When Clients Don’t Pay: The Challenges UK Freelancers Face and

How to Recover Unpaid Fees

Freelancing in the UK offers freedom, flexibility, and the chance to shape your own career — but it also
brings a harsh reality: clients who don’t pay. Whether it’s a delayed invoice, a dispute over deliverables,

or outright refusal to pay, many freelancers find themselves battling for money they’ve already earned.

This article explores the impact of non-payment on UK freelancers and outlines the main avenues

available to recover outstanding fees — including the pros and cons of each.
The Real Impact of Non-Payment

Cash Flow Disruption
Freelancers rarely have the financial cushion of regular employees. When a client doesn’t pay, it can

cause immediate strain — bills go unpaid, and savings take a hit.

Wasted Time and Emotional Drain
Chasing invoices can take hours — drafting reminders, researching recovery options, or even preparing

legal claims. It’s exhausting, especially when the client ignores you.

Erosion of Trust
Once bitten, twice shy. Non-payment can make freelancers reluctant to take on new clients or agree to

flexible payment terms in the future.

Damage to Professional Morale
It’s demoralising when your professionalism and effort are met with silence or avoidance. For many

freelancers, this becomes not just a financial issue, but a personal one.



Why Clients Fail to Pay

Some clients genuinely struggle with cash flow, while others exploit the power imbalance between

individuals and companies. Common reasons include:

Poor internal administration or lost invoices.

Disputes over scope, quality, or delivery.

Cash flow problems on the client’s side.

Lack of a written contract or clear terms.

Intentional avoidance — unfortunately, a minority of clients never intended to pay.

Understanding why payment hasn’t arrived helps you choose the best recovery strategy.

How UK Freelancers Can Recover Unpaid Fees

Here are the key steps and options available in the UK, from polite reminders to formal legal action.
1. Follow Up Professionally

What to do:

Send a polite reminder email or letter referring to the original invoice, due date, and payment method.
Keep all correspondence in writing.

Pros:

Quick and free.

Maintains the relationship if it’s just an oversight.

Often resolves the issue immediately.



Cons:
Ineffective if the client is intentionally delaying.
May lead to repeated promises with no payment.

Best for:

Invoices overdue by less than 30 days.

2. Send a Formal “Letter Before Action”

What to do:

If reminders fail, send a Letter Before Action (LBA). This is a formal demand stating the amount
owed, the date by which payment must be made, and your intention to take legal action if it isn’t
settled. Templates are widely available online.

Pros:

Demonstrates seriousness and professionalism.

Creates a paper trail for court.

Often enough to prompt payment without further escalation.

Cons:

Can strain the relationship permanently.

Doesn’t guarantee payment.

Best for:

Debts older than 30 days or when reminders are ignored.

3. Charge Statutory Late Payment Interest and Compensation



Under the Late Payment of Commercial Debts (Interest) Act 1998, UK freelancers have a legal right to

charge interest and claim compensation on overdue payments from businesses (not consumers).
You can claim:
Statutory interest at 8% plus the Bank of England base rate.

Fixed compensation of £40 (for debts under £1,000), £70 (for debts up to £10,000), or £100 (for larger
debts).

You don’t need to specify this in your contract — it’s a statutory right.
Pros:

A strong legal deterrent.

Encourages prompt payment.

Easy to calculate using government calculators.

Cons:

May sour relationships with ongoing clients.

Only applies to business-to-business transactions.

Best for:

Clients persistently paying late or ignoring invoices.

4. Mediation or Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)

What to do:

If there’s a dispute over the quality or scope of work, consider mediation. This involves a neutral third

party helping both sides reach a compromise without court proceedings.

Pros:



Less costly and faster than legal action.

Keeps discussions private and can preserve business relationships.
Encouraged by courts before issuing a claim.

Cons:

Requires both parties’ consent.

No guarantee of payment unless an agreement is reached.

Best for:

Disputed invoices or ongoing client relationships.

5. Using a Debt Collection Agency

What to do:

Appoint a professional debt collection agency to recover the funds on your behalf. They’ll typically
take a percentage of the recovered sum or charge a fixed fee.

Pros:

Saves you the hassle of chasing payment.

Agencies have experience and legal know-how.

Can often prompt quick payment once clients realise it’s serious.

Cons:

Can be costly (10-40% of recovered amount).

May damage the client relationship permanently.



Not guaranteed to succeed.

Best for:

Significant debts or clients who are unresponsive to all other efforts.

6. Make a Claim in the Small Claims Court

What to do:

If the client still won’t pay, you can use Money Claim Online (MCOL) — the government’s small
claims portal — to take legal action for unpaid invoices up to £10,000.
Pros:

Simple and affordable (fees are proportionate to the claim).

Legally enforceable judgment if you win.

Often prompts settlement once the claim is filed.

Cons:

Time-consuming.

You may still need to enforce the judgment (e.g. through bailiffs).

Not suitable for disputed or complex claims.

Best for:

Clear-cut cases where the client accepted and received your work.
7. Enforce a Judgment (If Needed)

If you win in small claims court and the client still doesn’t pay, you can apply for enforcement

measures such as:

County Court Bailiffs or High Court Enforcement Officers (HCEOs) to recover goods or money.



Charging orders (if the debtor owns property).

Third-party debt orders (if the debtor has funds held by a bank).

Pros:

Legally powerful.

May finally secure payment.

Cons:

Further costs and time.

May not succeed if the client has no assets or has gone insolvent.

Prevention: Avoiding Non-Payment in the First Place

While recovery options exist, prevention is always better. UK freelancers can protect themselves by:
Using written contracts clearly setting out payment terms, deliverables, and ownership of work.
Requesting deposits or milestone payments, especially for new clients.

Including late payment clauses referencing the Late Payment of Commercial Debts Act.

Using invoicing tools with automatic reminders.

Researching clients (e.g. using Companies House or LinkedIn) before accepting work.



Conclusion

For UK freelancers, non-payment isn’t just an inconvenience — it’s a threat to livelihood. But you are
not powerless. From polite reminders to statutory interest, formal letters, and small claims court,

several effective options exist to recover what you’re owed.

The key is to act early, stay professional, and document every step. Over time, robust contracts and

clear boundaries will help you focus on what really matters — doing great work and getting paid for it.



