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The Treasury Committee has raised an axe above the head of the Money Advice 
Service (MAS), but nobody in the room seemed to baying for blood. It was, in fact, all 
rather polite. That said, there are some very real concerns – the most common 
complaint being that MAS has suffered from mission creep. 
 
The original ambition, as set out in the 2008 Thoresen Review, was for a national money 
guidance service. By „money guidance‟ it was meant that the service should focus on 
providing information, signposting and tools (such as budget planners) covering the 
essentials of personal finance: budgeting; saving and borrowing; insurance; retirement 
planning; and tax and welfare benefits. This is distinct from formal advice (though 
guidance can include directing individuals towards sources of expert advice). The 
Review proposed a model under which the national service would assume responsibility 
for the provision of generic guidance using online, print and telephone channels; face-to-
face guidance and advice, on the other hand, would be delivered via a network of 
accredited partners, with the national service co-ordinating grant allocations and offering 
training and support. 
 
This is, for the most part, the model that MAS uses today, but its remit has expanded 
beyond the confines of generic money guidance. Most importantly, around half of the 
funds that MAS directs towards third parties are now used to support debt advice 
activities – an area where the UK possesses a well-developed charitable support sector. 
In fact, the debt support sector already had a long-standing body playing the role of 
national co-ordinator – the Money Advice Trust, which, among other things, runs the 
National Debtline (and which probably felt pretty aggrieved by MAS‟s choice of name).  
 
Money and debt advice are, of course, closely linked, but this expansion in the remit was 
not preceded by a detailed consultation exercise (and certainly not by an exercise on a 
par with the Thoresen Review). The parliamentary sausage-making machine may partly 
be to blame for that (the legislation was not even subject to full scrutiny in the House of 
Lords), but, whatever the cause, it matters: MAS does not possess its own infrastructure 
for delivering debt support and so must rely on the co-operation of existing debt support 
charities – or use its control over the industry levy to bend these charities to its will (a 
recipe for antagonism). At least one respondent to the independent review has argued 
that MAS, in its efforts to guarantee standards across the sector, has added little else 
other than additional bureaucracy to the work of debt support charities. 
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At the same time that MAS is working behind-the-scenes with money and debt partners, 
it is also spending heavily on building a public-facing brand. This spending came under 
fire from the Treasury Committee, and was brought up on several occasions during the 
round-table. The rationale, of course, is that there is no point creating a national money 
guidance service – however good the guidance on offer – if nobody has ever heard of it, 
or if the public does not, in the first place, recognise the value of seeking out such 
support. Indeed, one favourable interpretation is that MAS‟s brand-building will actually 
free up space in the budgets of smaller money/debt support charities. These 
organisations can essentially outsource their marketing activities, with MAS taking 
responsibility for raising public awareness about the value and availability of financial 
guidance, and then directing individuals to local sources of support.   
 
At present, though, much of this brand-building seems to be focused on driving traffic to 
the MAS website – there were over 16m direct contacts between MAS and members of 
the public last year, of which the overwhelming majority (99 per cent) took place online. 
No-one doubts the importance of an online presence, but, as was pointed out at the 
round-table, there is a significant degree of overlap between the financially and digitally 
excluded. Further research into the impact of online contacts would also be welcome. 
Do individuals take meaningful action after engaging with online guidance – for example, 
setting up and then sticking to a realistic budget – or are human interventions (e.g. by 
trusted intermediaries) required to achieve anything substantial? Of course, MAS can 
point to its work with third parties as the means by which it supports face-to-face 
guidance and advice. That returns us to the point that MAS is the public-facing “go-to” 
body for money and debt guidance and yet does not possess direct control over much of 
the infrastructure needed to implement these services. There are upsides and 
downsides to that model, but, at the very least, its success relies on MAS maintaining 
favourable relationships with other parties in the debt support sector. 
 
So where does that leave MAS and the wider sector? As noted at the start, nobody in 
the room was calling for MAS to be axed. The need for a national money guidance 
service remains apparent (and will only grow when universal credit gives people more 
rope with which to hang themselves). The issue would seem to be one of setting limits to 
MAS‟s remit and objectives – and ensuring, so far as possible, that there is a consensus 
across the sector in support of MAS‟s work. One sign of success for the independent 
review will be the extent to which it can facilitate such a consensus. 
 


