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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the last decade, there has been a significant shift in banking practices away from cash
payments to online banking services. Additionally, the Covid-19 pandemic starting in
2020 1ed to a change in economic policies meant to combat growing inflation and poverty
rates exacerbated by the pandemic.! Although many of these policies were put in practice
to help those struggling financially, the shift to online banking has led to an increase in
financial exclusion for older, disabled, and homeless populations. To illustrate the
challenges and benefits associated with online banking amongst the homeless
population, this paper will be examining the components of cash and credit use in an
increasingly cashless society, specifically in the United Kingdom and Europe. Furthering
this, the advantages and limitations of online banking will be explored through the
policies and services implemented by banks and charities. Much of the data published on
these issues has been qualitative and based on surveys. Due to this, the information
gathered will primarily be utilized from secondary sources through systematic review.
There have been a wide variety of publications and reports regarding homelessness and
online banking accessibility in recent years. In this report, we will refer to sources
published by government agencies, non-profit organisations centred around the issue of
homelessness, and statistical data to illustrate the marginalisation and discrimination
that the homeless population faces in the financial sector.

Considering credit, the vulnerability of homeless individuals is exemplified in a ‘harvest
economy’ where short-term money spending is a priority when one is ‘sleeping rough.
The turn towards a cashless society has led to a greater sense of security when it comes
to saving as well as easier ways and more accommodating resources for budgeting. The
switch to cashless transaction has similarly helped charities raise money for their cause.
One of the main issues surrounding credit-based commerce is the danger it poses to
those experiencing domestic and economic abuse. Those who are experiencing this
situation have found it difficult to escape when the economic abuse can be tracked more
easily. Similarly, credit debt of an abuser may be transferred to a victim in certain
situations and can result in further technological abuse and a lack of funds designated to
escape from a harmful situation.

! The World Bank, “Chapter 1”.



In the UK, the number of cash-based services and transactions has drastically decreased.
This has similarly led to further financial and digital exclusion for individuals facing
homelessness. The main issues pertaining to this include the difficulty in opening a bank
account, the inaccessibility of cashless payments, the refusal of cash as a form of
transaction, lack of digital resources, and a decrease in cash donations. Past research has
shown that the turn towards a more cashless environment has been harmful to the
stability and inclusivity of homeless people, yet some suggest that this shift could mark
a turn towards placing the responsibility for this on policy makers, governments, and
banks.

The benefits and limitations of credit in a cashless society are extensive. For those
experiencing homelessness, the implications of online banking are often associated with
a lack of address and exclusion from technological practices. However, HSBC and similar
banks have implemented programmes which aim at tackling the gaps which prevent
homeless individuals from opening a bank account. Through these programmes, the
accessibility of online banking is much more apparent. Still, there are limitations for such
policies, namely the opportunity for missed correspondence due to a lack of address as
well as an exclusion from the necessary technological advancements used to open and
sustain a bank account, such as computers and tablets.



2.0 SYNOPSIS

The continuing housing crisis in the United Kingdom has led to an increase in the
homeless population by fourteen percent in England? and nine percent in Scotland.?
Since the pandemic, there has been a phasing-out of cash transactions in the UK in
preference for contactless ones, due to concerns over hygiene and the spread of the
disease.* Not only this, but the decrease in cashless transactions has also been in
response to calls to minimize fraudulent payments.® In Europe, the Payment Accounts
Directive (PAD) was established in 2014 with the aim of creating more accessible online
banking initiatives through tackling issues of discrimination, lack of permanent address,
and residency/ citizenship variations.® However, the initiative has several issues
addressed by FEANSTA, including lack of specifications regarding a required fixed
address and lack of identification that makes opening a basic bank account difficult in
compliance with anti-money laundering laws.” In the UK, the implementation of
Universal Credit and banking services which enable access for those with a lack of address
or valid identification, has allowed for greater accessibility and resource utilization for
those experiencing homelessness.® The complexity of developing systems and
technologies to cope with high levels of homelessness and the risk of marginalisation as
well as accessibility to such services is a growing field of research that will require
considerable effort in order to create a system that works for all parties involved.

2.1 Terms and Definitions

The terms ‘homeless, and ‘unhoused’ will be used in this report interchangeably to refer
to those who “hav[e] no home or permanent abode.” Those who are homeless often face
financial exclusion, which is “the inability, difficulty or reluctance to access mainstream
financial services, which, without intervention, can stimulate social exclusion, poverty
and inequality.”!® The accessibility of online banking is critical in order for financial
inclusion policies and practices to take place. One of the most prominent forms of

% Shelter England, At Least 309,000 people homeless in England Today.
5 Scottish Government, Homelessness Statistics.

4 Kosse and Szemere, “Covid-19 accelerated”.

S FEANSTA, “Homeless services”, p. 2.

¢Ibid, p. 3.

"Ibid, p. 6.

8 Bernard and Casey, “Homelessness and Universal Credit”.

9 Oxford English Dictionary, homeless.

0 House of Lords, “Chapter 2”.



financial exclusion is the accessibility of online banking services. Many of the people at
risk of homelessness and financial exclusion are those who do not have the tools
necessary for navigating an online banking system. FEANSTA classifies three ways in
which financial exclusion occurs: “a) Barriers regarding ‘inputs’ (e.g.: lack of functional
devices, of charging stations or limited Wi-Fi and affordability for internet data); b)
Barriers regarding digital skills (digital illiteracy and platforms not designed to engage
marginalised users) and c) Non-digital barriers also affecting digital inclusion (language,
in the case of migrants, material deprivation, or problems in adapting to the digital

environment).”!!

UWEEANSTA, “Homeless services”, p. 3.



3.0 CASH

The proliferation of digital banking leads more people to use only bank cards or mobile
banking. These payment methods, for many, are much easier and more convenient than
using cash. However, the UK is becoming an increasingly cashless society, and by 2028
cash is predicted to account for only 9% of all UK payments. The use of cash payments
has seen a sharp decline in the UK. In 2008, cash was used for 60% of transactions, yet
this figure had fallen to 28% in 2018.12

The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated this move towards cashless payments, as exchanging
coins and banknotes risked spreading the virus. A UK survey showed that over a third of

customers were denied paying with cash “at least once since the first lockdown in March
2020.”15

A cashless economy is defined as “an economy where financial transactions are not
conducted with money in the form of physical banknotes or coins, but rather through the
transfer of digital information (usually an electronic representation of money) between
the transacting parties.”

Despite the many benefits of cashless payments, they lead to both financial and digital
exclusion of vulnerable groups, such as those experiencing homelessness. The twofold
nature of such exclusion in a cashless society arises from the nature of cashless
payments, which use both bank cards and smartphones.

3.1 Lack of a bank account

Firstly, cashless payments are dependent on having a bank account. However, accessing
a bank account is particularly difficult for those experiencing homelessness due to their
lack of a fixed address and/or proof of income. Documentation of both is needed for one
to access a bank account. Without access to digital banking in an increasingly cashless
society, those facing homelessness are also faced with financial exclusion, which is
usually defined as “a situation in which people do not have access to mainstream
financial services such as banking accounts, credit cards and insurance policies,
particularly home insurance.”'*

12 Statham et al. “Not cashless”, p. 11.
13 FEANSTA, “Homeless services”, p. 3.
4 Goodwin et al. “Debt, Money Management”, p. 3.



3.2 Refusal of cash

In the UK, businesses are starting to refuse cash as a valid form of payment. This
transition has been facilitated by the rise of digital banking and the Covid-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, the switch to cashless payments reduces costs, as well as the risk of theft,
for a business.

Stores that only accept card transactions exacerbate the financial exclusion of homeless
people, because those without a bank account cannot buy anything at such a store.

This topic was debated in Parliament on 20 March 2023, titled Make it unlawful for shops
to refuse cash payments. Despite governmental recognition that “the ability to transact in
cash remains important to millions of people across the UK, particularly those in
vulnerable groups”, they decided that businesses reserve the right to “accept or decline
any form of payment, including cash or card.”'?

3.3 Digital exclusion

Despite the rise of digital banking services on mobile phones, such as Venmo and PayPal,
which aim to improve access to banking, most platforms still require one to have a bank
account which can be linked to the in-app account.

This means that, although 91% of surveyed ex-homeless people owned a working phone
and 81% used the Internet at least once a week, the difficulty in setting up a bank account
hinders those experiencing homelessness from easily accessing mobile banking.
Furthermore, homeless people face difficulties in using their devices, as the lack of
residence means that they are unable to charge them. !’

Nonetheless, some banks have recognised the need for more accessible bank accounts
and have set up specific schemes which allow people to set up a bank account without a
fixed address. For example, HSBC offers a No Fixed Address bank account, which allows
those experiencing homelessness or housing difficulties to set up a bank account if they
are receiving support from a registered charity or organisation.!® The service was
launched in 2019, and by 2021 HSBC had set up around 1,000 bank accounts for homeless
people.?

15 UK Government and Parliament, “Make it unlawful”.
16 Lupo-Pasini, “Is it a wonderful life?”, p. 40.

7 Lemos and Frankenburg, “Trends and friends”, p. 24.
18 HSBC UK, “No Fixed Address service”.

29

Y Independent, “End ‘postcode paradox’”.



3.4 Decreased Donations

Another problem which arises from the proliferation of digital banking is the decrease in
donations for homeless people. A major cause of homelessness is lack of money. The
proliferation of digital banking reduces donations received by homeless people, which
makes it difficult for them to find stable housing. According to a survey of 2000 people by
Beam, a social impact start-up which supports homeless people and refugees, only 4% of
the British population donated money to homeless people in 2023. 34% of people said
that not carrying cash was their reason for not donating.” Furthermore, those working
for the Big Issue have found that having a card machine led to an increase in donations.

However, initiatives have been taken to address the issue of homeless people receiving
less cash donations. For example, by 2020 the non-profit organisation TAP London had
installed around 100 contactless donation points around the city which raise money for
those experiencing homelessness. Since 2018, TAP has raised over £500,000 for London
charities addressing homelessness.* Contactless charity boxes, which are being set up to
adapt to society’s increasing cashless tendencies, are expected by charities to receive
more donations than the prior cash-based system.?

A recent study conducted by the charity Foundations for Social Change working with the
University of British Columbia found that direct cash transactions to homeless people
helped them find stable housing faster. The study involved giving 115 individuals
experiencing homelessness a one-time unconditional cash transfer of CAD$7,500. The
study found that “this approach may help individuals get out of homelessness by
providing choice and freedom to make their own decisions to meet their own needs.”*

However, some argue that the move towards a cashless society may benefit those
experiencing homelessness by putting more pressure on them to find employment. Their
ability to rely on cash donations is decreasing as less and less people carry cash at hand.

3.5 Benefits

A cashless society may be beneficial overall for homeless people. There is a growing
necessity to have a bank account to obtain some kind of income, given that cash
donations have decreased. Opening a bank account, in most cases, requires identification

20 May, “Donations to homeless people”.
2'TAP London.

2 Achord et al. “A Cashless Society”, p. 24.

% Dwyer et al., “Unconditional cash transfers.”



and an address. These legal identity markers are crucial for accessing social benefits and
the job market. In this way, the pressure to transition to cashless can potentially help
those experiencing homelessness to access services which improve their financial
situation.

Furthermore, the reduction in cash donations for homeless people gets rid of the notion
that ordinary people are responsible for helping the homeless. Instead, the current
situation puts more pressure on the government and businesses to take responsibility for
the homelessness crisis, as they hold more power to make change than the average
citizen.?

% Eclipse, “Cashless/Homeless”.
% Bellaire, “How America’s Cashless Economy”.
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4.0 CREDIT

4.1 Harvest Economy and Cash Challenges

As with previous sections, online banking carries both positives and negatives for people
experiencing homelessness with regard to credit. On the one hand, online banking brings
about less vulnerability and more consistency to both individuals and the charities that
support them. The cash economy establishes a level of instability and inconsistency on
the individual, called a ‘harvest economy’ by Maja Flato and Katja Johannessen.? The
reliance on cash and the nature of ‘sleeping rough’ forces people experiencing
homelessness to think in the short-term because there are few reliable ways to save their
money: thus, resources (money) are consumed (spent) as soon as they are available.?’
Particularly controversial is the way that this money is sometimes received, which can be
through begging or stealing, but the issue actually lies in the vulnerable mindset that the
cash/harvest economy creates. Even when money is provided by benefits, which for many
are paid in one sum every month, consistent, useful budgeting is difficult. Not being able
to save or carry cash means that it is spent as soon as it is received, which can make it
hard to save enough to make regular bill payments and reduce debt.? A forced adaptation
to a cashless society, now that few people carry cash on them at all, has allowed money
to be collected in a more secure way. The Guardian’s Greg Noon spoke with Jonjo Doe, a
vendor for the Big Issue (a news organization that aims to offer homeless people an
avenue to earn money).* Doe was struggling to sell because of the lack of cash, but once
purchasing a card reader he saw a massive uptick in sales. Extrapolating the earlier
statements, Doe also gained security in his sales: no longer having cash on his person
meant that any funds earned from selling magazines were more secure.

4.2 Charity Benefits & Challenges

Charities have also experienced difficulties with the switch to a cashless society, with
Barclaycard research in 2017 saying that charities risked a loss of 80 million pounds
should they continue to rely on cash.®® However, a switch to non-cash donation
alternatives, it is possible that charities will not only see a remedy of this potential loss,

2 Flato and Johannessen. “Economic Strategies”.
77 Tbid.

2 Maguire, "The Role of Debt”.

» Noone, “'Sorry, I've only got my card'”.

% Ibid.

31 Tbid.
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but they may earn more than they had previously. With the introduction of four
contactless tap terminals in Bristol by the Rough Sleeping Partnership (RSP), card
donations were possible 24/7. According to a representative from the RSP, each of the
terminals earned 370 pounds on average per month, which is far more than a cash
collection tin would have been able to earn.** The money earned is also more secure —
not via the same charity, but the Salvation Army has had several incidents of the Red
Kettles used for fundraising in the winter holiday season being stolen.** With these
terminals, there is no physical cash to steal and all money raised by them will go to the
intended charity.

4.3 Domestic & Economic Abuse

The final issue raised by the transition towards cashless economies for homeless people
in general is the potential credit has to create dangerous situations for victims and
survivors of domestic violence, including economic abuse. Two of three suggestions by
Surviving Economic Abuse on what to do when preparing to leave an abuser rely on
obtaining cash, and they are the simplest steps to take: hiding money in a safe place or
giving it to a trusted friend or family member is far easier than setting up a bank account
that the abuser will not discover, though the latter is more secure.* 24% of the 16% of
people in the UK who say they have experienced economic abuse say that current online
banking systems made them more vulnerable to the abuse.*® Current online banking
systems also allow economic abuse to result in consequences that endure after the victim
has escaped: victims can be forced into taking on their abuser’s debts, which can damage
their credit ratings long after the actual abusive situation has ended.* This can make it
difficult to get housing after an escape - the lasting instability that economic abuse
causes is a major driving factor behind homelessness in survivors.3’

On the other hand, online banking can be a way to flag economic abuse and help victims
rectify it. The Online Banking Commission, co-chaired by domestic abuse charity Refuge
and the Co-operative Bank, came up with recommendations so that banks have a way for
survivors to contact them about their abuse.® Additional research from Refuge and the

32 Tbid.

33 CBS Chicago, “Salvation Army”.

3 Surviving Economic Abuse. “Preparing to leave an abuser”.
% Refuge, “Online Banking Commission”.

% Ibid.

5 DAHA, “The Whole Housing Approach”.

38 Refuge, “Online Banking Commission”.

12



Co-operative Bank established that online banking has created specific tech-related
abuse, and if there is no way for survivors to reliably store funds for their escape that can
be reliably used after their escape, which is becoming more and more difficult with cash
in an increasingly cashless society, then online banking is actively contributing to the
homelessness of domestic violence survivors. Domestic, technological, and economic
abuse often overlap. The recommendations that Refuge and the Co-operative Bank made
as part of this commission, while in place in many banks, ought to be more widely
advertised, and technology-related abuse should be discussed more openly, as it greatly
contributes to the vulnerability of victims in economically abusive situations. The
connections between online banking and domestic violence, and in turn domestic
violence and homelessness (particularly for women), draws an undoubtable negative
connection between homelessness and online banking.

13



5.0 BENEFITS, LIMITATIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS

Covid-19ignited a surge in the use of digital tools to bank and an increased digital divide
between those who can fully benefit from the full range of services digitalisation allows
and those who cannot. Thus, a vision to achieve by 2030 can be born: decrease digital
poverty and build up a society in which no one is left behind in the rapid growth of
technology. A major factor in accomplishing this vision has to do with, as previously
mentioned, accessibility. Online banking can overcome physical barriers and provide
access to banking services through Internet-enabled devices greatly benefiting those
experiencing homelessness. In terms of accessibility to technology, a study by Rhoades
et al.* conducted in California indicated that most homeless people had cell phones
which suggests that technology-based programmes would be useful in boosting the
wellbeing of homeless people. However, it was also noted that the ownership of
computers and/or tablets amongst the surveyed population was lower than that of cell
phones, limiting what can be done using the Internet, such as the writing of job
applications, for example, or learning how to open a bank account.

5.1 Programmes

HSBC has created an inclusive banking programme in collaboration with the
organisation Shelter UK, which seeks to address homelessness, for people experiencing
homelessness. This has led to inspire other banks to create their own programmes
extending to improve the conditions of homeless people.*’ The bank notes that there are
two different types of unhoused individuals, the rough sleepers, and the invisible sofa
surfers, both without permanent addresses to use as documentation to open their own
bank account. HSBC’s No Fixed Address service works by allowing participating charity
addresses to be unhoused people’s proof of identity/documentation, as long as
individuals are accompanied by a charity caseworker. In order to gather numbers of
homeless people who may benefit from the program, and how close they are to their
nearest HSBC, the bank conducted a two week out-of-home (OOH) campaign using
footfall data in five cities to target sites based on the rate of homelessness. During the
campaign, the bank managed to increase the accounts created by 52%, which has, in
return, only positively impacted the company. In HSBC offering financial services to
unhoused individuals, these people have a greater chance of rising above poverty. A
similar initiative to HSBC’s is the Proxy Address programme, which also works towards

% Rhoades et al., “No digital divide?”.
4 Awards Analyst, “How the HSBC”.
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the goal of breaking the vicious cycle of homelessness. Proxy Address utilises what are
known as spare addresses, which are essentially empty, or abandoned properties that
homeless individuals are allowed to put down as a form of proof of identity (with given
consent from the property’s owner). The scheme is free and duplicates data to assure that
its post and credit rating remain unaffected by its use to unhoused individuals. The
programme also protects homeless individuals’ financial assets and privacy as they are
provided with a digital safety net that can follow their identity. Neither initiative would
have been able to succeed without the widespread accessibility of recent technologies.

5.2 Limitations

Although these technological advances present individuals with the opportunity to open
bank accounts without a fixed address, there are still limitations for homeless individuals
that need to be overcome with additional assistance.** Two of these limitations are,
firstly, unhoused people being more likely to miss important correspondences, and,
secondly, homeless people being excluded from accessing the services they need.

Firstly, homeless people are likely to miss important correspondence due to their
surroundings and circumstances. When someone misses an important correspondence,
they face difficult repercussions for it. Important correspondences could be related to
housing, healthcare, or court dates. There's a chain reaction that comes with being
homeless that directly leads to missing important correspondences that starts with not
having a fixed postal address. One will first be sent an important letter stating the
appointment the individual must attend. If the letter is missed, it means that the
individual will also be missing a crucial appointment that could have helped lift them up
from poverty. Not only this, but these letters often require immediate action after having
received them, hence if someone does not attain the letter in the certain period given,
that person would have also lost their opportunity for help from the government. This
situation perfectly exemplifies just one element to the vicious cycle that comes with
homelessness and the struggle to lift oneself out from it. An unhoused person looking to
fix their circumstance may unknowingly have missed their opportunity to do so because
of this system.

Secondly, homeless people are often excluded from accessing the services they need,
leading to great limitations. Without a fixed postal address, homeless individuals will

“ Bryne, “The postal paradox”.
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often be turned away from a Post Office Card Account, making it difficult to receive access
to benefits. Even registering with a GP becomes an arduous task for unhoused people. Yet
again presenting another example of the cyclical aspects introduced when it comes to
the issue of homelessness.

16



6.0 CONCLUSION

The increase of online banking services has proved to be useful to individuals
experiencing homelessness, and yet exclusionary in terms of accessibility and
maintenance. In this report, we examined the way in which the move from cash-based
transactions to the opening of credit accounts has demonstrated both exclusionary and
inclusionary practices which have historically been biased against particularly
marginalised groups of people. Considering this, homeless people often prioritise short-
term spending while surviving without a safe home. Online banking and similar digital
services have provided a sense of security by providing greater resources centred on
savings and budgeting. However, these same digital services have also affected the safety
and escape possibilities of individuals experiencing economic, domestic, and
technological abuse, which lead to greater risk of homelessness and poverty. The lack of
cash-based transactions and donations has negatively affected the homeless, with
statistics suggesting a decrease in direct donations but an increase in contactless ones
which has benefited charities. In the UK, HSBC’s No Fixed Address and Proxy Address
programmes have aided homeless individuals in opening bank accounts and increased
the accessibility of online banking. However, this can lead to further issues like missed
correspondence and other exclusionary practices. In conclusion, the increase in online
banking and related services among the homeless population has greatly shifted in the
last few years, with changes to restrictive policies centred on allowing more people to
create bank accounts. However, the lack of resources to support individuals in the
maintenance of such accounts is apparent.

17
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