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Debt Advice:  
Mind the Difference

The debt advice centres discussed here provide free 
services, they are granted public subsidies and 
they are officially recognised. There are also a few 
private, profit-oriented debt regulation centres that 
advertise their services in some way or other.
Officially recognised debt advice centres are entitled to 
use a specific debt advice label. They are recognised 
by public authorities and receive public funding from 
the provinces and the public employment service. 
People who turn to an officially recognised debt advice 
centre never have to pay for the services provided!

Staatlich 
anerkannte 
Schulden- 
beratung  10 state-approved debt advice 

organisations with 20 additional 
 regional offices

 48 local regular consultation days  
(at least once a month)

 126 full time debt counsellors

 55 194 assisted persons

Debt advice centres 2012

Umbrella organisation of the 
officially recognised debt 
advice centres in Austria

Area: 83 855 km2

Population (2011): 8 420 900
Jobless rate (2012): 4.3%
Employment rate (2012): 75.9%
Rate of people in risk of poverty (2011): 12.6%

source: www.statistik.at
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Officially recognised debt advice centres have to meet 
specific quality standards and they are entitled to  
represent debtors in private bankruptcy proceedings  
whenever necessary.
They cooperate with debtors to find ways out of over-
indebtedness, oriented towards what their clients are 
able to manage. It is essential that clients who turn to 
a debt advice centre voluntarily and actively collaborate 
with the debt advisers to contribute to developing a debt 
relief strategy.

Officially recognised debt advice centres aim at susta-
inable solutions rather than short-term results. They 
help clients plan individual repayment programmes and 
also analyse the reasons for debts and over-indebted-
ness. The debt advice centres that are affiliated to the 
asb umbrella organisation employ qualified staff that 
are specifically trained for this type of work and regularly 
attend further training programmes.
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Reasons for over-indebtedness

Number of assisted persons

In 2012 a total of 55 194 persons turned to a debt 
advice centre to get assistance at least once. This is 
an increase in people needing advice compared to the 
year before. The patterns of demand of the last few 
years have also shown that the problems of clients 
have often become more severe: as a result, the  
average time and resources needed per client have 
risen, as has the number of repeat clients.

The reasons by far most often indicated are unemploy-
ment or a reduction in income. Problems of personal 
financial management and failed attempts to start 
self-employed work are also frequent, followed by 
debts related to divorce/separation (11.9%), and home 
purchases (11.5%). Further reasons for over-indebted-
ness include addiction, high housing costs and similar 
problems (9.8%), surety/joint liability (7.4%), personal 
hardship (6.2%), car purchase/lease (4.0%), offences/
secondary liability (3.3%), living costs (3.2%) and 
maintenance obligations (3.1%).

People with low educational 
levels more often turn to 
debt advice services.

Education of debtors

Age structure of debtors

The age structure of clients of debt advice centres does 
not reflect the entire population. The share of clients in 
the age group between 21 and 45 is significantly higher.

The percentage of un-
employed clients of debt 
advice centres is more than 
11 times as high as in the 
general population.

Employment of debtors

Clients of debt advice centres have significantly  
smaller monthly incomes than the average population.

Income situation of debtors
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41% 41%

41%

41%
41%

52 450

54 324
55 194

59% 59% 59%

20,6%

43.3%

19.3%
17.0%

unemployment/ 
income decrease

budgeting problems

former entrepreneurship

under17 years

18–20 years
over 60 years

21–30 years

31–40 years

41–50 years

51–60 years

5.1% 
2.9% 

0.2% 

14.1% 26.0% 

26.1% 

25.6% 

Compulsory education

Matura (highschool diploma-
 qualifying for university entrance)

above Maturaniveau 
(university education)

Vocational 
school

7.7% 

52.6%

37.6% 

2.2%

unemployed

in employment

others 38.5% 

46.4% 

15.1% 

1 001 to  
1 500 €

1 501 to 2 000 €
over 2 000 €

815 to 1 000 €
non attachable
subsistence minimum

15.9% 

35.8% 

13.5% 

1.8% 
4.4% 

22.2% 
501 to 814 €

251 to 500 €
under 250 €

6,3% 



Debt sums
Average debt expressed in Euro

Debt levels

In terms of debt level, the 
number of people in the bracket 
up to EUR 50 000 or less has 
shown a rising trend.

The average debt of clients contacting debt advice 
services in Austria for the first time has gone down 
since 2008 (only 2011 has seen a small rise). On  
average, the debt of men is EUR 83 518, and in the 
case of women it is EUR 57 012.

 10 770 applications for  
insolvency 20121

-1.8% compared  
to 2011

1 Insolvency data according to Austrian Federal Ministry of Justice; 
data retrieval of 3 January 2013.

§
 57.8% is assisted or represented by 

a debt advice centre during 
debt regulation procedures.

 9 676 insolvency procedures started 20121

+0.4% compared to 2011
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Compared to the rest of Eu-
rope, Austria comes in last, 
in two respects: on the one 
hand, as a rule full bankruptcy 
discharge is granted only after seven 
years of repayment, and on the other, 
a minimum of 10% of the debt has to 
be repaid. This means that it is hardly 
possible for people with low incomes 
or people at risk of poverty to get the 
chance to make a fresh start.

Personal bankruptcy procedure
While the term personal bankruptcy is widely used, the official term given in the corresponding statute is debt regula-
tion procedure, which is also referred to as repayment programme. The goal of debt regulation procedures is to give 
‚righteous and well-motivated debtors‘ a realistic chance to make a fresh start. The prerequisites that debtors have 
to meet include manifest insolvency, regular income, the obligation not to incur any further debt, and the debtor in 
question must be in a position to offer a certain monthly sum for paying back the debt. During the repayment period 
the debtor shall be able to lead a life ‚under modest conditions but in dignity‘. In turn, collection measures are stopped 
and no interest rates have to be paid. If debtors meet the conditions of the repayment programme they are regarded 
as free of debt and creditors get part of the sum owed. 

In the majority of European countries, the period of repayment in the 
context of personal bankruptcy procedures tends to go down from 
around five years to three years. It is in particular recent legislation 
according to which a period of three or four years is deemed sufficient 
(e.g. Greece, Lithuania). In addition, in most cases the correspon-
ding legislation includes a full bankruptcy discharge, with only few 
exceptions (such as child maintenance obligations or outstanding tax 
payments). In most countries, no minimum repayment quota for full 
discharge exists: debtors have to offer a certain part of their income 
(according to attachment tables or calculated by the administrative 
receiver) in order to settle the creditors’ claims.
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2010 2011 2012

73 108 €73 065 € 72 499 €

under 50 000 Euro

50 000 to 100 000 Euro

over 100 000 Euro

66.3%

17.9%
15.8%

38%

62% 



A study by the NPO-Competence Center of the Vienna 
University of Economics and Business drawn up on be-
half of asb in 20131 examined the social and economic 
consequences of effective debt advice and repayment 
programmes. The evaluation was carried out by means 
of a social return on investment (SROI) analysis, the 
aim of which is to determine and assess the additional 
social value created by the state-approved debt advice 
services as comprehensively as possible. 
In summary, the state-approved debt advice services 
operating in Austria are extremely effective. In mone-
tary terms, their effects in the year 2011 were over  
5 times as high as the financial investments made.
The returns in monetary terms amount to about 60 
million euros for the year 2011. This compares to 
investments totalling a projected 11 million euros, 
primarily consisting of payments made by the public 
authorities. This means that every euro invested in die 
state-approved debt advice services in 2011 creates a 
return of 5.3 euros. 

Budget advice
So far, Austria has not established low-threshold, 
professional, independent advisory services focusing 
on household management assistance for people with 
low incomes who do not (yet) have massive debt 
problems. Budget advice services explicitly address 
people who are not over-indebted. The main target 
group is people and households with low incomes or 
people and households that are expecting or have 
already faced a reduction in income or having prob-
lems connected with private financial management. 
People facing debt problems are recommended to turn 
to a debt advice centre. The reference budgets (bud-
get examples) developed by asb form the basis and 
central instrument of budget advice, and are updated 
and advanced for future use in the context of budget 
advice and budget information services. Reference 
budgets are form sheets for spendings of different 
types of households.

The biggest effect (about 31 million euros) is achieved 
by long-term gains in income following the liquidation 
of the debts. A significant portion of clients did take up 
gainful employment between the initial consultation  
and final consultation and that this could, in part, be 
attributed to the debt advice services. The effects 
thereby achieved were seen as benefiting the social 
insurance carriers and the public authorities, who gain 
from additional social security contributions and taxes, 
and also have fewer expenses in the form of unem-
ployment benefit, emergency welfare and minimum 
benefit payments. 

1 More-Hollerweger, Eva; Pervan-Al Soquarer, Ina; Pervan, Ena 
(2013): Studie zum gesellschaftlichen und ökonomischen Nutzen 
der staatlich anerkannten Schuldenberatungen in Österreich 
mittels einer SROI-Analyse [Social Return on Investment (SROI) 
analysis of the state-approved debt advice services in Austria]. 
NPO-Komptenzzentrum im Auftrag der ASB Schuldnerberatun-
gen GmbH, Wien, Mai 2013

Benefit of debt advice

The goals of budget advice are:
 improving private financial management;
 assistance in planning household budgets;
 preventing debts by balanced budgeting and 

identifying saving potential.

www.budgetberatung.at
This website contains the online 
application for Budget advice.  
It also includes an online budget 
calculator which enables users to 
get a good overview of their own  
spendings in an uncomplicated way 
and to compare their spending patterns 
with budget examples (reference budgets) that 
are available online. Excel and PDF files with  
budget forms are also available for download  
if users prefer to calculate their household  
budgets on paper or on their computers.

For further details in English, fact sheets and diagrams please consult

www.schuldenberatung.at/english

Over-indebtedness Report
Austria 2013

Umbrella organisation of the 
officially recognised debt 
advice centres in Austria

4


