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Introduction  
 
This report forms part of the learning resources created as part of Citizens Advice 
Manchester’s WhatsApp Debt Service Pilot, funded by the Money Advice Trust’s 
Innovation Grants Programme. It should be read alongside the other documents 
produced: 
 

- WhatsApp User & Operations Manual  (LINK) 
- Evaluation Report Summary (LINK) 
- Full Evaluation Report commissioned by MMU (LINK) 

 
 

Overview 
 
The Pilot tested the use of WhatsApp for the delivery of specialist debt advice, 
focussing on three main aims: 
 

- To develop a 24/7 digital access channel for specialist debt advice 
- A follow up channel for advice and casework for the sharing of information 

and documents.  
- A keeping in touch tool following advice helping to keep clients on track 

following intervention 
 
The project aimed to improve engagement, particularly with younger people, and to 
make client-adviser exchange of information more seamless and efficient.  Please 
see the evaluation summary and full report for in depth analysis of the project and 
its outcomes.  
 
The focus of this report is to share learning and recommendations following the 
pilot and to provide guidance on practical factors to consider before using 
WhatsApp in your organisation. While the User manual is aimed more at an adviser 
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using WhatsApp and the actual delivery of debt advice using the platform, this 
report focuses on considerations at an organisational level. However there may be 
some crossover and we’d suggest reading them together in conjunction with one 
another.  

How the Service Works 
 

 
 
 
 
This is a visual representation of how our WhatsApp service worked, in terms of new 
clients accessing debt advice using WhatsApp.  
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Key Statistics 
Below are some key bits of data following the completion of the WhatsApp project. 
For more in depth and detailed data please consult the full Evaluation Report. We 
have also produced an infographic poster displaying some of the key findings. 
 
Access Channel  
 

● 510 new enquiries 
● 490 unique clients 
● 40% of the enquiries were for debt advice 
● 60% were for help with non-debt related issues 

 

 
*Other refers to clients who did not present enough information for us to identify their 
enquiry  
 
Non Debt Enquiries 
We took steps throughout the pilot to try and reduce the number of non-debt 
related enquiries received, however it was a consistent feature of the service that 
clients would contact us about a range of issues. This was despite it being clear on 
our website and marketing materials that the service was only funded to deliver 
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debt advice. However this clearly demonstrates that there is demand for advice via 
WhatsApp across a range of enquiry areas, particularly housing, benefits and 
employment.   
 
Although we were unable to provide advice for non-debt enquiries we did respond 
to client’s messages to explain that we were only funded to deliver debt advice. We 
would then signpost that client as appropriate. We would mostly signpost to out 
adviceline or specialist organisations such as Shelter or ACAS. 
 
Follow-up Channel 
In addition to the above, 82 clients used our follow-up channel, which is to say 
WhatsApp was used to support clients already accessing debt advice face-to-face or 
by telephone. 
 
Advice Issues 
Across the whole project, the most common debt issues that we assisted clients 
with over WhatsApp were:  

1. Council Tax Arrears 
2. Credit, store & charge debts 
3. Fuel debts 
4. Parking related debts 
5. Debt Relief Orders 

 
 

 

Start-up Tasks & Considerations 
We have identified two issues that must be considered before adopting WhatsApp 
as a platform for delivering advice within your organisation.  
 
The first relates to data protection and the introduction of GDPR on May 25th 2018. 
There is a degree of uncertainty about how WhatsApp is going to ensure 
compliance with GDPR and so we would recommend waiting until this becomes 
clearer post-GDPR. We touch upon data protection in more detail later in this 
report. 
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The second relates to the practical challenges of managing large numbers of 
messages using WhatsApp from the point of view of the organisation and adviser. 
These practicalities are considered in detail throughout the report. 
 

 
WhatsApp Desktop Application 

          
 
Throughout the pilot we tested the delivery of debt the delivery of debt advice by 
using the WhatsApp desktop application. This is a version of WhatsApp messenger 
that can be accessed on a computer. In order to do this, a mobile phone with 
WhatsApp messenger is needed. The phone is essentially ‘mirrored’ onto the 
computer, allowing you to view and respond to messages, send and receive 
images/files on your computer.  
 
It’s worth noting however that there are no additional or extra functions - you are 
simply accessing WhatsApp messenger on the computer exactly as it appears on 
the phone. Since the completion of the pilot, WhatsApp have released their 
business app for small-medium business. This has a number of additional features 
not present in the standard app which are explored in more detail in the 
accompanying User Manual.  However it does not offer any new functions for 
managing messages, or having multiple users on the phone. As we explain later in 
the report this means that WhatsApp may not be appropriate for all service types, 
particularly those in for which demand is likely to be very high. 
   

Financial Considerations 
 
The cost of setting up and operating WhatsApp for the delivery of advice are small. 
The primary costs will relate to the mobile phone/device used. A smart phone is 
needed, examples being phones running Android or Apple I.O.S operating systems.  
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If the device is used off-site, for example at outreach locations, then significant 
internet data plan will be necessary as WhatsApp uses an internet connection and 
the sending of messages as well as images/files/documents may use significant 
amount of data.  
 
If it will be used solely in an office location, then the device can be connected to 
your organisation’s internet via WIFI.  
 
WhatsApp and WhatsApp Business are free applications which do not incur a cost 
at the time of download or any monthly subscriptions.  
 

Advice Delivery 
 
When considering using WhatsApp within your organisation it is important to firstly 
identify at what stage within a client's journey they will be using WhatsApp. 
 
Access 
 
We tested WhatsApp as an access channel meaning that anybody could contact us 
on WhatsApp messenger with an explanation of a debt problem they needed help 
with and we would respond and advise using WhatsApp. Our promotional material 
signposted clients to our website on which there was information about the service 
including the phone number.  
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One of the challenges with using WhatsApp for the delivery of advice is the lack of 
software solutions to manage the messages. As already explained, currently the 
only option is to use WhatsApp messenger on a computer. This will allow the user 
to read and respond to messages taking advantage of the benefits offered by a 
computer, namely the larger screen and keyboard.  
 
However, if you expect to receive a large volume of messages from clients then this 
can be problematic because there are a lack of management functions such as 
being able to assign chats to different users or to put ongoing chats into a separate 
inbox. As a result, if you have many chats which are being dealt with at once it can 
be quite challenging to stay on top of this. Please see page 4 of the user manual for 
more tips and guidance on how to manage large numbers of chats on WhatsApp. 
Please see page 20 for our service delivery recommendations. 
 
 
Supporting Ongoing Work With Clients 
 
We also tested using WhatsApp with our debt team as a way to support their 
communication with existing clients. This had two main elements: 
 

- Use by the debt team to support clients with ongoing specialist debt cases 
- Use by a debt adviser at an outreach location to follow up an initial 

face-to-face debt assessment 
 
In both instances WhatsApp was predominantly used in the following ways: 
 

 
Advisers sharing information, documents & links with clients after 
an appointment or assessment.  

 

 
Clients sharing documents (e.g proof of income) with advisers 
 

 

Clients providing us with updates, e.g to confirm the balance of an 
account or provide some other information as requested 
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At the outreach location, the staff member involved would see a number of clients 
in the morning with debt problems. Their issues could range from one off 
problems, such as bailiffs visiting for Council Tax, to clients with multiple debts. 
WhatsApp was then used in many instances to ‘follow up’ the initial advice. So this 
could involve sending links to further information, e.g National Debtline factsheets, 
or for the client to send in pictures of documents/letters not originally brought with 
them to clarify the advice. 
 
For use with our debt team we were again subject to the limitations set by the 
software. A mobile phone was needed and only one member of staff could be using 
this at any one time. To try and combat this, a decision was made that the 
administrator of the team would keep the phone and manage the incoming 
messages. This worked as follows: 
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EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE 

A client sends in a picture of their benefit award letter as proof of income, the 
administrator would download this image, save it to the client’s file and then notify the 
adviser. The adviser would then take any necessary steps to move the case forward - 
this would usually mean contacting the client by phone but could involve WhatsApp 
message in response.  
If the client asked a technical question, the same process would be followed and the 
adviser could choose to either respond via WhatsApp or contact the client by some 
other means to respond to that question.  
P.17 of the User Manual explains how to send and receive documents on WhatsApp 

 

 
 
9 



WhatsApp Debt Advice Service  
Learning Report 
 

 
 

 

Our advisers were unanimous in the view that WhatsApp made their jobs easier. 
Here’s what some of them had to say: 
 

                     

                                                    

 

  

The Evaluation Report has more in depth analysis of adviser feedback. 
 
Reflections on the Delivery of Advice 
Throughout the pilot it became apparent that the WhatsApp platform offered a 
varied and effective means of engaging with clients, allowing both asynchronous 
and synchronous chats, the quick sharing of documents and the ability to fully 
assist clients with a wide range of debt issues.  Whether the client had a one off 
specific debt issue, such as a disputed council tax bill, or multiple debts for which 
they required advice about their longer term options, WhatsApp was effective as a 
platform for delivering appropriate advice.  
 
We have selected some case studies below which illustrate the flexibility in terms of 
the type of advice and support that was provided through WhatsApp. 
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Case Studies 
Access Channel Case Studies 
 

 

The client wanted advice regarding long term options for 
dealing with his credit debts of £14,749.33, having had token 
payments in place for some time. The client was advised 
about a range of options before being placed in the 
Manchester work queue for a full telephone advice 
appointment. Following this, the client decided to pursue a 
Debt Relief Order and was referred to Citizens Advice DRO 
Unit to process his application. 

 
 
 
 
 

     

The client got in touch about a guarantor loan for with 
Amigo which she was concerned that insufficient checks had 
been carried out by the lender. The client wanted to know if 
there were grounds for complaint. We discussed protection 
for guarantors and the client was able to send photographs 
of the affordability assessments conducted by the lender, as 
well as correspondence with Amigo. There were obvious 
problems and mistakes with this, and we assisted the client 
with a complaint to the lender which can be escalated to the 
Financial Ombudsman should we be unsatisfied with the 
response.  
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The client had Council Tax arrears as well as non-priority 
debt of £2050 and an employment issue. The client was 
advised about prioritisation of debts, income maximisation, 
budgeting and was signposted to ACAS. The client 
successfully negotiated a payment arrangement with the 
council before returning via WhatsApp about a week later 
for advice about making token offers to her other creditors, 
while her employment dispute was ongoing. 
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Follow-up Channel Case Studies 
 
 

 
 
 

 

The client had been overpaid wages by her former 
employer and so was referred for telephone debt 
advice. The client was advised about her options for 
dealing with this debt. Following the appointment, the 
client received a letter from the court which she did not 
fully understand. She took a photo of this and sent it to 
her caseworker using WhatsApp. The adviser was able 
to explain to the client that it was a court judgment 
ordering her to pay the debt in full. The adviser then 
assisted her in making an application to vary the order 
and make an affordable offer of payment.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
The client attended town hall for advice on a number of 
arrears, including council tax, water and energy 
arrears, as well as an old mobile phone debt. The client 
had a number of medical conditions and was evidently 
anxious about her debts. The adviser was able to give 
comprehensive advice in person, but naturally it was a 
lot of information for them to remember. With 
WhatsApp, he was able to provide a concise and 
accessible summary of the advice given, with links to 
more detailed information. The adviser was also able 
to confirm details of an appointment that had been 
arranged for her with the energy team. As a result of 
this appointment, a successful trust fund application 
was made for water arrears of £337 and E.ON of 
£1141. 
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Vulnerable Clients 
We advised a wide range of clients over WhatsApp, including some who may be 
considered vulnerable, for example those suffering with mental health problems.  
 
Generally speaking we found WhatsApp suitable for advising vulnerable clients. 
One client, who had been struggling with their mental health,  gave specific 
feedback about how they felt they would have struggled with a phone call, which 
would have made them feel more anxious, compared with WhatsApp which for 
them alleviated the stress quite quickly (see p.22 of the evaluation report).  
 
For some clients, being able to send a message at their convenience and having 
that extra distance between them and the adviser may have allow them to be more 
relaxed than otherwise would be the case while discussing issues that can be very 
difficult to talk about. 
 
It is worth keeping in mind however that there may come a point at which, 
especially with vulnerable clients, greater involvement by the adviser is needed. For 
this, telephone or face to face may be more appropriate. For example if a client 
needs additional support such as taking action on their behalf to negotiate with 
creditors, a full appointment via another channel is likely to be necessary. 
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Marketing & Communications  
 
Depending on the nature of your organisation you may have to do some work to 
spread the word about WhatsApp. Here is how we approached this. 
 
Identify target audience - our main target demographic was younger people, 
especially aged 18-30 
 
Identify Organisations - Who in your area works with organisations who deal with 
your target demographic? Are their service users likely to need advice? 
 

Example: The Prince’s Trust 

Who they are: a charity operating in the area who worked with younger people to help 
them set up business ideas.  
 
Why them?: We knew that at the end of the course the young people could apply for a 
start up loan. Obviously poor credit and debts could affect their ability to obtain this. So 
we identified a potential need for debt advice amongst their service users. 
 
What we did: attended a number of their courses to talk about dealing with debts credit 
referencing and answered their questions. Handed out leaflets about the WhatsApp 
service. 

 
 
 
General Marketing 
Our main piece of marketing material was a leaflet advertising the service. This did 
not contain the actual phone number but instead we encouraged people to go 
through our website where details of the service could be found. We then used a 
range of tools and approaches to spread the word about our new WhatsApp 
service. 
 
 

- Social media 
- Regularly Tweeting about the service  
- Encouraging other organisations to re-tweet our posts 
- Sharing posts on our Facebook page 
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Tip - Scheduling Social media updates 

You can use software such as Hootsuite to automatically schedule tweets and other posts 
on social media platforms.  

 
 

- Engaging with the public 
- We attended a number of events within the local community during 

Scams Awareness & Big Energy Saving weeks to tell people about hte 
service and hand out leaflets 

 
- Other organisations/stakeholders 

- Attending events such as the Financial Capability conference at which 
we had a stall and could spread the word about WhatsApp to 
organisations whose service users may have benefited from our help. 

 
 

Managing Demand 
It’s important to recognise the limitations with using WhatsApp in its current format 
and ensure that if you are going to use it as part of service delivery, you do not end 
up in a position in which the volume of messages becomes unmanageable. 
 
Throughout the 12 month pilot we had over 500 enquiries on WhatsApp. We were 
able to manage this demand relatively comfortably, however, had this increased 
significantly we would have struggled. As you will see in our recommendations at 
the end of this report, we believe that any more than 100 enquiries per month 
would be unmanageable.  
 
In terms of staff resources, we predominantly had just one staff member managing 
the access channel. That staff member worked full time (although their role was 
split between WhatsApp and telephone casework) meaning they could check 
WhatsApp for new messages each day.  Our website explained that clients could 
expect a response to their initial query within two working days. We had a second 
staff member who would cover during periods of absence, leave and training. They 
also helped by responding to messages during particularly busy periods. 
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A basic thing we would recommend is to ensure that you do not put the mobile 
phone number itself on marketing/promotional materials such as leaflets. Firstly 
the number itself could change for a variety of reasons so it could be problematic 
client sending personal information to an incorrect number. It should help the 
number being spread and shared to a point in which you are bombarded with 
enquiries that you may not be able to manage. We would recommend directing 
clients to your website on which they can find details of the service, including the 
number, as well as information regarding terms & conditions and data protection.  
 
We would also suggest you are specific in all communications about exactly what 
issues the client can contact the service for assistance with using WhatsApp. 
Despite us doing our very best to make it clear the service was funded only to 
deliver debt advice,60% of our enquiries were about non-debt issues.  
 
A cautious approach is recommended - it’s better to have too few enquiries 
followed by an increasingly proactive marketing strategy as opposed to being in a 
position of needing to close down the service temporarily due to being unable to 
cope with the demand.   
 
 
 
 

Data Protection 
 
It is more important than ever to ensure that we protect our client’s data and 
information. This is a crucial element of any service and users need to be aware of 
how their data will be used, stored and protected. 
 
End-to-end Encryption 
WhatsApp offers end to end encryption for all users meaning that only the person 
sending and the person receiving the message can read its contents. The messages 
are secured with locks and only the sender and recipient has the special keys to 
unlock them. Furthermore each individual message sent has a unique lock and key. 
This happens automatically - it does not need to be turned on via a settings menu. 
 
As long as users are using up to date versions of WhatsApp then chats should 
always be end-to-end encrypted. A message, highlighted in yellow, appears at the 
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top of the chat to confirm this is the case. A more in depth test can be done to 
check end to end encryption is in place - see more information about this here. 
 

 
 
 
Before Messaging 
Before contacting us the client needed to be aware of how any information 
provided would be processed. On our webpage, which contained information 
about the service including our phone number, we had a section entitled 
‘WhatsApp and Data Protection’. 
 
This explained that, in addition to information being stored by WhatsApp, we would 
also store any info provided, including any images sent, using our case 
management system. We then included a link to Citizens Advice’s privacy policy.  
 
Given the fact that clients may be sending photographs of financial documents and 
other very personal information it is vital that they are aware that this information 
will be stored by your organisation. 
 
One of the reasons we did not include a phone number on any marketing material 
was to try and ensure that clients went through our website before sending a 
message so that they could see the information regarding data protection. 
 
However, there were no guarantees that this would be the case - a client could have 
been given our number by a friend or family member. To try and account for this 
we included a URL link in our welcome message to our webpage and asked that 
clients read the T&Cs before messaging. Now that WhatsApp Business App has 
been released, this is something that can be included in your auto-response 
message. See p.23 of the user manual. 
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GDPR 
We understand that WhatsApp is working on a GDPR privacy option for users 
however we have no further details at this time. We would recommend waiting 
until post-GDPR before using WhatsApp for advice delivery until we can be sure 
that WhatsApp are fully compliant with the new legislation. 
 
 

Back-end Platform Considerations & Research 
 
We had initially been using a service called Oratio to manage the WhatsApp 
messages from new clients contacting us with debt enquiries. Oratio, which was a 
paid service, offered a range of functions including: 

- Ability to manage chats across multiple inboxes (unassigned, inbox and 
closed) 

- Ability to have multiple users for one account/phone number 
- Ability to assign specific messages to specific users 
- Multiple users could use the platform simultaneously, logged in to their own 

accounts. 
 
Here is an example of how it looked: 

 
 

Unfortunately support was discontinued in August 2017. Following notification of 
this we spent some time researching alternative software that could be used . 
Unfortunately we were unable to find anything that offered the sort of functions 
that Oratio had. Our research identified a number of platforms, such as Franz and 
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Rambox which offered management of multiple social media messengers (e.g 
WhatsApp, Facebook messenger etc) but without offering any additional functions 
compared to the WhatsApp Desktop Application, which we ultimately decided to 
use moving forward.  
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Service Delivery Recommendations 
 
Having tested the WhatsApp in the delivery of debt advice for 12 months we 
recommend the following for consideration. 
 
Please note that, as previously mentioned, we would recommend waiting to ensure 
that WhatsApp is compliant with the incoming GDPR laws coming into force in May 
2018. 
 
 

Access Channel for Advice  Supporting Other Channels 
(Follow-Up) 

- Suitable on a smaller scale only 
(less than 100 enquiries per 
month) 

 
- Consider limiting to one area of 

advice, e.g just debt to reduce 
risk of being unable to manage 
demand 

 
- Recommended for use by no 

more than two advisers to avoid 
confusion in management of 
messages. 

 
- Because of the difficulties in 

managing large volumes of 
incoming messages, a cautious 
approach should be employed. 

 
- The development of the 

WhatsApp Business Application 
should be monitored with 
regards to any additional 
functions for the management of 
large volumes of messages.  

- Suitable for use on a 
small-medium sized team for 
supporting casework 

 
- For a team with more than a few 

advisers we would recommend 
WhatsApp predominantly being 
used by a central administrator 
who manages the incoming 
messages and notifies advisers 
as appropriate. 

 
- Suitable for use by advisers to 

‘follow-up’ other channels, for 
example a face to face drop in 
session at an outreach location 
could benefit from using 
WhatsApp. (Ask SF for his 
recommendation) 

 
- However for the above, each 

adviser may need their own 
phone (with it’s own phone 
number) to avoid confusion in 
dealing with incoming messages 
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Other Considerations 
 
With the project’s evaluation in mind we worked hard to capture as much data from 
clients who used WhatsApp. We asked for basic information at the beginning of a 
conversation with a client, and again at the end if we had not received it. We also 
sent out surveys to clients both immediately after their enquiry had been dealt 
with, as well as one month later. We also sent surveys out to all clients who used 
WhatsApp as part of the follow-up channel with our specialist debt team. There is 
much more detailed information about this in the evaluation report that may be 
worth looking at. 
 
Generally speaking, we struggled to obtain data from clients. Approximately 56% 
elected not to provide us with their data while some only provided partial data, 
such as age but not post-code. We had 101 survey responses across the entire 
project, but multiple requests for surveys were sent to the 500+ clients who used 
the service throughout the year so the response rate was not particularly high. 
 
This was not entirely unexpected as it always difficult to get people to provide 
certain information,  not to mention to complete surveys containing multiple 
questions. However it is worth keeping this in mind when considering the type of 
service you may want to use WhatsApp to deliver. If you are going to be using it 
with clients for whom you don’t already have any data, keep in mind that you may 
find it difficult to obtain this information. This could have an effect on data 
reporting and evaluation.   
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For infographic image showing how the service works: 
 

Icon 1 made by Good Ware from www.flaticon.com  

 

Icons 2 and 5 made by Vectors Market from www.flaticon.com  

 

Icon 3 made by Those Icons from www.flaticon.com  

 

Icons 4, 6 and 8 made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com  

 

Icon 7 made by Mynamepong from www.flaticon.com  
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