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1.0 Consumer Council Role 
 
1.1 The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Department of Education’s (the Department) Early Years (0-6) Strategy. 

 

1.2 The Consumer Council is a Non-Departmental Public Body.  Our role is 

to promote and safeguard the interests of all consumers in Northern 

Ireland (NI) and protect the interest of all consumers in relation to 

utilities; (including natural gas, electricity, coal, water and sewerage), 

passenger transport, money affairs and consumer education. 

 

1.3 The Consumer Council is responding to the Early Years (0-6) Strategy 

consultation because families (including lone parents) is a priority 

group in the Consumer Council’s Corporate Plan 2008-2011.  Our 

Consumer 20101 research shows how families are faring in the economic 

downturn (in particular the group of vulnerable consumers aged 25-34, 

who are having most problems keeping up with their finances).  The 

proportion of people that struggle with their finances is significantly 

higher among those with larger householders (62 per cent among those 

with 5 or more people living in the household), low household income (65 

per cent), socio economic group C2DE (62 per cent) and people with 

disabilities (66 per cent).  

 

1.4 The Consumer Council’s draft Corporate Plan for 2011-2014 proposes 

that lower income households and younger people are included in 

our priority groups.   

 

1.5 The Consumer Council proposes that financial capability2 and consumer 

proficiency is embedded in two of the Early Years Actions.  There are 

family programmes which assist parents in areas of greatest 

                                             
1 Consumer 2010 – A Consumer Council research report into the attitudes and concerns of a 
Northern Ireland consumer in 2010. 
2 Being financially capable means understanding the importance of money and having the 
skills and confidence to manage and use it wisely.   
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disadvantage and staff professional development programme for Sure 

Start and pre-school providers.   

 

2.0   The Consumer Council Recommendations  
 
2.1 The Consumer Council believes that the Strategy could be more 

innovative.  While we welcome the Department’s assertion that strategic 

aims will require partnership work, we believe more could be done to 

maximise the best possible outcomes for children and partnership alone 

will not address underlying issues.  We believe that the Strategy needs 

to be radical in improving the lives of young children in our society –in 

addressing not only the legacy of low literacy levels but also poverty and 

all aspects of development (physical and social). 

 

2.2 The Consumer Council believes the Early Years Strategy’s vision, aims 

and objectives are commendable.  However, the Strategy could benefit 

from greater clarity in regard to how the actions will be delivered.  

Actions need to be linked to outcomes that the Department seeks to 

achieve, with targets set to measure the progress in achieving outcomes. 

 

2.3 The Consumer Council would like further information as to how the 

Strategy links to the Child Poverty Strategy.  The Consumer Council 

notes that Surestart expenditure is much lower per child in NI (£80) 

compared to £600 in England and £380 in Scotland.3  
 

2.4 The Consumer Council believes that DE should ensure that children 

have access to a planned and coherent programme of personal financial 

education through their school so that all children leave with the skills 

and confidence to manage their money well.  
 

2.5 We recommend that the Department and CCEA should work together to 

develop an action plan to ensure that each school has a planned and 

coherent programme of personal finance education. This is timely as 
                                             
3 Save the Children (2009) A Child’s Portion – Northern Ireland Briefing 2007/08 Expenditure 
Figures. 
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CCEA are currently reviewing their work in this area including possible 

reductions beyond March 2011.  

 

2.6 We believe that children and parents need all the support possible to 

help them gain the confidence to manage their money and make it work 

for them.  The Consumer Council’s recent 2010 consumer research 

identifies that there is a new group of vulnerable consumers emerging, 

aged 25-34 who are having most problems keeping up with their 

finances.  These are often the parents of children aged 0-6.    

 

2.7 The Consumer Council believes that financial capability and consumer 

proficiency skills are missing from the two following proposed actions: 

- Family programme to assist parents in areas of greatest disadvantage 

to provide support to their children’s development; and 

- The programme of professional development for staff in Sure Start and 

pre-school provision.   

 

2.8 The Consumer Council is committed to influencing and contributing to 

two strategic objectives; the role of parents and carers, and equity and 

access.  We are committed to continuing work on consumer education 

and financial capability4 initiatives with parents and Early Years staff.      
 

2.9 The Consumer Council has a key role nationally and locally as the main 

driver of building financial capability.  The Consumer Council leads the 

Financial Capability Partnership NI which brings together Government, 

banks, building societies, credit unions, education and community groups 

to ensure that we all help consumers in Northern Ireland to manage their 

money and make it work best for them.  The Consumer Council believes 

this work could be further strengthened with the input from the 

Department and their stakeholders.   

 

                                             
4 Being financially capable means understanding the importance of money and having the 
skills and confidence to manage and use it wisely.   



 5

2.10 The economy faces significant challenges.  Vital decisions are needed 

and should be informed by the views of Northern Ireland citizens. 

Investment in consumer and financial capability skills will help individual 

consumers and families to help themselves. It will also help them 

become more resilient to the effects of the economic downturn and 

public spending changes. 

 

2.11 The Consumer Council uses seven principles5 which help to guide our 

own work and evaluate the work of others.  It is the impact on the parent 

as a consumer and how it relates to the Consumer Council’s statutory 

remit that informs our response.  We believe that the Department should 

include redress in their Strategy - informing parents about their 

complaints procedure in regard to levels of service should they wish to 

complain on behalf of their children.   

 

2.12 We recommend that the provision of childcare is fairly balanced 

especially in rural and urban areas of disadvantage and this is reflected 

in the Strategy. 

 

3.0  Rationale for embedding financial capability and consumer 
education in to the Early Years Strategy to benefit parents and child 
care professionals 

 

3.1 The Consumer Council believes that having the skills to manage money, 

plan ahead and make good financial decisions will make a difference to 

individuals, the community and the economy.  The Consumer Council 

believes it is vital that we act now to ensure that all consumers can 

become more financially capable. 

 

                                             
5 The seven consumer principles are; fairness, information, redress, safety, choice, access, 
representation 
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3.2 Consumers in Northern Ireland have lower levels of financial capability6 

than consumers elsewhere in the UK.  A third of people believe they are 

only one month away from financial hardship should they face an 

unexpected expense or drop in income.7 

 

3.3 The economic downturn has already hit many of Northern Ireland 

consumers hard.  Evidence that the recession is taking its toll on the NI 

consumer is demonstrated through the Consumer Council’s recent 

research which reveals that: 

- 52 per cent of Northern Ireland’s adult population is worried about 

making ends meet and just four in ten consumers keep up with bills 

and credit without difficulties;  

- Over two-thirds (64 per cent) of consumers are worried about being 

able to make ends meet in the future; and 

- There is a new group of vulnerable consumers emerging, aged 25-
34, who are having most problems keeping up with their 
finances.  The proportion of those who find keeping up with bills and 

credit a constant struggle increases to 29 per cent among those with 

low household income, 27 per cent among socio-economic group 

C2DE and 32 per cent among those who rent their home.8 

 

3.4 Research9 into the relationship between people’s ability to manage their 

money and wellbeing also demonstrates that poor financial capability can 

contribute to ill health, creating a further layer of personal and social 

costs. 

  

                                             
6 Financial Capability is about helping people understand the importance of money and 
having the skills and confidence to manage and use it wisely.  It means being prepared for a 
rainy day, saving in a safe place, having the appropriate insurance cover and being prepared 
for retirement. 
7 Managing Money: How does Northern Ireland add up? 2007, The Consumer Council, (A 
research report based on the Financial Services Authority (FSA) UK Baseline Survey).  
8 Consumer 2010 – A Consumer Council research report into the attitudes and concerns of a 
Northern Ireland consumer in 2010. 
9 Taylor, M., Jenkins, S., Sacker, A. (2009) Financial capability and wellbeing: evidence from 
the British Household Panel Survey, Financial Services Authority, UK and Taylor, M. (2009) 
The impact of life events on financial capability: evidence from the BHPS, Financial Services 
Authority, UK 
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3.5 Research10  shows that children and young people from socially and 

economically deprived areas are at greater risk of lower than expected 

educational achievement.  The UK Government views accessing 

employment as the most effective way of reducing poverty and the 

predictive effects of poverty on health, life-expectancy, exposure to crime 

and anti-social behaviour.   

 

3.6 Fuel poverty links to a number of child poverty building blocks including 

health, housing, education and financial support.  Educational attainment 

in children can suffer as they can find it difficult to complete homework in 

homes where only one room may be adequately heated.  There is also 

likely to be increased school absence due to cold related illnesses and 

children are less likely to invite friends home because they are 

embarrassed about living in a cold house11.   

 

3.7 Providing more opportunities for better social, economic and physical 

environment conditions for the most deprived areas will help raise 

aspirations and is likely to have a positive impact on young people in 

particular.  These policy aims concur with those that the Northern Ireland 

Executive has set out in the Programme for Government. 12 

 

3.8 The Consumer Council believes that consumer proficiency needs to be 

strengthened among certain groups of consumers.  Consumer 

proficiency is a term used to describe an individual’s knowledge about 

their consumer rights, responsibilities and entitlements, their awareness 

of where to go for expert consumer help and advice and also their ability 

to deal confidently with issues such as complaining about faulty goods or 
                                             
10 The Community Relations Council and Equality Commission (2010) Ensuring the Good 
Relations Work in our Schools Counts - a strategy to meet our needs for the 21st Century 
cites No one written off: reforming welfare to reward responsibility DWP, 2008 available at 
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/policy/welfare-reform/legislation-and-key-documents/no-one-written-
off/ 
11 www.nea.org.uk/nea-backs-child-poverty-campaign/ 
12 The Community Relations Council and Equality Commission (2010) Ensuring the Good 
Relations Work in our Schools Counts - a strategy to meet our needs for the 21st Century 
cites No one written off: reforming welfare to reward responsibility DWP, 2008 available at 
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/policy/welfare-reform/legislation-and-key-documents/no-one-written-
off/ 
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poor service, and making their voice heard.  Our research shows that 

consumers on a low income or living in an area of social deprivation tend 

to lack knowledge of their rights and are less confident as consumers.  

Least confident are socio economic-group DE (65 per cent) and those 

living in rural areas (66 per cent).13 

 
4.0 Consumer Council work with Early Years providers 
 
4.1 The Consumer Council has already established a positive working 

relationship with 32 Sure Start programmes and the four Childcare 

Partnership Networks across NI.  This allows the Consumer Council to: 

 

• Disseminate consumer education and financial capability 

information through these networks;  

 

• Deliver ‘train the trainer’ Saving on a Low Income workshops to 

health and family workers via the Childcare Partnership Networks.  

For example, family workers from Surestart programmes 

participated in Saving on a Low Income workshops in Londonderry 

and Belfast.  We delivered these workshops with key partners14;   

 

• Reach networks and build capacity of family workers to enable 

them to work with parents and their families.  For example, family 

workers will be invited to participate in two workshops in the new-

year entitled “Understanding your Credit Report” and “Making Your 

Money Go Further”.  Based on feedback and demand for education 

resources at training sessions, we believe that we should continue 

to deliver this training; 

 

• Support parents and their families.  For example the Consumer 

Council supported Surestarts in Shankill and Whiterock this year 

with exhibition stands, and parents, primary school teachers and 

                                             
13 Well, What do Consumers Know?  A CC Progress Report on Consumer Proficiency 2003-
2007 
14 Advice NI, Citizens Advice and the Office of Fair Trading. 



 9

family workers in Enniskillen and Newry.  We believe that we should 

continue to deliver this training and attend exhibitions (where 

human resources permit); and 

 

• Fill knowledge gaps in consumer proficiency and financial 

capability.  For example, the Consumer Council’s education 

resources were developed with the Sure Start audiences in mind 

(low income women and their families): Money Tips for Parents, 

Christmas Budget Planner, Home Budget Planner, Home Content 

Insurance Guide and Safer Ways to Pay help families make their 

money go further.  The Consumer Council will launch two new sets 

of lesson plans in the new-year; Shopping around for Home 

Contents Insurance and Understanding your Credit Report.  We 

believe that we should continue to produce resources to help 

families understand their rights and responsibilities and make their 

money go further. 

 

5.0 Conclusion 
 

5.1 The Consumer Council appreciates the opportunity to participate in this 

consultation.  We hope you will find our comments useful and that our 

views will be reflected in the final decision making process.  Consumer 

Council staff contact details are provided in Appendix One to enable 

the Department’s staff contact us.  If you require any additional 

information please contact Nóra Quigley, Senior Consumer Affairs 

Officer (Social Needs) at 028 9067 4803 or e-mail 

nquigley@consumercouncil.org.uk. 
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Appendix One - Consumer Council Staff Contacts – November 2010 
 

Name Area of work E-mail  Phone 
Antoinette McKeown Chief Executive amckeown@consumercouncil.org.uk 028 9067 4810 
Aodhan O’Donnell Director of Policy and Consumer Education aodonnell@consumercouncil.org.uk 028 9067 4811 
Julie McCurley Head of Money Affairs 

Area of work: financial capability (and child poverty) 
jmccurley@consumercouncil.org.uk 028 9067 4809 

 
Carol Edwards Head of Consumer Education 

Area of work: consumer education policy 
cedwards@consumercouncil.org.uk 028 9067 4802 

 
John French Head of Energy 

Area of work: fuel poverty 
jfrench@consumercouncil.org.uk 028 9067 4804 

Nóra Quigley Senior Consumer Affairs Officer (Social 
Needs) 
Area of work: Equality  

nquigley@consumercouncil.org.uk 028 9067 4803 
 

 


