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Background 

Toynbee Hall and Quaker Social Action have a long history of working on the frontline to 

tackle poverty and disadvantage. Toynbee Hall has been providing free money and legal 

advice and support in the East End of London for 130 years, and also has years of 

experience in providing people with the skills to improve their financial health.   

Quaker Social Action has been working against poverty in east London for 150 years, 

with a focus on justice, equality and improving the lives of those living on low incomes 

through a range of projects with local and national reach.  QSA’s financial education 

project, Made of Money, has been running for over 10 years, offering a holistic approach 

integrating basic money skills with values and attitudes, communication, consumer 

culture, and teaching children about money.  The project works directly with families in 

east London, and trains professionals across the UK. 

For the last three years Toynbee Hall and Quaker Social Action, with other local partners 

from the Financially Inclusive Tower Hamlets programme, have designed and delivered a 

new financial education and peer support programme, Community Money Mentors, 

which comprises of 60 hours training in money management and peer mentoring skills. 

Research and our combined experience show that many low-income consumers prefer to 

use cash to make payments and purchase goods1.  For some it may be that they do not 

have access to a transactional bank account, while others may not have internet access 

and therefore cannot make use of online banking. For others, cash is an easier way to 

budget, as they are able to allocate pots of money to different expenses, either mentally 

or through a “jam jar” system, and keep track of their money on an ongoing basis.  

Variations in income across the month can make direct debits a particular challenge to 

manage, risking large penalties if benefits are not paid in on time or if there is an 

unexpected need for large expenditure.  Additionally, despite being skilled in day-to-day 

money management, having access to the internet and being digitally capable, some 

low-income consumers can be wary of banks, bank charges, and (the security or 

                                                           
1 The Payments Council, ‘The electronic needs of people on low incomes’. Available here: 

http://financialhealthexchange.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2015/11/Low_Income_Consumers_and_Electronic_Payments_Final_Report.pdf 
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complexity of) online money management, meaning they feel safest using a cash based 

system which allows them to be in control of their money at all times.   

Accurate record keeping of what is coming in and going out is key to building the level 

of control required for financial confidence and well-being. Whilst primarily using cash 

can reduce the risk of overspending, due to only being able to spend what you 

physically have, over time a reliance on cash can make it more difficult to keep track of 

how much is spent and on what, as this requires keeping and filing receipts.  

Alternatively, consumers can use manual spending diary tools which some people may 

find useful.  However, time constraints, learning difficulties, or literacy and numeracy 

issues may all make using these a challenge.  Unbanked cash-reliant consumers usually 

have more limited access to mainstream budgeting tools, and their high cash usage 

might make existing budgeting tools time-consuming and inefficient as automated cash 

data entry is not possible.    

We know from our experience of supporting people with debt and money management 

that many low income consumers are put off creating and using a budget or spending 

diary because the tools available (whether in paper or digital form) are not appropriate 

for their needs.  These forms can be very intimidating and complex, requiring a high 

level of literacy and numeracy, time management, and organisational skills. In recent 

years there has been a number of free or low cost mobile money management tools and 

apps introduced to the market, to help consumers manage their money more effectively.  

Research from Lloyds Banking Group, in association with Toynbee Hall, indicates that 

consumers who are digitally capable are better able to monitor their finances and use 

online information to compare products and services. They also worried less about their 

money. The research also found that using digital technology, including apps and online 

tools, can save low-income consumers up to £516 per year2.  

Based on our frontline experience in Tower Hamlets, take up of financial technology 

tools among low income consumers is low, even though mobile phone usage is 

common. Research also tells us that age has a significant impact on whether a consumer 

is likely to make the most of digital tools to manage money, with older consumers 

                                                           
2 Lloyds Banking Group, Consumer Digital Index. Available here: 

http://www.lloydsbank.com/banking-with-us/whats-happening/consumer-digital-index.asp 

 

http://www.lloydsbank.com/banking-with-us/whats-happening/consumer-digital-index.asp


 

4 

 

having less of an interest in using financial products and services online3. Consequently, 

the majority of low-income consumers who primarily use cash keep track of money “in 

their heads.”  Not having appropriate tools to track expenditure to support budget 

control then becomes a significant barrier to people’s ability to analyse their expenditure 

to identify areas for savings, and thus plan over longer periods for improved financial 

health.   

With the support of Comic Relief, we set out to create a concept for a mobile money 

management app that would suit the needs of those who cash budget, or find existing 

apps difficult to use due to learning difficulties or literacy and numeracy issues.  

More specifically the objectives of our project were to: 

 Understand whether a smartphone could be an effective way of keeping track of 

money for people who primarily use cash day to day 

 Identify which methods of data capture are the most efficient and preferred by 

users 

 Explore if alternative capture methods could support people who find it difficult 

to keep track of spending due to literacy issues or learning difficulties 

 Understand users’ money management needs 

 Explore additional ways in which a mobile money management app could help 

people manage their money with greater control and confidence.  

This report, which follows a three-month research project, provides recommendations to 

technology firms and the third sector on how to develop and design new digital financial 

products in a way that is inclusive of the needs and preferences of low-income 

consumers. 

Methodology 

Toynbee Hall and Quaker Social Action conducted initial research to scope out what 

exists already in the mobile money management app market, what kinds of features are 

commonly used, and whether there were any existing facilities that we could make use 

of.  Through our market research we found that there are a wide variety of spending 

diary apps on the market.  Overall they are split into two types; more intricate apps 

which link to the user’s bank account and more basic apps which require manual entry 

                                                           
3 Ibid 
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and categorisation of each transaction. The majority of the apps offered a ‘dashboard’, 

which allowed the user to see total amount of spending, and amount of spending 

broken down by category (e.g. supermarket, travel, clothes, take-away, etc.).  In general, 

the apps also allowed users to create ‘wallets’ or ‘trackers’, whereby the user would 

allocate a certain amount of spending to a specific category and would then track how 

much money had actually been spent on that category.  Where the app was linked to a 

user’s bank account, this was done automatically using the transactional data from the 

user’s bank statement.  These are more suited to people primarily using credit or debit 

cards to make payments, rather than cash. The manual entry apps, however, required a 

lot of discipline and remembering to use and input information on a regular basis in 

order to get the most of these features. Our market research also found that the style of 

the interface, the way transactions were tagged or categorised, and the method by which 

spending transactions were captured and input into the app varied greatly among the 

manual entry apps. The combination of these factors determined how easy the app was 

to use.  

We used the information from the market research to establish the baseline functions of 

the app which we would test out using 10 field test participants.  These functions were 

built into Android smartphones using a combination of custom apps developed by 

Toynbee Hall’s digital team and third-party kiosk-mode software. The combination of 

these apps included a method for capturing the amount of each transaction and for 

categorising each transaction. The smartphones were then distributed to the participants.  

Each phone’s interface and functionality were restricted to the use of the customised 

dashboard only.  The dashboard gave participants three options for capturing each 

transaction: a camera, a memo pad, and an audio recorder.  We also created four pre-

defined categories of expenditure: living expenses, travel, leisure, and other, from which 

participants could choose.  
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Field testing  

Field test participants were recruited via Toynbee Hall and Quaker Social Action’s existing 

financial training networks.  We had a specific set of criteria for participation including:  

 familiar and comfortable with using a smartphone, 

 had a preference for operating primarily a cash budget, 

 and had a regular source of income, either through benefits or employment.  

Field test participants were given the phone to use for 2 weeks and were asked to record 

all of their expenses, using one of the three options. Participants could record their 

spending either by taking a photograph with the camera, writing a memo, or making a 

voice recording with the audio recorder. We set four default spending categories for 

participants to choose from, before they recorded the item: living expenses, travel, 

leisure, and other. The only information they were required to record was amount and 

type of expenditure (e.g. groceries, transportation, take away, etc.).  Each mobile phone 

was synced to an online account where the information recorded was automatically 

uploaded without requiring user intervention, making the process as simple as possible 

for the participants.  This information was stored centrally, accessible only to Toynbee 

Hall and Quaker Social Action. Using the phone’s geolocation data, each record also 

contained information regarding location (where the phone was located at the time a 

transaction was captured), date and time. 

Before the field test began we conducted an initial interview with each participant to 

establish a profile of the participants and to understand how they managed their money. 

At the end of the two week period we conducted a follow up interview which focused on 

their experience of using the app, their preferences for recording information, and how 

they now felt about using a mobile phone to manage their money. At this point the 

phones were unlocked and returned for participants to keep as a thank you for their 

time. At the end of the field test all participant data was downloaded and collated.  We 

created individual spending reports for each participant using the data they collected.  

Individual reports provided a summary of their spending and a full list of all items that 

were recorded.  Each participant was given a copy of their individual report at the end of 

the project. See Figure 1 for an example.  
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Figure 1. Example of Individual Summary Report 
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Fig 1 (cont.) 

Finally, all 10 participants were invited to attend a focus group, where they were 

presented with an overall summary of the project (see Figure 2 for more detail), and we 

facilitated a workshop to explore the app’s design and additional features that 

participants might find helpful. The outcome of the focus group is discussed in more 

detail below.  
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Figure 2 – Overall project summary report 
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Findings 

As established by our participant recruitment requirements, the field test participants 

were cash budgeters, preferring to use mostly cash for day to day expenses, including 

bills.  Some of them had no transactional account, but the majority of participants did 

have a bank account, but primarily used cash. Some of the participants with bank 

accounts also had a small number of Direct Debits which were used to pay bills, most 

commonly for paying fuel bills or mobile phone bills, but all other bills were paid in cash. 

In general, the participants were very skilled at managing day to day and making ends 

meet, even though they were on low incomes. For most of the participants, planning and 

recording of spending was done on a weekly basis, but others preferred fortnightly or 

monthly, depending on their income flow. They regularly kept track of and planned for 

their regular, fixed consumer costs, employing a combination of strategies to record 

expenses, such as keeping a mental record, using receipts, bank statements, or writing 

things down in a notebook or spreadsheet. Budgeting seemed to be more transactional, 

i.e. it was practised when they were paying back a debt or saving for a holiday.   
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What people like about smartphones/apps  

As set out by the recruitment requirements, all participants were smartphone users, but 

for some participants their use of their smartphone was more limited.  For example, one 

participant had a smartphone but didn’t use it very much because they did not have a 

data contract.  It was used only for email and internet when there was wifi, and to take 

incoming calls.  Participants liked the convenience of a smartphone and how easy they 

were to use.  They liked that smartphone technology comes with a lot of benefits, such 

as being able to get information they need instantly and making many things in life a lot 

easier – for example they liked using Google Maps, internet browsers, apps such as Uber, 

etc. It was also handy for doing business when you are self-employed, which was the 

case for some of our participants. Social media was used widely as a way of keeping in 

touch with friends and family. 

What people didn’t like about smartphones/apps 

In addition to the benefits of mobile technology, a number of downsides were discussed, 

and there was great concern over what they felt was a lack of security and privacy. They 

didn’t like the fact that apps are collecting data and information about them and that 

personal information is being shared and could be used for nefarious reasons such as 

identity theft or even for direct marketing purposes. Many of our participants had been 

taken advantage of in the past or had been a victim of fraud (or knew someone who 

had). Others were concerned about being tracked via their phone’s GPS.   

Mobile money management tools 

None of our participants were using online banking, or had not used a mobile banking 

or budgeting app before. Many did not realise that they existed, and felt that they would 

not be suitable for them as they would be too technical.  Discussions in the interviews 

and focus group highlighted that there was a general reluctance to use mobile banking 

or other digital tools for managing money online.  This was primarily because of 

concerns around privacy and security. They felt uncomfortable giving banking details out 

to third parties, and they were unsure about what would happen to their information if 

their phone was lost or stolen.  Mobile banking apps were not seen as being secure and 

therefore people worried about giving out bank or card details online. The risk of being 

hacked was felt to be too high and the consequences too dire.  With such tight budgets 

they could not afford for any money to go missing and they were worried that being a 
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victim of theft or fraud would result in a negative impact on their credit score.  Stories 

they had heard in the media about companies being hacked, such as when Talk Talk was 

hacked in 2015, only reinforced these concerns.  In reference to online banking, one 

participant expressed that she just did not feel reassured that it is safe enough to use, or 

in her words, just ‘not being convinced’.  As such, she was not willing to try it. 

Areas to improve – what’s difficult and what would make managing money easier 

While participants felt they managed their money well day to day, they also recognised 

that there were areas they could improve.  There was a strong desire to spend less on 

that which was discretionary spending and ‘avoid temptation’. They also wanted to know 

about ways they could save money, for example where and how they could buy things 

more cheaply. In fact, they felt this was a good potential use for their smartphone 

because they could shop around online to find the lowest price, but many thought it 

would be even better if there was an app that could do that for them.  But they did not 

just want to make savings by spending less, they also wanted to actively save for the 

future by putting away more substantial amounts of money for items such as holidays. 

Finally, they also felt that they needed to get a better overall picture of their financial 

situation, for example, how much they were really spending on discretionary items and 

where they might be spending more than what was ideal. There was also a desire for 

better and timelier information about their real time account balance and awareness of 

when they were reaching a certain limit or had a certain amount of money left in their 

account. 

Participants’ experience of the project 

The experience of the project was overwhelmingly positive.  Participants found the 

experience enjoyable and reported that the app was easy to use.   

The most common way of recording purchases was by taking a photo, closely followed 

by making a note with the memo pad. Three of the participants experimented with more 

than one method (and therefore had duplicate records for some expenses): for one 

participant, this was adding an audio recording to a photo; for another it was recording 

through all three methods; and for the third it was combining a note and an audio 

recording.  All of them trialled more than one method of entry. 
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Amongst the 10 participants, there were 349 purchases recorded in total, and 368 entries 

made in the mobile phones.  45% of the total entries (including duplicates) were 

recorded by camera, 42% by memo pad, and 13% by voice recorder. 

Participants told us that they preferred using the camera because it did not require any 

typing and therefore was both quick and easy to use.  It did have its limitations, 

however, as there needed to be a physical receipt in order to use it.  In these 

circumstances the memo pad or audio recorder worked better. Some participants 

expressed that there were times they did not feel comfortable using the camera and said 

they sometimes felt self-conscious about taking photos of receipts while in a shop or on 

the street.  In fact, the spending analysis report showed that 91% of all recording was 

done in the home as opposed to immediately after the purchase. Participants tended to 

record their expenses in bulk, and mostly in the evenings. More specifically, participants 

were making most of their recordings at the end of the day just before they went to 

sleep (11:00pm). 

One participant in the project had a strong preference for using the audio recorder over 

all the other recording methods.  This preference was not shared amongst the other 

participants, who felt that the audio recorder was easiest to use in theory, but that in 

practice it felt awkward to use it in public and they did not like the idea of recording 

their own voice. 

Overall participants felt that the app made recording expenses quick and easy and they 

liked the convenience of having it on the phone. They all expressed an interest in 

continuing to use a mobile phone to record expenses and manage money in some way, 

especially if there was the facility available to use their preferred method of data capture, 

whether that be camera, memo, or audio recorder.  Many participants felt that it was a 

better alternative to paper-based tools because they always have the phone with them, 

and taking a photo or typing a quick memo was felt to be easier and quicker than 

writing it down manually.  For those who liked using paper-based tools, the mobile app 

was a good accompaniment and they indicated they would continue to use both.  To be 

really effective, however, the app would also need to provide them with useful 

information about their spending, similar to the information provided in the individual 

reports. 
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Behaviour change 

The project did not actively seek to study whether taking part would lead to significant 

behaviour change in relation to money management. It was felt that the research period 

was too short to observe such changes or make any meaningful conclusions. 

Nevertheless, interviews with participants revealed that proactively recording expenses on 

a regular basis made them much more aware of what they were spending their money 

on, especially in regards to their discretionary spending.  This awareness led many 

participants to make small changes to their spending.  For example, one participant 

explained that when she picked up her children from school they were often hungry so 

she would stop at the shop on the way home to buy snacks.  Taking time out to record 

these purchases made her more aware of how much she actually spent on these small 

purchases.  She then started taking snacks from home with her when she left to pick up 

her children, instead of going to the shop.  This correlation between recording spending 

and awareness of it was noted by participants to be strongest when they recorded their 

spending as and when they made purchases, rather than upon returning home or in the 

evening.  However any recording of spending seemed to make a difference for the 

majority of users.  For those that found little impact, they felt that they needed to be 

able to see a record of their spending for it to influence them; this feature, whilst outside 

the scope of this project, is available in most apps and was also made available to 

participants when they received their reports. 

Conclusions  

Whilst this research project set out to test a simple recording app with limited 

functionality, it became clear that users found it useful and wanted even more features.  

Through the individual interviews and the focus group, the participants identified 

additional functionality that would make an app more effective in helping them to 

manage their money.  We asked participants to help us create a ‘mock-up’ of an app 

based on these features, including what the app’s interface might look like and an 

outline of the user journey.  We captured ideas during the discussion and then sketched 

them out live using LucidChart, allowing participants to give us instant feedback.  Figure 

3 (pg. 21) is the end result.  
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Using the information collected throughout the research period, we have summarised 

the common themes and assembled them into four key design principles for future apps: 

personalisation, enabling, positive reinforcement, and trustworthiness. 

Personalisation: Participants described wanting a tool that was simple and broad, but 

had the flexibility to be personalised according to preferences.   

 Include the most important options first. The landing page should be a simple 

icon to select in order to enter a spending item, the next choice should be the 

manner of input (photo/ audio/ text), and then finally the option to tag it as a 

particular category of spending. 

 Input Options: Users should have a range of options for how they enter their 

spending, be it through a photograph, which is then converted to text and 

numbers (automatic character recognition), audio also converted to data (text to 

speech technology) or direct text entry. 

 Nested Options for spending categories: Initial categories of spending should be 

simple and broad and contain detailed categories within them, for example:  

 Living expenses > supermarket 

 Travel expenses > car > petrol 

 Customisable: There should be some pre-loaded spending categories but with the 

option to delete the ones you do not use and create new ones. 

 Identify discretionary from essential spending (or needs vs wants): this could be 

done by tagging, or using a traffic light system (red, amber, green).  

Enabling: Participants wanted the app to help them make decisions about their money 

by analysing their spending and alerting them to where they could spend less. They also 

expressed that the app would need to help people overcome the natural tendency to be 

forgetful. This could include:  

 Use of regular reminders that ask ‘do you want to record today’s spending’? 

 The app should be responsive to participant use: when you first start the app 

there could be a message asking you to input a budget (i.e. set spending limits). 

If you choose not to there could be further messages at a later time (e.g. a 

month’s time), when it then prompts, ‘you spent £50 on travel this month, would 

you like to set this as a monthly budget?’ 

 Weekly/Monthly summaries of spending with options to control what time period 

these covered. 
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 Comparisons: summaries would tell you how much the user has spent compared 

to other periods e.g. last month (e.g. you spent £10 less than last month). 

 In-app Summaries: participants expressed a preference for in-app reports rather 

than emailed reports, as they did not want to have to go back and forth between 

the app and email. 

 Push Notifications/Text Messages: these would tell the user when they are 

nearing the limit for their monthly/weekly spending.  

 Make use of colours, graphs or pictures to inform users of what their situation 

looks like overall.  Many participants suggested using common types of 

notification systems such as the traffic light system or the food nutrition wheel 

because of how they are used to either warn people (of a potential danger) or 

help them make decisions about the foods they buy. 

 Participants also expressed wanting the option to download their information into 

a document or send to an email address so that they could keep it as an archive. 

Positive Reinforcement: Participants felt that it was important that a money 

management app had a sense of fun involved and that it should be a positive 

experience, not one that made them feel like someone was telling them what to do.   

 They highlighted the importance of the app being visually appealing, using lots of 

colours and icons – especially for those with poorer English, reading, and writing 

skills.  

 Messages and notifications should be fun, humorous and informative rather than 

prescriptive. They did not want to be told what to do but said they would not 

mind being made aware if they were near a specific self-determined limit. 

 Sense of Fun/ Positive Reinforcement: as well as warning users when they are 

near their limit, messages should also track positive achievements. For example, 

‘You’ve saved £10 compared to last week, well done!’ These messages could 

include humour. 

 Using the Shock Factor: participants felt that there was an opportunity for an app 

to use information that grabbed people’s attention e.g. ‘You spent £35 last week 

on take-aways, that’s £1,820 per year!’  

The Innocent Smoothie company was mentioned as an example of a company which 

demonstrates this principle well – their adverts use humour, the brand uses lots of 
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colours and is visually engaging, and they tell you how much fruit and vegetable goes 

into each carton of juice.  

Trustworthiness: The importance of trust and familiarity cannot be overstated. 

Participants expressed that it is of upmost importance for users to have reassurance that 

their money and their personal details would be safe and would not be shared or used 

by third parties who could potentially cause them harm. They felt that an app would 

need to be protected in some way, such as a password.  Many of our participants were 

also open to the idea of fingerprint scanning or other biometric options. 

 Companies that create these apps need to do more to reassure users of how safe 

and secure their information will be. Users should be made aware of the safety 

features embedded in these products and feel reassured of their privacy and 

safety. 

 Users should have complete control over their information and should have the 

option of deleting information after a certain amount of time, or the option to 

not enter certain information at all. This is in line with Data Protection legislation 

but is not always clearly stated to users and they do not feel in ownership of their 

information. 

 Participants were wary about apps that asked to link to their bank account, but 

felt that it could be a nested option that could be activated once the user feels 

confident that the app is safe to use.  In conjunction with preference for 

personalisation discussed above, participants noted that they might feel more 

comfortable sharing personal or banking details with an app once they were 

familiar with it, so the option should be kept open for the future. 

 Interviews revealed that some participants were more comfortable using services 

like PayPal instead of using their card online because they saw it as more secure 

and trustworthy.  

Resources meant that there were some limitations to the initial field testing which meant 

that we were only able to trial the app with a subsection of the wider groups we 

envisioned might benefit from alternative entry methods to a spending diary app, i.e. 

those who primarily use cash.  We were not able to test this with people with learning 

difficulties, and no clients felt that low literacy or numeracy was an issue for them.  Thus 

in looking at how an app might suit this group of users, further field testing with these 

groups would be necessary. 
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Next Steps 

The results of the field testing and focus group gives us confidence that there is an 

opportunity to progress our ‘SnapSpend’ idea into an app that can be available to the 

public.  The next step would be to build on the interface design developed during the 

focus group and create a proto-type.  We would then conduct further field research to 

test the app, and then refine according to feedback. We would take a co-design 

approach by integrating service users, community members, colleagues and external 

partners into the design, testing, and consultation process.  Our SnapSpend field test 

participants have expressed an interest in helping us to take this idea forward so we 

would invite them to take part in this next stage also.  Toynbee Hall and Quaker Social 

Action will now start to source funding for this next stage and will seek support and 

expertise from stakeholders in the financial services, technology, and design sectors. 
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Fig. 3 – SnapSpend Interface Mock-up 
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Fig. 3 cont. 
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