforms….I have to get them washed”

“I have to pay for my laundry as we have no laundry, every week if I want to wash I have to pay £7 for a wash, imagine with a baby, it's very hard”

Parents felt that in some way they were letting their children down because of changes they needed to make due to high energy costs:

“It's difficult at the moment because I have to turn off the heater all the time,  I have to use the blanket and too much clothes, I have to cover her (daughter), because it's so much, £200 without even having the heater, we can't afford that so it's really hard for me”

“It affects me emotionally, physically and mentally, because I cannot give good quality food to my daughter and when I don't have enough money for food I feel sad, emotionally I don't feel very well because when you go to the food bank  they don't have the things that you need, I feel sad for my situation”

Food prices:

Impacts on families of high food costs included having to spend a lot of time going to different shops to take advantage of the offers and bargains and to find ‘own brand’ items, feeling they were giving their families poorer quality food, and skipping their own meals so that the children could eat more:

“I found that I was  either skipping meals or I was cutting down the amount, I was never a big eater but I found I was cutting down to make sure that the children had more, let's say for example I would go for a weekly grocery shop which would  have been, I don't know say £25 or £30,  and then it was basically almost £60 so I got to the point that well actually this is too much, where is the balance, because I'm already having to cut costs  to make sure that the electric and the gas is ok, but now food, and that's a basic human right to have  food”

“I try and go for the budget, for the sales, but I still find that when I get to  the end of the month, before the week’s up my fridge is completely empty, and you know what little ones are like, they like to eat a lot,  so yes it’s a struggle”

“I use frozen food, I find it’s cheaper, and I try and use the slow cooker, and the air fryer,  I’ve got my child telling me ‘oh I miss this’ or ‘oh I don’t like this’, he’s a fussy eater ,  so I’m trying but it’s so hard”

The parent living in a hostel said that she could not take advantage of buying in bulk because she had nowhere to store the food, a situation common to many in temporary accommodation and a hidden additional cost when buying food.

Other impacts:

Several people mentioned that it was hard to afford broadband, and data for their phone, and classed the phone as a luxury to be used very carefully, one person commenting that she could not “play with it”. The cost of travel, including to school, and the ability to join in parents’ groups or family activities or visit friends was also mentioned:

“I’ve noticed that I’ve stopped going for outings,  I like to take my children to groups, or to outings, like Southend,  and trips out to visit  friends,  but the bus fare has gone up, train fares have gone up,  it’s a struggle to take my son to school all the time but he has to go to school, but trying to go out and do activities at the weekends,   it’s in the same area, always the same park, although I do try to go to different parks”

Food banks:

3 out of the 5 participants had used a food bank on more than one occasion, and the 2 who had not expressed the feeling that they were glad that food banks existed as it made them feel more secure if things should get worse.  It was clear that food banks fulfilled additional functions as well as access to food. The women with very young children mentioned accessing clothes and toys for their children, baby formula, and information about accessing other support services such as Homestart. Healthy Start vouchers were also mentioned. 

“Yes so I've had to go to the food bank, I was just buying things that I needed, clothes, and toys for my daughter, I can't afford that, so I have to go to the food bank for the clothes and toys”

“It was survival for me, they helped me a lot especially with clothes,  you know every month you need clothes, so you know yes I found the food bank....and for example they tell you about organisations, for example Homestart, and the baby bank because toys are expensive and I can't afford new toys”

“Food bank is nice, it is once a month which is nothing but it is nice, the food bank supports a lot but I need more, the baby formula is £17”

Although help from food banks was important the necessity of using them was difficult:

“I’ve used a food bank to help us out, a food bank round my area,  I don’t know much about it but I’ve used it a couple of times,  but I borrow money off people to help me out, I felt quite embarrassed, quite shy,  I’m a very independent person, I don’t like asking people,  I try to stand up for myself and not rely on anyone, I’ve got a bit of pride”

The final word:

The older participant without dependents, who was herself being hit hard by inflation and rising costs, also expressed a lot of concern about families with young children and what was going to be done to help them:

“It's bad because sometimes children are going to school without any breakfast, they haven't got a coat to wear, it's bad and I think that the government needs to help”

“I feel sorry for the families that have got a lot of kids, if they haven’t got enough to feed their kids, pay their bills, it’s really bad at the moment”

“So yes something has got to be done because there's families out there starving and it shouldn't be like that anymore you know, not these days!”

“It's got to get better, surely to God, the food's got to go down, and the government has got to really help, to help the families, ok we know about the third world, but this is not the third world, so we need help, everybody needs help”
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