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1. Executive Summary

4 Mind the gap

1.1 Project overview

This independent research was commissioned by the Financial Conduct Authority
to shed new light on the consumer experience of issues associated with access to
financial services. The objective was to explore in depth the nature of problems
encountered by a range of different customers, experiencing different types of chal-

lenges when accessing a variety of financial products and services.

As the culmination of a four-phase work stream undertaken by the FCA’s Consumer
Insight department, the overarching aim was to bring new clarity to the causes and
impact of these complex and challenging problems — helping the regulator to better

understand how it might address access issues in future.

Fieldwork was conducted across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
between July and November 2015. The research was qualitative in nature and con-
sisted of a number of different strands, including:

* 50 x qualitative depth interviews with consumers

* 28 x interviews with ‘expert’ representatives from a range of charities, consumer
bodies, industry organisations and firms

* 6 x focus groups with consumers

In seeking to understand a range of different types of access issues, the consumer re-

search focused on those who had experienced one or more of five problems:
» Digital and physical barriers

* Barriers to banking (notably the impact of Know Your Customer and Anti-
Money Laundering)

* Barriers caused by credit file issues
* Barriers facing older mortgage borrowers

* Barriers to accessing insurance

1.2 Why access matters

Access can feel like an overwhelmingly complex, even insurmountable, challenge. In
covering a huge range of issues — from practical challenges of digital or geographic
exclusion through to matters of ineligibility — the questions raised by the ‘access’ de-
bate simultaneously demand consideration of the minutiae of process, technological
and demographic trends, and big, society-defining decisions about who is entitled to

what, and how financial inclusion should be achieved.

Just because the issue appears unwieldy, however, does not mean that the problems
it causes should be ignored. Time and again, this research demonstrated how access
issues clearly cause secondary complications or detriment to consumers. It revealed
clear gaps in the market, with consumers in certain circumstances simply unable to
find products to meet their needs — whether due to health conditions, geography, or
simple questions of affordability. Furthermore, regardless of their actual eligibility
or ineligibility for certain products, all consumers were at risk of difficulties in access-
ing or navigating the market, understanding technical features or the reasons behind
arejection, or meeting the bureaucratic requirements of application and verification

procedures (particularly in terms of identification).
Above all, the urgency of the issue lies in its ubiquity — spanning not just the whole

customer journey, but all different types of consumer groups. Far from revealing a

niche phenomenon, experienced exclusively by low-income groups or those living in



anomalous circumstances, this research showed how access issues can affect all con-
sumer segments, irrespective of digital capability, affluence or financial literacy. Almost
all of us will have experienced an access issue at some point in our financial lives,
and many of us are likely to face more serious access-related complications at some

juncture.

1.3 Classifying access issues

In seeking a simple classification of access issues which accurately reflects the con-

sumer experience, our analysis allocated problems to three different layers:
* “The Maze’ — Process, requirements and eligibility

* “The Fog’ — Market navigation and comprehension

* “The Void’ — Digital and physical barriers

Key findings related to each layer are detailed below.

‘The Maze’ —Process, requirements and eligibility

* There are often practical barriers to accessing financial products, in particular
relating to the provision of the required/requested ID documentation

» Staff often give consumers contradictory or limited information on their options,
and messaging can change between firms, and even between branches

* Consumers can struggle to understand and use their products once they have
purchased them

* Alack of explanation as to why someone has been denied a product — along with
a lack of suggested alternatives — can lead to future self-limiting behaviours

* Issues relating to income, health and place of residence mean that, for some, there

are simply no products available that meet their needs

‘The Fog’ —Market navigation and comprehension

* Consumers can struggle to understand technical language used to describe
financial products and services

* There are also difficulties experienced by many when it comes to understanding
not only the benefits of products, but their costs and exclusions too

* There are many myths around credit scoring that can impede access to mainstream
credit, or consumers’ ability to improve their scores

» Consumers struggle to search for the most appropriate product, despite the advent
of price comparison websites

* Those who are ineligible for products can have their difficulties compounded by
the length of time it takes to establish their ineligibility

‘The Void’ —Digital and physical barriers

* Practical exclusion of consumers from financial products and services is primarily
linked to physical access issues, or digital exclusion

* Older people, those with disabilities, and those living in rural areas, are most likely
to struggle with physical access, due to branch closures and practical impediments

* The same groups are also more likely than others to experience digital exclusion,
along with some low-income consumers

* A lack of access to the required technology, alongside a lack of confidence or
computer literacy, can exclude some consumers from access to products and

services

1.4 Causes and responsibilities

In attributing causes and identifying potential mitigations, this research has revealed
a landscape which is effectively stuck in a kind of stalemate. Much of the discourse
surrounding access issues — both at a personal level, between consumers and firms,
and a macro level — is characterised by a ‘blame game’, in which all of the possible
agents of change (consumers, firms, government/regulator) point the finger at each
other, ‘pass the buck’, or simply remain silent. Much of the time, it is this stand-off

which allows access issues to continue to occur and, in some cases, intensify.

Executive summary
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Superficially, this state of affairs suggests a complexity to access issues which borders
on the intractable — as if they are inevitable artefacts of the free market, to be tol-
erated rather than solved. Our research, however, reveals this impression to be false.
In truth, many of the problems documented in this research could have been easily
resolved — benefiting firms and consumers alike — if simple changes had been made,
particularly in terms of greater responsibility being taken by one or more parties.
As for those which are more challenging, they too could have been mitigated (if not
necessarily resolved in the consumer’s favour) if greater guidance and clarity had

been offered to consumers at critical points in their journey.

Behind it all lies the question of responsibility: whose job is it to address any given
issue? An important feature of the ‘layers’ classification of access issues is that the
problems belonging to each layer are causally distinct — in other words, each lay-
er exists independently of the others in terms of the nature of the problem, and
what is required (and from whom) to solve it. A consumer may experience problems
across one or more of the layers — and occasionally across all three as part of the
same product journey — but no one party (whether firm, consumer or government/

regulator) can realistically be expected to solve all types of consumer access issues.

The research has shown clearly that while some problems are caused by firms’ pol-
icies, others arise from a dissonance between policy and frontline practice, while
others still are the result of industry-wide impenetrability or inconsistency. Others
may be regarded as the inadvertent consequence of rules and regulation designed to
protect firms and/or consumers, while some are firmly the province of government
— notably hard-and-fast questions about entitlement, inclusion, infrastructure and

what can fairly be expected from consumers in terms of digital or financial literacy.

1.5 Opportunities for change

Looking ahead, our detailed study of the problems experienced by consumers with-
in each layer revealed a number of clear opportunities for different bodies — whether
on the consumer, firm or regulatory/government side — to reconsider policies, prac-

tices and procedures.

The table overleat outlines key questions for each of these parties to consider.



Layer Firms Consumers Govt / Regulator / Other
‘The Maze’ - » How can firms be honest « In what ways can we better » When regulation is imposed on the
Process, and upfront about exclusions support consumers to make financial services industry, is there
requirements and rejections, without effective choices about financial clarity around what the expected
AP compromising their rules and products and find products industry response is, and a chance to
and eligibility 7 . : : : e
the regulation in question? that suit their needs when even review any difficulties and unexpected
mainstream consumers, who consequences?
» How can firms/trade bodies . 9
) ) have relatively good levels of
monitor customer experiences ) . . » Both expected and unexpected
. . financial capability, struggle?
of using their products and consequences of even the best
services? For example, the « Is the guidance available to intentioned regulation must be
customer journey of trying to consumers accessible and/or regularly monitored and tracked.
find suitable and/or affordable appropriate to meet the wide
. . Sl L » When it comes to ID, how can the
insurance products which even range of individual needs?
regulator and government work
the most savvy of consumers .
Sriaehe » What can we reasonably expect together to create clarity about
' consumers to understand acceptable documentation and/or
» Firms need to better support around rejections? encourage firms to better serve those
their frontline staff to ensure all consumers without the most standard
are comfortable and familiar with forms of ID?
rocedures, and information and )
i L ) * What is the role of the regulator
advice is therefore consistent )
and/or government when it comes
across branches and between to supporting firms to sianpost
members of staff. Who is best PP 9 . gnp )
. consumers to alternative providers
placed to encourage this? .
when they are unable to provide a
» How can staff provide product or service?
appropriate advice and support
pprop PP » What is the role of the regulator and
when consumers have been
. . government when the market does not
rejected, in order to help them . .
. . seem to be providing consumers with
improve their future chances of ) )
suitable products at an affordable price,
acceptance? )
even after comprehensive searches by
many consumers?
‘The Fog’ - * How can firms ensure * What can consumers reasonably « Do we have unrealistic expectations
Market that financial products are be expected to understand of consumers when even people with

navigation and
comprehension

communicated and marketed
in a way that makes them
accessible to consumers, using
plain English and making T&Cs
as accessible as possible

How can firms make time

to ensure customers are
purchasing products which
are suitable to their needs and
circumstances?

How can firms better facilitate
effective consumer searches, so
that consumers are accessing
those products which best meet
their needs?

How can firms provide
products which work for them
commercially and also plug
those gaps in the market where
consumers struggle to access
any products?

when it comes to financial
products and services?

How can we better support
consumers to make effective
choices about financial
products?

Is the guidance available to
consumers accessible and
appropriate to meet the wide
range of individual needs?

good financial literacy struggle — are we
expecting them to conduct searches

of the market beyond their means and
abilities?

Can we provide better frameworks to
help consumers compare products and
understand what

is best for them?

How can we best support innovation to
ensure that comparison and switching
is made easier across the full range of
financial products?

What is the best way to ensure firms are
using standardised language and less
jargon, in order to aid comprehension
on the part of consumers?

How can we clarify responsibility around
sign-posting, so that consumers are
able to conduct the widest possible
searches of the market, and aren’t
missing out on products that meet their
needs simply because they are unaware
of their existence?

Who should consumers (and their
representatives) turn to when they simply
cannot find a product which meets their
needs, and who should take responsibility
for such gaps in the market?

Executive summary 7



Layer Firms Consumers Govt / Regulator / Other
‘The Void’ - * How can firms make their * How can we better support + If some financial products are to
Physical and products as accessible as customers to obtain appropriate be considered essential for full

digital barriers

possible for existing customers?

.

What alternatives are on offer for
those who cannot make it into
branch and are not able to find
a way to use current options?

Should firms be doing more
to cater for existing customers
that can no longer make it into
branch?

What can firms do to reduce
the complexity in security
arrangements and increase trust
in remote banking provision
(such as telephone)?

How can firms improve
arrangements for translation?
And how can they ensure that
these services are consistently
available and known about by
customer-facing staff?

Mind the gap

legal protection to ensure their
carers and family members are
able to act on their behalf?

What more can we do to help
and encourage consumers to
forward plan for their banking
needs, ensuring they have the
appropriate skills to manage
effectively and independently?

How can we support those who
are caring for others to seek out
and access help and guidance
from firms when they need it?

To what extent should we
expect consumers to embrace
digital channels?

participation in society, consideration
must be given to the affordability of
these products, with efforts made

to ensure all are included, even

those on the lowest incomes. Whose
responsibility is it to ensure that
necessary alternatives or measures to
alleviate detriment are provided?

How do we ensure that geographic
isolation is appropriately dealt with, so
that consumers living in rural areas
are not excluded from accessing the
fullest range of financial products and
services?

How do we encourage those working
on future transport and housing
planning to consider access and the
needs of those

with physical access issues?

How do we ensure that the digital
infrastructure is inclusive and
accessible to those who may benefit
from it the most (e.g. those facing
physical barriers)?



2. Introduction

2.1 Context

The issue of ‘financial inclusion’ has come to the fore in recent years. Inclusivity
requirements such as the EU Payments Accounts Directive, efforts by The G20'
and UK Financial Inclusion Commission, and a notable recent report by the
UK Financial Inclusion Commission? (published ahead of the 2015 General
Election) have all made a passionate and cogent case for greater financial inclusion.
Government initiatives such as the agreement to reduce the fees charged on failed

payments from basic bank accounts® have further raised the profile of ‘access’.

The trend has been accelerated by significant external pressure, exerted both by ad-
vocacy groups representing marginal, vulnerable or disadvantaged consumers, as
well as an emerging consensus regarding the long-term importance and value of

access to basic financial services.

At the same time, growing pressure is being placed on consumers to take more re-
sponsibility for their lives and to make better plans for their financial futures. New
polices such as auto-enrolment in pension schemes are intended to ensure people
are saving adequately for retirement®, while reductions to welfare benefits aim to

promote the value of work and independence®.

2.2 State of play

Together, these trends have meant that access to an ever wider range of financial
services and products is being increasingly recognised as a pre-requisite for full par-
ticipation in society. Yet whilst there has been some progress with financial provision
over the years (e.g introduction of basic bank accounts), evidence from a wide range
of sources continues to suggest that a diverse range of consumers continue to strug-
gle to access the most suitable financial products and services for their needs and
circumstances. For example:

*  Age UK suggested in their response to the FCA scoping work on access to financial
services that “there are significant access issues for the regulator to study” when it
comes to older people’s use of financial services®

* Considering the needs of victims of domestic violence, Citizens Advice Bureau
recommended that “Creditor trade associations, individual firms and the
Financial Conduct Authority should come together to write and agree best
practice guidance to tackle financial abuse and support victims™’

* National Numeracy call for “support from government, the education sector,
business and the media” to improve numeracy and financial literacy across the
country®

1 https://g20.0org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/2014_g20_financial_inclusion_action_plan.pdf
2 http://www.financialinclusioncommission.org.uk/

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-basic-fee-free-bank-accounts-to-help-
millions-manage-their-money

A New Penston Settlement for the Twenty-First Century, The Pensions Commission, November 2005
Universal Credit: Welfare that Works, Department for Work and Pensions, November 2010

Response to FCA scoping study of access to financial services, Age UK, 17th April 2015

Controlling money, controlling lives: Financial abuse in Britain, CAB, November 2014

o O B

o ~

Response to the Financial Inclusion Commission’s consultation on the state of financial inclusion in the
UK, National Numeracy, December 2014

Introduction
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e The Centre for the Study of Financial Innovation recommended that “the
regulator should make more of its regard for access to financial services by

9

clarifying the position on banking and insurance for former convicts™ in their

paper ‘Locked Out?’
* The Extra Costs Commission concluded that “where action by disability
organisations cannot fully tackle this issue, there is a need for regulators and

government to intervene where features of markets result in unfair extra costs for
»10

disabled people.
* The All Party Parliamentary Group on financial education for vulnerable young
people recommended that financial institutions “signpost young people to
appropriate support around managing their money, particularly when an account
1s first opened or if it is apparent that the account holder is in financial difficulty

or requires support.”!!

For some consumers the impact of this exclusion will be minimal, as they have the
resources and ability to work around the problem. For others, however, it can be
devastating — resulting in prolonged periods of difficulty, and having many knock-on
consequences (e.g. inability to gain access to paid employment or ‘making do’ with-

out appropriate insurance cover, despite understanding the need).

2.3 The purpose of this research

This research was commissioned by the FCA to provide an independent examina-
tion of the issues surrounding access to financial services. The main objective was
to understand in greater depth the specific nature of the problems experienced by a

broad range of individuals living across the UK.

This report marks the culmination of a four-phase work stream undertaken by the
Consumer Insight department at the FCA. Beginning in September 2014, the work
stream has reviewed existing research and evidence regarding the barriers faced by
consumers in terms of access to financial services, followed by analysis to provide a
sense of the numbers of people potentially affected by the various challenges iden-
tified. Work has also been undertaken to explore the potential role of the FCA in
addressing the identified access challenges, alongside that of the government and
others.

This research was specifically intended to explore the impact of access challenges
directly from consumers’ viewpoint — triangulating this evidence with the experi-
ence and perspective of individuals from organisations who represent their interests,
as well as some of those working within financial services. In addition, this report
highlights consumer and expert perspectives on opportunities for change and im-

provement that will help the financial services market to better address these issues.

Fieldwork was conducted in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, be-
tween July and November 2015. The research was qualitative in nature and consist-

ed of a number of different strands, including:
* 50 x qualitative depth interviews
e 28 x expert interviews

* 6 x focus groups

9 Locked out?: Ex-offenders need beller access lo financial services, Ceentre for the Study of Financial
Innovation, July 2015

10 Driving Down the Extra Costs that Disabled People Face, Extra Costs Commission, June 2015

11 Financial education for vulnerable young people: Report, All Party Parliamentary Commission,
October 2013



3. Overview of findings

Access issues are extremely diverse and afffect a broad range of
different people, ranging from some of the most vulnerable to

more ‘mainstream’ individuals with good financial literacy

3.1 A diverse range of issues

The research identified a diverse range of challenges, barriers and problems affect-
ing a huge variety of consumers. Many consumers, both with good financial literacy
and those who struggle to understand financial products and concepts, have experi-
enced some form of struggle or challenge trying to access a financial product. Such
problems do not solely affect those on a lower income, with many wealthier consum-
ers also experiencing a range of access-related problems. The difficulties also span
many different types of financial product — including bank accounts, general insur-

ance and protection and various types of credit and lending products.

Examples of the range of evidence uncovered by the research include: an elderly
couple living in rurally located sheltered housing and struggling to access any bank-
ing locally (and resorting to using doorstep lenders which they know are far higher
cost than they should be paying); cancer survivors desperate to get some respite in
warmer climes who can’t find insurers willing to provide cover; and foreign entrepre-
neurs moving to urban centres across the UK, but struggling to set up banking due
to prohibitive ID requirements. The research clearly demonstrated that access issues
have an impact on everyday banking and insurance transactions for many people,

up and down the country.

3.2 Access issues leading to
gaps in the market

Some of the experiences studied as part of this research clearly illustrate the exist-
ence of ‘gaps’ in the market, which can arise out of a variety of access issues. These
are instances where consumers are simply unable to find a product that adequately

meets their needs, and fall into two broad categories.

Firstly, some consumers were unable to find any products that suited their needs, de-
spite undertaking extensive research through all recommended channels. Common
causes included income, health conditions and place of residence. In these instances,

there were simply not any suitable products available across the industry.

Secondly, consumers struggled to understand where they should search for products
to meet their needs. In such circumstances, consumers were unable to locate prod-
ucts through online searches or telephone enquiries. Specialist providers were poorly
signposted, if at all, by more mainstream providers, and perhaps not prevalent on

price comparison websites.

Overview of findings
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3.3 Strategies for overcoming
access problems

Across the research, we saw a lot of evidence of consumers investing significant
amounts of time and effort into overcoming access issues — demonstrating high lev-
els of resourcefulness and coming up with inventive strategies. For example, one
new bank account applicant who was struggling to open an account simply visited
as many branches of the same bank as he could until he found a member of staff
who had a more ‘problem solving’ attitude. Indeed, some individuals had managed
to ‘solve’ their access problem simply by chancing upon the ‘right’ staff member; a
person with the necessary knowledge, resources or ‘creativity with the rules’ to find
a route through a problem. Customers with these experiences were often unclear as
to whether their ‘access problem’ was actually more of a ‘customer service’ problem
—as there was often some sense lingering in their mind that if they could find the right
staff member, who would listen and properly understand their situation, then there

could be a potential resolution.

Regularly, however, strategies for overcoming access problems involved reliance on
a third party (often a close family member or friend, but sometimes also individu-
als with more transactional relationships to the individual — such as hairdressers or
neighbours). Examples of this dependency on others included formal measures like
‘Power of Attorney’ or ‘Special Guardianship’ arrangements, but were also often in-
formal — a child or grand-child supporting someone who struggles with the internet
to do online banking, getting someone else to take out a product or account in their
name and ‘lending’ it to you, or borrowing money from an informal community
money lending scheme. Amongst older and more vulnerable people, the research
encountered numerous examples of individuals handing over their debit cards and

pins to third parties in order to get support using an ATM or chip & pin machine.

In some cases individuals were worried about their relationship with this third party
— often feeling a sense of dependence, but also sometimes anxious about the risk they
put themselves in. Equally, however, in many cases individuals had become acclima-

tised to the potential problems — often feeling that they had no alternative.

“If 1 go into the bank they direct me over to the machines and say, now Madam... and I just think,
1 can’t do this. 1 don’t really know what it is. They’ve shown me a lot of times, but I just don’t
know. So Ijust give them my card and whisper the pin. What’s the difference me doing that in
the bank, to me doing that with my neighbour? I probably trust my neighbour more.”

(Consumer, Yeovil )

3.4 What’s fair?

Many of those customers affected by access problems not only felt let down by the
financial services industry, but also by those with the power to make change happen.
At an individual level, individuals regularly suffered chains of problems as a result
of being denied access to products — and were often unclear about the reasons why.
Many blamed themselves for not being able to ‘find’ the right product or provider for
them, despite often having invested a large amount of time in searching and making
applications, some even resorting to consulting industry bodies and other advice-giv-
ing organisations. Others simply felt that financial firms had decided that they were
not good customers (despite their willingness to pay for products!) and had lost faith

that any firm would want to service their needs.

Many of those who took part in the research were frustrated by financial service
providers and exasperated by a market where, on the surface, there seemed to be a
wealth of choice, but as far as they could tell, there was ‘nothing for them’. Some
individuals described the powerlessness they faced at ‘not being able to buy’, as they
themselves can do little about market provision, and their struggles with a lack of
appropriate products did not have an obvious way of being documented, reported

or otherwise communicated.



“Who do you tell that you can’t get access to a product? You don’t ever really know why, or if it
was something to do with you or if it’s even the right or the wrong decision? What would you say?
“They wouldn’t sell me something.” Isn’t it their right to refuse to sell.you something if they choose

t0?* (Consumer, London)

For those consumers who are often excluded from the market, financial isolation can
become a part of daily life. The feeling that you are not wanted as a customer, or
not the right kind of customer for mainstream firms, can lead to self-limiting and
self-destructive behaviours. Some individuals we met exhibited a strong sense of
learned helplessness — often as a result of unfruitful searching or poorly explained
rejections. This sense of helplessness frequently resulted in consumers distancing
themselves from the mainstream market, rightly or wrongly seeing themselves as not
‘the sort of person’ who could ever be catered for by ‘normal’ providers. In the case
of credit products (where there seem to be many providers clearly targeting those
who feel excluded from the mainstream), many had given up on the idea of ‘choos-
ing’ or ‘selecting’ products — feeling that they would probably never have that luxury.
Instead, many relied entirely on ‘opportunity’ or ‘chance’ provision — e.g. going with
a provider simply because they were in the right place at the right time, and made
an offer of service (e.g. responding to a pre-filled credit application sent through the

post or a doorstep lender knocking on the door).

3.5 Whose responsibility is it?

A key feature of the access landscape’ to have emerged in this research is the ex-
istence of a self-perpetuating stalemate. Much of the discourse surrounding access
issues — both at a personal level, between consumers and firms, and a macro level
—is characterised by a ‘blame game’, in which all of the possible agents of change
(consumers, firms, government/regulator) point the finger at each other, ‘pass the
buck’, or simply remain silent. Much of the time, it is this stand-off which allows ac-
cess issues to continue to occur and, in some cases, intensify. With no single authority
determining which problems are attributable to whom, uncertainty persists on all
sides. For example, it could be that there are simply consumers that fall into ‘gaps
between providers’. Equally, willing providers may exist, but it might not be reasona-
ble to expect consumers to invest the time and resources needed to seek them out. In
the current climate, even ‘rules’ themselves can be interpreted in a range of different
ways. Some issues we studied were seemingly caused by poor, inconsistent or overly
stringent interpretation of existing guidance — perhaps highlighting a lack of clarity
about how exactly firms (or individual staff members) should respond when faced

with complex situations or customers who don’t fit a ‘standard mould’.

The upshot of this status quo is that access often feels like an impossibly complex, al-
most intractable problem. Our research, however, suggests that this may be mislead-
ing. When seen in plain view, many of the problems we documented could actually
have been easily resolved — benefiting firms and consumers alike — if simple changes
had been made, particularly in terms of greater responsibility being taken by one
or more parties. As for those which are more challenging, they too could have been
mitigated (if not necessarily resolved in the consumer’s favour) if greater guidance

and clarity had been offered to consumers at critical points in their journey.

Overview of findings
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Behind it all lies the question of responsibility: whose job is it to address any given
issue? The research suggests that while some problems are caused by firms’ policies,
others arise from a dissonance between policy and frontline practice, while others
still are the result of industry-wide impenetrability or inconsistency. Others may be
regarded as the inadvertent consequence of rules and regulation designed to protect
firms and/or consumers, while some are firmly the province of government — no-
tably hard-and-fast questions about entitlement, inclusion, infrastructure and what

can fairly be expected from consumers in terms of digital or financial literacy.'?

3.6 Opportunities for change

On the one hand, consumers recognise that much progress has been recently made
in improving the way firms interact with consumers (e.g. the benefits that online and
mobile banking have brought to many consumers; the growing sophistication of
price comparison websites and ‘product finders’). At the same time, those affected by
access 1ssues feel frustrated and trapped by a financial services market without any
real choice, or range. Many feel that there is little to distinguish between products
offered by different firms, and those features which are different are often difficult to

understand and compare.

When asked ‘who is responsible for ensuring you have the product you need’, con-
sumers automatically default to financial service providers and banks. Irom their
perspective this makes sense: they are simply a customer wanting to buy a product
— the solution therefore should lie with the seller. Despite the problems they expe-
rienced, consumers often highlighted to us their understanding of the benefits of
competition in keeping prices low and, despite struggling with the array of choices
available, did appreciate the fact that a diverse range of different kinds of products

were available.

Few spontaneously thought about the government or state being involved, whether
to encourage a wider provision or to itself provide products that meet more niche or
specific needs. When they did, consumers often found the idea of government prod-
ucts unappealing, both in terms of trust but also potentially in functionality. Despite
sometimes feeling overwhelmed by the choices available in the current marketplace,
consumers were deterred by the very basic service offering which they imagined
government products would offer, lacking the sophistication or features available
in the private sector. The idea of intervention or encouragement was more warmly
received, although there were some concerns about the effects of government in-
volvement on competition, which many perceived to be a founding tenet of the UK

economy and financial sector.

The current reality, however, is that with no coordination of the market or duty to
provide, consumers can too easily be left in limbo. Gaps between policy and practice
leave consumers and firm staff unsure of their rights and responsibilities, and often
solutions are only to be found in the form of individual staff members who are will-

ing to bend the rules.

In seeking to resolve these uncertainties and inconsistencies, we classified the access
problems we encountered according to a simple new framework which does justice
to access issues as they are experienced by consumers. In so doing, we suggest a
range of potential opportunities for reducing the impact of access issues on consum-
ers and firms alike — being clear, wherever possible, about where the responsibility

for different issues appears to lie.

12 In thinking about the opportunities for change and improvement we identified three
main areas of responsibility: firms themselves, consumers and ‘others’ (government/
regulator — combined into a single category to reflect consumer confusion around the
division of responsibility between social policy and regulation). Throughout this report,
we use this categorisation to frame opportunities for change.



4. Making sense of access

4.1 Different ways of discussing ‘access’

Arguably the biggest obstacle to those seeking solutions for access-related issues is the
sheer diversity of the phenomenon — spanning not only the entire customer journey
(from product purchase to product exit), but also different product types and sectors.
From the literature review and expert interviews conducted as part of this research,
it is clear that this range gives rise to three distinct strategies among those seeking to
address the issue of access:

* Generalism: Simply discussing ‘access’ and the consumer right to ‘access
financial services and products’ in general terms

* Specificity: Dealing with single issues or groups of related issues, often discussing
the needs of a particular group they impact

* Cataloguing: Listing out all the issues, which can feel overwhelming, jumbled
and inconsistent

Whilst each of these approaches has its merits in different contexts, none achieves

the balance of depth, breadth and structure needed to make sense of the access co-

nundrum as a whole.

4.2 The ‘layers model’ of access

To overcome these challenges, we have classified the problems highlighted to us
by consumers in a framework which we’ve called the ‘layers model of access’. In
essence, it’s sampling a grouping of access issues by consumer experience and out-
come, rather than by demographic or product type. The layers themselves are not
discrete, but overlap. They also can be experienced simultaneously during any given
access problem — and this lack of clarity in itself is part of the point, as it is often
unclear where the ‘blame’ lies. As one consumer searching for an insurance product
said to us: ‘How do you know when you've fully exhausted the search? At what point
do you stop?” — highlighting that she felt her access problems might not just have
been caused by lack of provision but by simply not having searched hard enough
(despite, in this case, the customer actually devoting many hours to the search over a

prolonged period of time and seeking professional advice).
For the purpose of this report, we’ve outlined three layers:
* “The Maze’ — Process, requirements and eligibility
* “The Fog’ — Market navigation and comprehension
* “The Void’ — Physical and digital barriers

An important feature of this classification is that the problems belonging to each
layer are causally distinct — in other words, each layer exists independently of the
others in terms of the nature of the problem, and what is required (and from whom)
to solve it. A consumer may experience problems across one or more of the layers —
and occasionally across all three as part of the same product journey — but no one
party (whether firm, consumer or government/regulator) can realistically be expect-

ed to solve all types of consumer access issues.

Prevalence of issues

Each of the layers encompasses problems which are very common and affected
a wide range of consumers in our research sample, while also including barriers
which were more niche, and specific to a certain group of consumers. Whilst some

consumers only experience one aspect of the numerous challenges posed by access,

Making sense of access
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others can experience a range of different issues and challenges from all three layers.

Consumers in the latter category can find it particularly difficult to extricate the
cause of particular problems and to work out a solution. Those who, for exam-
ple, experience a range of physical access issues due to rural location and disability,
could also see their situation compounded by a lack of suitable photographic ID re-
quired to open a new account. Others may lack access to a computer or the skills to
research financial products online, and therefore, when faced with more expensive

deals, feel priced out of insurance policies.

Together, the full range of access issues experienced by consumers and explored
throughout this work pose a clear problem to the financial services industry, regula-
tor and government, as well as to consumers themselves. It is clear that much work
needs to be done in order to ensure the diversity of barriers and challenges is effec-

tively addressed in the future.

NOTE: As well as identifying the access issues encountered by individuals, this report aims to con-
sider the future of financial access, and the responsibility which firms, consumers and others have
i making this_future_favrer for all. For the purposes of this report we have identified three groups
where responsibility and a need for action might lie: consumers, firms, and the regulator/government.
Clarity of responsibility is crucial if consumers are to avoid being passed from pillar to post when

it comes to their access challenges, and if real and meaningful progress is to be made in the future.
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THE MAZE Process, requirements
and eligibility

Complex and bureaucratic processes lead to a lack

of transparency, or make it difficult for both staff and
consumers to be clear what needs to happen in order to
solve a problem. Certain consumer characteristics and
circumstances can make obtaining a suitable product or
service at an affordable price difficult or impossible.

THE FOG Market navigation and

comprehension

Financial products are often communicated and marketed
in a way which makes them more difficult for consumers
to search for and to understand.

THE VOID Physical and digital barriers

Consumers can get ‘stuck’ or be ‘blocked’ from
accessing financial products and services because of
physical ability or capability issues.

Mind the gap



Summary of key problems experienced include:

> Customers who have slightly unusual needs can challenge
systems that are seemingly designed for ‘average
customers’

> Poor and inconsistent communication can leave
customers ‘in the dark’ about what they are expected to
do in order to overcome an access challenge or problem

> Customers are unable to find tailored products for their
needs at a price they can afford

> Measures put in place to protect consumers from fraud
can make access more difficult or impossible

Summary of key problems experienced:

> Jargon can be difficult to understand or can add further
confusion

D> Products are difficult to compare as they use different
terminology and concepts to describe features

> Offers and introductory rates can mask the ‘true’ costs of
products

> Not easy to have ‘oversight’ of the whole market, with
products from different providers more or less easy to find

Summary of key problems experienced:

> Move to online can mean that consumers with poor
digital literacy or limited internet access have increasingly
limited choice

> Customers with disabilities can struggle to access
banking services that increasingly rely on technology or
automated systems

> Customers in rural areas may face long and/or costly
journeys to visit branches

Making sense of access






5. 'The Maze’ — Process,
requirements and eligibility

Bureaucracy, rules and other measures — some of them designed
to protect consumers — can add process complexity and pose
additional barriers to access. Some consumers are sumply not

eligible for certain products, or eligible at a price they can afford

Across the various situations, products and firms we studied as part of this research,
many consumers had encountered difficulty dealing with mandated procedures and
reasoning, often experiencing ineffective support and guidance when trying to pick
their way through the process. The research also revealed how the technical and
bureaucratic requirements of certain products are clearly preventing people in par-

ticular circumstances from obtaining products and services that meet their needs.

“They questioned about the source of the money for the deposit and it was a bit
complicated, it came from a number of different inheritance pots from different
grandparents. Ultimately we got turned down, and with no real explanation. 1t left us

in avery difficult situation.” (Consumer, Poole)

5.1 Identification requirements

The majority of misunderstandings and process complications came f{rom
Identification (ID) requirements. Importantly, these problems were experienced by a
wide variety of different consumer types, in terms of financial literacy, vulnerability
and background. Many of the challenges were wholly practical — distinct from any
financial decisions around eligibility, and instead relating to unreasonable or even

impossible demands, which prohibited customers from even being considered.

“It’s ridiculous that I can’t get a new account, just because I don’t have photo ID. 1
haven’t been abroad and I don’t plan on going, so why should I have to buy a

passport?” (Consumer, Wales)

For many consumers, the seemingly illogical nature of these demands created genu-
ine bafflement. Moreover, the need to then find a ‘way around’ obstacles whose pur-
pose was unclear and which made no sense to them, demanded additional time and

energy from a process which was often already quite stressful.

“We were just going round in circles a bit, because I really needed a UK bank account
so that I could get set up to pay the deposit quickly on all of these flats that kept going so
Jast, but they wouldn’t let me have an account without post to the flat. But I haven’t got
a flat yet! Eventually the university wrote a standard letter to one bank, and so we all

Just went there quick to get accounts.” (Consumer , London)

“They said I couldn’t have a bank account with them because my name was too long for

their system.” (Consumer , London)

In some situations, consumers had found themselves unable to navigate the security
measures required for online or telephone banking, on occasion being locked out of

their accounts because procedures have been difficult to follow.

The Maze
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“I have a poor memory related to Bell’s Palsy and I struggle to remember the answers
to my securily questions. If I hesitate too much or get an answer wrong or they hear

someone trying to help me, the bank just hangs up on me.” (Consumer, Glasgow)

Others had felt embarrassed to make repeat requests for help or security informa-
tion to be re-issued, perceiving themselves as a burden, an added cost to the service
for others, or simply not ‘up-to-date’ enough to cope with the realities of modern
banking. For some, the system was too difficult to manage without the help and sup-

port of those around them.

“My mum just doesn’t understand how PIN numbers work. She tells the person in the
shop what hers is, and so we were constantly having to request new ones from the bank.
Now we get cash for her, and try to avoid the problem that way.”

(Consumer, Leeds)

These problems came into particularly sharp focus for those in more unusual cir-

cumstances — including both permanent and temporary living arrangements.

“I went into my bank to ask if I could get a proper bank account, because I wanted to
get amobile phone contract and they told me [in the shop] that I couldn’t do it without
a proper bank account. But then the bank said I couldn’t get a proper bank account
without proof of address. People don’t listen, especially if you’re living in a caravan
and then how could you get proof of address? When you tell them you’re a traveller they

look at you like you’re shit.” (Consumer, Brighton)

Whilst some of these individuals were in particularly difficult situations, such as ref-
ugees fleeing conflict and looked-after children leaving the care system, others were

simply coming to the UK to study, or to work.

Often those arriving from outside of the UK struggled to find acceptable proof of
address without first moving into a rented property — yet they often encountered
problems acquiring a property without a UK bank account. Others lived in proper-
ties without being the named recipient of utility bills or without an accepted tenancy

agreement.

“Almost every firm has an alternative list [of ID]. And so what we’d really like to see is
people asked instead “‘How can we help you get the right ID?*

(Expert interviewee)

For many, however, the most confusing aspect of the processes around ID verifica-
tion was the different and conflicting information given by various firms. Indeed, for
the most part, consumers’ problems — and their ease of resolution — had less to do
with their own characteristics and abilities, and more to do with the inconsistent at-
titudes and responses of branch staff. Not only did consumers have experience of
different staff at the same firm being more or less helpful, but they also received con-
tradictory messages. Moreover, there was an awareness among consumers that some

staft were happier than others to bend or ‘be creative’ with rules and regulations.

Conscious of these variations, one respondent trawled seven different branches of
the same high street bank before he found someone willing to take a more detailed

look at the ID he was able to provide.

“Nobody was willing to look or engage their brain. In the end it turned out to be OR.
They gave me a really basic account that you could only withdraw limited cash from.
1 just needed someone to look at the problem and say ‘you know, this is probably

3

something we can do something about’.” (Consumer, London)

Aside from the frustration and confusion that arises with inconsistencies in staff ap-
proaches, the willingness of some more sympathetic staff to adapt to some consum-
ers’ needs suggests an awareness and acceptance that existing procedures are not
designed as flexibly, intuitively or intelligently as they should be — further supporting
the claims of some of in our sample that certain identification requirements simply

do not work for those in particular circumstances (both mainstream and niche).



5.2 Procedural support and guidance

Many of the process-related problems we encountered were made worse by the in-
effectiveness of related support and guidance, which customers often found to be

unclear, unhelpful, contradictory or simply insufficient.

On some occasions, consumers were left dealing with the consequences of being giv-
en outdated, contradictory or inaccurate information about how to solve a problem.
Frontline staff were often unable to resolve queries, or did not possess the knowledge

to signpost to other potential sources of support and information.

For example, respondents who had no passport or photo ID were offered no further

advice or support. In the case of one respondent:

</ The customer service assistant] just said *Well, I see your point. I'm not sure what the answer
is, it’s a bit of a catch 22 1sn’t it!” which wasn’t very helpful.”

(Consumer, Manchester)

“We mught see someone who’s homeless being told, “You must have a passport, go away
and get one and that will cost you £80,” and of course that person hasn’t got the proof
to get a passport in the first place and they certainly haven’t got £ 80.”

(Expert interviewee)

Language barriers are also a problem for some consumers. Translation require-
ments differ from firm to firm. Some will allow a friend or family member to trans-
late, while others will only permit this if the friend/family member also holds an
account with the firm. Others still will demand a certified translator. Where they are
given some help, consumers are often signposted to other sources of support such as
local charities or a Citizens Advice Bureau, which may or may not be able to provide

them with the services they require.

“When I asked them if it was possible to get a translator to help open a bank account,
they said we’d need to get a list of ‘approved translators’ from the library. The library
said that they hadn’t provided this service for about 18 months and that we should try
the council. The council provided the number of a company who supplied translators
to businesses. The company said they could only be referred by the company directly, so
back to the bank. And then they just said no.”

(Ethnographic research, Bradford)

These challenges of complexity and confusion were further compounded by the
number of potential sources of information available to consumers, many of which
are contradictory. Many of those we interviewed were triangulating help and advice
received from frontline staff with information gathered from online sources, alterna-

tive providers and friends and family.

3.3 Exclusion due to ineligibility

Alongside those consumers who experienced exclusion due to process were those
who had successfully negotiated the bureaucratic ‘maze’, only to find themselves un-

able to find a product suited to their particular needs and circumstances.

In many of these cases — and particularly regarding insurance — this was related to
long-term illness or medical conditions, with risk assessments often felt to unfairly
reflect reality.

“We aren’t going on holiday this year because I just cannot get any travel insurance cover,

and wejust won’t go without. Everyone I called said that my arthritis is just too bad

this year.” (Consumer, Watford)

Geographic location can also play a role in ‘pricing consumers’ out of the insurance

market.

“Our insurance, if we had it and we don’t, would be expensive because 1t’s a bad area.
People get burgled and cars get burnt out a lot. There’s no way we can afford to have

contents or something like that.” (Consumer, Manchester)

The Maze
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“Thin’ credit files were also a problem for some of those in our sample — creating par-
ticular difficulties when accompanied by ambiguity about what exactly the nature of
the problem was, leaving customers uncertain as to how best to ‘fix’ their situation

in future.

“I got refused and they led me to believe that I had bad credit. In reality, I probably
had no credit history. 1 wish they had told me things like going on the electoral role or

getting a phone contract would help.” (Consumer, Glasgow)

Affordability per se also plays a key role in excluding consumers from the financial
services market. Even those with access to the widest available range of products (i.e.
able to access both digital and physical offers) sometimes struggled to access func-

tional bank accounts due to their low level of monthly incomings.

“lwanted a proper bank account, like one you can use the card for anytime and
anywhere, and that lets you go into the red and stuff. But I couldn’t get a proper one
because I don’t get £ 800 going in a month. 1t’s better than the Post Office but it’s not

proper.” (Consumer, Bolton)

Allied to these affordability ‘gaps’ were issues around the perceived value of products.
Some less afHuent consumers were simply unable to see how insurance was relevant
and valuable to them. Aside from motor and buildings insurance, other policies were
often described as an outgoing that wasn’t completely necessary. Consumers strug-
gled to see the value of such products to their everyday lives, and were cynical about

their worth in relation to other commitments.

“I yust look at our monthly outgoings and there isn’t much room _for an extra £ 30 on
conlents insurance that I'm pretty sure in the majority of cases they’d find a reason not

to pay out or it would take weeks on end to get sorted.” (Consumer, Epsom)

Importantly, these ‘ineligibility” exclusions were not just limited to customers secking
to access new products; they also applied to those who had successfully obtained a
product, only to discover that they were excluded from accessing specific product

services or features — notably insurance claims.

“I wanted to reduce the premium slightly, to make monthly outgoings easter to manage.
But they said I can’t change anything on my policy without being a new customer, and
if L do that they won’t cover me for existing conditions. But 've been treated, with
them covering it, in the past year. So I can’t have that or what’s the point of the policy?”
(Consumer, St Albans)

The challenges posed by ‘in-product’” exclusions such as these are twofold. On the
one hand, there is the technical issue itself to consider (i.e. the justification for deny-
ing a person the product they seek, at a price they can afford); on the other, there are
the cultural factors which give rise to consumers’ misunderstandings. In particular,
we found that many in-product exclusions were caused by the difficulty customers
experienced in accessing and/or understanding the full range of product T&Cs —
and firms’ role in failing to clarify these — at the point of purchase. This phenome-
non, which may be considered a symptom of the complexity and confusion which
characterises the marketplace at large, is explored in greater detail in the next chap-
ter (“The Fog’).

5.4 Explanation of denial or rejection

For many consumers who are unable to access the product or service they need at
an affordable price, their difficulties are compounded by a lack of clear explanation
as to why they have been denied. This is particularly true in relation to credit, insur-
ance and current accounts. Beyond the short-term panic and confusion sometimes
caused by such occurrences, this issue can also lead to self-limiting behaviours — for
example, applying in future for higher-cost, lower eligibility products, or to damag-

ing behaviours such as repeated applications for credit.



“I just keep trying and trying and trying. Surely someone will give me a credit card

eventually!” (Consumer, Birmingham)

Poor explanations, and a lack of consumer understanding as to the reasoning be-
hind their rejection, ensures that behaviours are not changed for the better. In order
to learn from a situation and be in a stronger position for an application in the future,

consumers need to fully and precisely understand why they have been turned away.

Where consumers are unable to take out an insurance product, for example, there is
often a lack of explanation as to the influence of prior, legitimate claims on such a
decision. This can lead to consumers feeling powerless and excluded from the mar-
ket, with no clear sense of how to improve their eligibility — or when the issues they

face might cease to be a problem.

“So I'm asking for a quote after doing all the right things and looking at the best-rated
conlents provider, etc. And they’re just refusing to even provide a quote! Most people
would have given up but I persevered and it was only after I complained they said
they wouldn’t quote because I'd claimed three times in the past five years, on different

policies.” (Consumer, Devon)

Similarly, it is important that consumers do not have their worries compounded
by reference to indistinct or irrelevant issues. Vague mentions of ‘credit reference
agencies’, for example, can push consumers towards higher cost options, or imply

that credit is poor when consumers have in fact been turned down for other reasons.

“It said: “We consulted a credit reference agency’. I wasn’t asking for any credit, just a
current account, and I know my credit s good! So I panicked. Why didn’t they want

me?” (Consumer, London)

Some older consumers reported difficulties accessing mortgage products, possibly
as a result of misinterpretation or inconsistent application of the rules regarding
affordability checks. Often this led to confusion for the applicants, who did not per-

haps see themselves as ‘too old’ for a new mortgage or mortgage product.

“They sard they wouldn’t give me the mortgage, despite it being for only 25% of the
property value and me having more than enough salary wise. It was because of my age,
but it was a ridiculous decision. They should have been able to easily see that I could

pay it back.” (Consumer, Watford)

Consumers are adept at post-rationalisation and easily jump to conclusions about
their eligibility, some of which later prove to be detrimental. Signposting to alter-
native providers, therefore, is an important opportunity to help to alleviate con-
sumer reactions and concerns in the event that services or products are refused or

unaffordable.

“The lady did actually say: *Look, we can’t cover you but we know someone who
probably can.” She said she shouldn’t really tell me but I'm so glad she did, as they

covered me and I can keep driving now.” (Consumer, Watford)

Where services are withdrawn after an initial acceptance — for those with convictions,
for example — the combination of a lack of full explanation and a lack of suggested

alternatives can leave consumers in particularly challenging circumstances.

“Fust out of the blue I get this letter saying that’s it, you’re done. They’re terminating
my banking with them because of information about me that is apparently in the
public domain. Well I've been out of prison [ for a fraud conviction] for two years, so
why not terminate it earlier? I disputed it as my case is being reviewed [by Criminal
Case Review Commission] but they just said no. So what am I supposed to do now?”

(Consumer, London)

In analysing these particular issues, the underlying challenge that emerged is that no
one body — whether a firm or intermediary organisation — currently feels compelled
to take responsibility for outlining to consumers why they have been turned down for
products, and providing advice, if requested, on how consumers could make them-

selves more eligible for products in the future.
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Addressing this issue, and ensuring roles and responsibilities are clearly outlined,
may help to reduce self-limiting behaviours among consumers, and better help them
to develop their own eligibility for mainstream products which could potentially
serve their needs well.

“When you start getting turned down, it’s easy to just assume that everyone is going to
turn you down. They [firms] don’t give the impression that someone else might be able

to help — it’s kind of a firm ‘no™. (Consumer, Birmingham)

3.5 Summary

e There are often practical barriers to accessing financial products, in particular
relating to the provision of the required/requested ID documentation

» Staff often give consumers contradictory or limited information on their options,
and messaging can change between firms, and even between branches

* Consumers can struggle to understand and use their products once they have
purchased them

* Alack of explanation as to why someone has been denied a product — along with
a lack of suggested alternatives — can lead to future self-limiting behaviours

* Issues relating to income, health and place of residence mean that, for some, there

are simply no products available that meet their needs



3.6 The Maze:
Opportunities for change and improvement

Firms

How can firms be honest and upfront about exclusions and rejections, without
compromising their rules and the regulation in question?

How can firms/trade bodies monitor customers’ experiences of using their
products and services? For example, the customer journey of trying to find suitable
and/or affordable insurance products which even the most savvy of consumers
struggle with?

Firms need to better support their frontline staff to ensure all are comfortable
and familiar with procedures, and information and advice is therefore consistent
across branches and between members of staff. Who is best placed to encourage
this?

How can staff provide appropriate advice and support when consumers have been

rejected, in order to help them improve their future chances of acceptance?

Consumers

In what ways can we better support consumers to make effective choices about
financial products and find products that suit their needs when even mainstream
consumers, who have relatively good levels of financial capability, struggle?

Is the guidance available to consumers accessible and appropriate to meet the
wide range of individual needs?

What can we reasonably expect consumers to understand around rejections?

Government / Regulator / Other

When regulation is imposed on the financial services industry, is there clarity
around what the expected industry response is, and a chance to review any
difficulties and unexpected consequences?

Both expected and unexpected consequences of even the best intentioned
regulation must be regularly monitored and tracked.

When it comes to ID, how can the regulator and government work together to
create clarity about acceptable documentation and/or encourage firms to better
serve those consumers without the most standard forms of 1D?

What is the role of the regulator and/or government when it comes to supporting
firms to signpost consumers to alternative providers when they are unable to
provide a product or service?

What is the role of the regulator and government when the market does not seem
to be providing consumers with suitable products at an affordable price, even after

comprehensive searches by many consumers?

The Maze
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Fedyenka:
Poor customer service and inconsistent information
apout ID requirements when setting up a bank account.

(k| didn’t need them to just
tell me what was there,

| need them to

problem-solve,

to help me work out what ,@\ L@\
was possible 1

Fedyenka’s story

Fedyenka is a businessman (half French, half

THE MAZE

Facts about Fedyenka

Russian), looking to relocate his technology
start-up to the UK from Paris. When he arrived,
he made it a priority to look up banks with the
best business services, aiming to open both a
personal account and a business account. He
made appointments at 7 different banks, aiming
to identify the ones with the best customer
service. Out of the 2 who managed to keep
their scheduled appointment time, neither were
able to help or offer any guidance about how
Fedyenka could open an account with the range
of ID documents he currently had, despite the
fact that he had assets in French accounts. In
the end he went from branch to branch until he
found a bank employee who had experienced Occupation: Entrepreneur
a situation like his before, and was a bit more

> Age: 27

Living situation: Living alone
solution focussed. The whole process wasted a J g

lot of time and effort - leaving him feeling that
the UK was not ‘open for business’.

P Product area: Retail banking
(personal and SME)

P Journey stage: Application
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Bournemouth

Mortgages | Application

Guildford

Credit & Retail Banking | Usage

Insurance | Usage

Insurance | Usage

Unexpectedly excluded from claiming on many aspects of
a policy due to an existing healthcare condition

“l don’t trust that the policy will
actually cover me for what | will
need. | understand it won’t cover
my condition, but they have given
themselves a very convenient
get-out clause and didn’t explain it
to me upfront.”

Alan suffers from a congenital heart problem, which was treated when he was a child
many years ago. He recently purchased a critical illness policy, as “the sensible thing
to do” now he is in his 50s and still the main income earner in the household. Alan
did not expect to be covered for his illness but upon receipt of his policy and a read-
through of the T&Cs he was disappointed to see he was also not covered for “any
associated conditions”. This was not explained to him when taking out the policy and
it was not clear what these associated conditions were, which left him feeling that the
policy was virtually worthless.

Limited options for buildings & contents cover due to previous claims

“What is the point of having
insurance if you can’t use it to claim
on? 1 did everything right from a
research point of view, | found the
top recommended insurers, but they
wouldn’t even provide a quote.”

Fiona made three legitimate claims on 2 different buildings & contents policies over
a 3 year period. Once looking to renew, she discovered that the vast majority of
providers would not provide her with a quote due to her claim history:

Fiona is now unable to switch providers or negotiate a cheaper premium for her
buildings & contents cover, and has been discouraged from making any further claims
(even if legitimate) as she is unsure how they will affect her in the future.

Turned down for a mortgage because of age

“I couldn’t believe it! They wouldn’t
give us the mortgage and | was so
confident we could pay it back, and

| didn’t feel like we posed a risk.
People like us don’t normally get
turned down for things.”

Simon and his wife are becoming unable to manage the upkeep of their large family
home. Their children have moved out, and Simon’s wife struggles with arthritis.

They decided to downsize to a more manageable flat, close to their family and with
security to reassure them in their old age. Simon made an appointment at his local
bank branch to enquire about taking out a mortgage for around 25% of the property
value. He was asked to bring in records of his income, which primarily comes from
his property business. After a protracted process of proving his income and submitting
accounts, Simon was eventually refused a mortgage on the basis of his age and
‘unreliable’ work status.

Turned down for a mortgage because of difficulty proving the source of inheritance

“We were in a panic, the seller
wanted to move quickly and we were
going to lose this place. We asked the
bank to speak directly to our solicitor
who could work out what documents
were needed to prove where the
money came from but they refused
and withdrew the offer.”

Last year, Kate (and occupational therapist) and her husband (a teacher) found the
perfect home. They had been searching for months because Kate has a disability
and they needed to find a bungalow close to their family. Kate had recently inherited
twice and her husband had also had an inheritance to use as a deposit on their new
property. They had an Agreement in Principle for a 20% LTV mortgage when

they placed their offer, however a few weeks later the mortgage was withdrawn due
to money laundering regulation as the firm felt they could not prove where their
inheritance money come from. Kate and her husband were at risk from losing

their new home and the process of applying to a different firm would take too long.
Eventually; Kate’s parents offered to lend her the money instead.

Inconsistent information and long delays in setting up a UK bank account

“It was a mess. Different branches of
the same bank were telling us different
things. In the end, | had to ask to
speak to a manager and demand they
did something for us.”

Josh and his wife came to the UK at the start of 2015 when his wife’s employer

transferred her to their London office. When they arrived, they brought around
£4000 in cash with them to live on whilst they were setting up bank accounts and
waiting for their first pay cheques. Josh and his wife hid their money in among
their clothes to keep it safe. When Josh and his wife tried to open an account they
were turned down due to lack of proof of address because they were staying in a
temporary rental apartment. Different branches of the firm that they were dealing
with gave them different information about how to obtain proof of address and what
was acceptable. Several weeks later, the firm finally let Josh’s wife open an account
using her employment contract as a form of ID, during this time they lived on the
cash they had hidden. It took a further 6 months for them to allow them to open a
joint account and for Josh to get a debit card of his own.
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0. The Fog — Market
navigation and comprenhension

T he way financial products are communicated and marketed
can make 1t difficult for consumers to understand and identify
the right products for them

For many consumers, each with varying degrees of education and confidence, the
financial services market is complicated. For some this involves confusion about the
amount of products available, how best to search for them, and understanding the
differences between them. For others, there are questions around the differences be-
tween product categories. The advent of internet search engines and comparison
websites has brought the consumer face-to-face with the most diverse range of prod-
ucts ever available, and consumers can often feel overwhelmed by the sheer number
of potential options. What is more, despite a seeming plethora of options, some con-

sumers can struggle to identify products which aren’t aimed at the ‘ideal consumer’.

6.1 Accessing and comparing product details

Consumers often feel that it is simply impossible to understand the ‘whole market’,
and therefore to conduct an exhaustive search of it. Many are perplexed by the va-
riety of providers, before they have even begun to think about the detail of different
product categories and the features of each individual product within such a cate-
gory. A standard consumer response has become to say “I understand a little” or
“as much as I need to”, demonstrating the kind of ‘fog’ that envelops much of the

market, leading to a lack of confidence when it comes to making effective choices.

“I'mean, I think I'm ok but I wouldn’t say I'm particularly good at financial stuff or
understand everything. Definitely not. There’s so much out there I don’t think anyone
really gets all of it.” (Consumer, Birmingham)

Once consumers move from looking at the market in its entirety, they are further
confused and intimidated by the features of specific products. Whilst many are con-
fident understanding the basic features, there remains a fear of hidden costs and
limitations that are not clearly explained. The ability to compare products when as-
sessing upfront features often disguises consumers’ inability to compare across a full
range of features, and thus conduct a thorough and comprehensive search of the
market. For these reasons, it is not always easy to work out what constitutes value for
money in a particular context, or for a particular product. Even when using price
comparison sites to compare different products and their individual features, many

consumers still feel that they are not getting to the bottom of what a product entails.

A particular pain point for consumers centres on the ‘cost’ of products and whether
or not they offer ‘good value for money’. Many stated that their strategy for choos-
ing a product was simply to go for the option that “seemed to fit their needs”, “was
middle of the market” (i.e. not too expensive, not too cheap), and was provided by
“someone they had heard of ”. Whilst exciting, new and enticing product features are

shown on adverts, comparison sites and discussed by family and friends, the ‘small
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print’ of fees and charges was felt to make accurate comparison very difficult, even
for those who were willing to put in the effort. The relative difficulty of finding out
this sort of information only serves to make consumers more wary and/or confused

by the product and less able to compare across similar products.

“They always have all the good stuff there in big type and it’s all shouty shouty. But the
bits you really need to see, like how much they’ll charge you to be in_your overdraft, you

can never find that bit!” (Consumer, Birmingham)

“The issue of course is that marketing is trying to get us to buy, so 1t’s highlighting all of
the benefits, but people need to know the risks too.” (Expert Interviewee)

“There isn’t clear information about how much products are going to cost or how
they’re going to work. When you’re taking out the account, anticipating problems isn’t
bult in to [the process| so something that’s supposed to help you manage your money

undermines your ability to do that.” (Expert interviewee)

What is more, price comparison sites do not always show or highlight the more niche
providers of certain products, and consumers may therefore not be able to use them
in order to conduct a comprehensive search of the whole market for the most appro-
priate product. Many consumers are not willing or able to pursue a lengthy process
of methodical searching across all providers, particularly if they are likely to face

multiple rejections along the way.

<[ There is a lot of | energy required to try and find insurance for people affected by
cancer. You can’t just go through a price comparison webstte; often it’s indwidually
calling individual firms. After 1, 2, 3, 4 rejections, you can understand that people
might think that no-one’s going to offer [them/ cover, [they’ll] just give up now, it’s

[become] too tiring.” (Expert interviewee)

6.2 Jargon and technical complexity

Across the research the majority of consumers told us that they struggle to under-
stand and interpret T&C documents across a variety of financial products. T&Cs
were universally described as difficult to read, jargon-heavy and full of vague lan-
guage whose practical implications were unclear. Many said they had tried and
failed to engage with documentation in the past, and now resort to simply filing the
T&Cs ‘just in case’.

“You try and read them and it’s all legalese. Jargon this and jargon that, and all
these vague sentences where you end up thinking: wait, so could I claim or not?”

(Consumer, Leeds)

There was no distinction across products, although the more complicated a product
the longer and more impenetrable the T&Cs were expected to be. Credit and in-
surance products were expected to have more fees, exclusions and information than

simpler products, such as current accounts.

Some customers had heard of initiatives around plain English, and were apprecia-
tive of efforts in this area. Others told us of the need for more work to make jargon
accessible — suggesting that, where plain English is not easy to apply, an easy-to-use
Gargon buster’ would be helpful. Many were keen to see a summary of the key parts
of their T&C documentation, perhaps along the lines of the ‘Key Facts’ document

provided when a mortgage is accepted.

“I have seen those Key Facts documents you get with a mortgage and I think they’re
really good. Not too long, but giving you an overview of what the most important things

to know are.” (Consumer, Birmingham)

6.3 Compounding exclusion and ineligibility

An important aspect of “The Fog’ (i.e. consumers’ difficulties in accessing and/

or comprehending product features) is how it further complicates the negative



experiences of those who are ineligible to receive certain products (see ‘Exclusion

due to ineligibility” in the preceding chapter, “The Maze”).

In particular, just as the congestion and complexity of the market can leave some
consumers failing to find a suitable product for them even though such a product
may exist, so the ‘fogginess’ and poor signposting of the landscape can cause others,
who may simply not be eligible for any product, to continue searching for detrimen-
tal periods of time. After an exhaustive search which can take up a lot of consumers’
time and energy, the realisation that there is no appropriate product exists can be a
difficult one — compounding the disappointment of not being able to access the re-
quired product. In some cases, sub-par alternatives may be used, but in others con-

sumers will simply go without.

“I tried lots of travel insurance companies who claim to specialise in providing cover for
people with pre-existing medical conditions and I tried a dozen others recommended
on the Macmillan website. Even though I told the companies that my life expectancy
was two to five years, apart from one they all asked if I expected to be alive six months
after returning from my holiday, I found this quite distressing and unnecessary. Some
said they wouldn’t quote for terminal illnesses and could direct me to someone who
would, one said they would call me back and never did. So I ended up going with the
only insurer that would cover me at a cost of 21,300 for a 10 day cruise in Europe.”

(Consumer, Surrey)”®

“It’s not simply the case that disabled people aren’t searching hard enough to find
products, 1t’s often that products are sumply too expensive for this group, or in many

instances just not there.” (Expert interviewee)

As discussed in “The Maze’, the fogginess of the marketplace also plays a role in the
exclusion experienced by those who have obtained existing products, but who find
themselves surprised by their ineligibility to access certain services or features later
on in their product journeys. Invariably, we discovered this exclusion to be the result
of the detail of T&Cs (e.g. insurance claim exclusions) not having been clearly ex-
plained at the point of purchase. Additional examples of this phenomenon can be
found in the industry-specific sections below.

6.4 Product-specific ‘fog’

Current accounts & everyday banking

Despite being encouraged to switch, and often having noticed eye-catching rewards
for doing so, consumers find it difficult to clearly see how well their current account
serves them, and what a switch might realistically mean. It is, for example, difficult
to know exactly how much you have paid in fees, or earnt in interest, without going
through your full account history. In some of the cases we studied this had resulted
in consumers staying put, preferring the ‘devil they know’ to a new provider, account
and experience — or alternatively seeking informal options which exist outside of the

traditional confines of the industry (e.g. community savings schemes).

Developments in financial technology, such as the Midata initiative, have the poten-
tial to help consumers cut through the advertising of current accounts and assess
which account would be best for their individual needs. However, there was limited
awareness of Midata among our sample, and there remain challenges with both it
and similar digital developments — both in terms of availability, ease of use and ac-
cessibility to those who are less computer literate. Midata, for example, requires cus-
tomers to download and upload a .csv file from their online banking account, after
which they need to be able to understand the assumptions made within the compar-

ison algorithm (e.g. regarding average monthly balances).

The use of different terms and language by firms can compound consumer confu-
sion and lead to further scepticism. In practical terms, it becomes yet another barrier

that prevents consumers being able to compare across products, making it unclear

13 Tor a later European holiday, this same respondent’s relatives struggled to gain travel

insurance simply because they were travelling with her and she had cancer.
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whether different products offer similar features, benefits or charges.

“You don’t know if one place saying one thing is the same as the next. I don’t really
know what I'm supposed to be doing but I just figure that a bank account is a bank

account and so I'll stick with the one 've got.” (Consumer, Birmingham)

There seems to be a presumption on the part of firms that consumers do, and if not
then they should, understand technical language around common financial prod-
ucts. Particular examples included APR, AER, ‘disclosure’ and ‘credit check’. Whilst
consumers may have a simplistic understanding, or be able to ’take a punt’, they of-

ten lack the clear understanding that is necessary to process firm’s communications.

“What does APR actually mean? I know that a lower figure ts better, like I know what

to look for, but what does it actually mean?” (Consumer, Birmingham)

Furthermore, it can be difficult for consumers to ask the questions they need to. In
some circumstances customers are embarrassed to ask about common terms and
phrases, which they presume they are expected to know and understand. Some high-
lighted that this was because they are intimidated by the banking environment and
see the customer service agents as holding all the required knowledge and power.
Many are unclear on the difference between ‘sales’ and ‘advice’ and expect those
working for financial services firms to try and sell them the product that is in the
firm’s (or individual staff member’s) best interest. When advice is given, consumers
don’t always have the confidence that what is being sold has fully taken into account
their needs. This leads to a power imbalance and a likelihood that consumers feel

disempowered and lacking the tools to be certain in their choices.

In other situations consumers are simply unable to ask, and may resort to asking
others with equally limited knowledge, or using internet search engines where infor-

mation is not necessarily correct and unbiased.

“I went with my daughter to open her first bank account. They said, *Oh we need you
to accept the terms and conditions if we’re going to proceed today, so we’ll just tick that
you did, okay?’ I was so surprised. I mean I know nobody reads them but to have the

bank say that was something else.” (Consumer, Devon,
1y 4

Certain groups of consumers have the perception that they are ‘bad customers’ or
an ‘unattractive customer’ who wouldn’t be eligible for mainstream products on the
market. In some cases this limits behaviour to such an extent that consumers ‘self-ex-
clude’ from the mainstream market. Despite seeing a large amount of products in
the wider market, these consumers may feel that there is a lack of range in what is
on offer, with fewer, or no, products designed to meet the needs of those who don’t

fit the ‘ideal customer mould’.

“It’s like, if you don’t have at least £ 800 cash coming in a month there are only
the rubbish accounts for you. Because they don’t want you to be a customer.”

(Consumer, Bolton)

Furthermore, applications for products that are rejected can be demoralising and
exacerbate self-limiting behaviours. Consumers find it traumatic to be constantly
rejected, and quickly internalise perceived messages about where their business is

more or less appreciated.

“Something our advisors oflen comment on is how it feels for people when they are
turned down by their bank or asked questions they can’t answer, or they’re made to
Jeel that it’s thear faull that the service isn’t right for them. And we get many reports of
people who are unwilling or reluctant to use financial services again because of a bad
expertence or because they feel that those services aren’t for the likes of them.”

(Expert interviewee)

Credit & borrowing
Consumers seeking credit products face a similar range of challenges in terms of
comparison and understanding. Whilst many are shopping around and trying to

find the most suitable product for their needs, terminology and hidden fees can be



daunting and confusing. Once again, some consumers can struggle to find the most

appropriate products for them, despite conducting extensive searches.

“What we would encourage vs innovation around credit products at the design
phase. Instead of trying to make everyone fit the current products on offer, we need
to understand that there isn’t a ‘one size fits all’ credit product; different people need
different products.” (Industry Interviewee)

Further compounding the issues around access to appropriate credit are the many
myths surrounding it, principally focussed on the best way to get a good credit score,
which fuel self-limiting behaviour on the part of consumers. Many are influenced by
the credit habits of those around them, or by the physical options available to them

in their town or local high street.

“Credit scoring is a bit of a myth. We'd like to see a lot more information and training
lo staff to know what they can tell somehow about how they can go away and improve
their credit score because very often people’s circumstances would enable them to access

credit but their score stops them.” (Expert interviewee)

Certain consumers are so scared of rejection that they do not even apply for main-
stream credit products, preferring instead to stick with those for “people like them”,
which may result in higher charges and a negative reflection on a credit report. A
need to be sure of success can therefore push consumers towards more ‘open door’
products, which they are confident of securing, but which don’t often meet their

needs particularly well.

Additional difficulties arise due to poor explanations as to why consumers have been
turned down for particular products, which can encourage self-limiting behaviour
when it comes to future purchases. Poor signposting to alternative products and/or

providers can serve to push consumers ever further away from mainstream options.

“I went to the bank and asked for an overdraft and they said no because I had poor credit.
1 didn’t get why I had poor credit and they didn’t give me a reason. I was living with
my parents at the time and working for my dad and I didn’t have any debts or anything.
A few weeks later, 1 got a letter from a company saying that they could give me a credut
card and help me build my credit score so I took a card with them even though the

interest was really high.” (Consumer, Glasgow)

Where recommendations are given, they can be insufficient and inappropriate. In
some specific circumstances consumers told us that they were directed towards pay-
day loans when told they would most probably be ineligible for a loan at their cur-
rent bank. In such circumstances consumers were left confused by mixed messages

about payday loans, and less likely to seek out a mainstream credit product in future.

“They say, normally people like you get payday loans. Well I don’t want to get a payday
loan do I because I know they’re bad for you. So now I've got nothing. The bank

doesn’t want people who look like me.” (Consumer, Bolton)

Furthermore, consumers are encouraged across the board to ‘shop around’ and
find the best deal. In contrast to current accounts, however, those shopping around
for credit receive mixed messages about the benefits of doing so. Whereas on the
one hand shopping around is universally considered a good consumer habit, many
are also aware of the negative impact of multiple applications (and rejections) on a
credit report. These mixed messages can lead to further inertia and concerns that
shopping around (and making multiple applications) might not necessarily be in the

customer’s best interest.

“I know that you’re not supposed to apply for many credit cards or that looks bad. So
1 always try and wait a while before I do the next one if I get turned down, as I often
try and get good deals and balance transfers, that sort of thing. Normally I try to wait

about six months but sometimes it’s really difficult.” (Consumer, Birmingham)

Throughout our research we encountered very few consumers who had a good un-

derstanding of how credit referencing works, or felt comfortable explaining it to us.
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“What s your credit score? Will you tell me? Is it like they look at your records with
them and then ask the police about your criminal record?”

(Consumer, Manchester)

“So you know I found out this thing from my mate who wanted a phone contract. The
guy at the shop sard he was turned down but he should put himself on the electoral roll
and in a bit he might get one. So I put myself on the electoral roll too!”

(Consumer, Bolton)

With certain credit products consumers are often not offered the most suitable prod-
uct for their specific needs, and are rather encouraged to take the most profitable or
‘exciting’ option. This is often the case with added extras for current accounts, and
packaged accounts, along with cashback credit cards. Consumers can often be over-
whelmed by jargon, tempted by seemingly enticing offers, or ‘reassured’ by poorly

substantiated claims, without fully working through the details of a product.

“I am really struggling to make my mortgage payments at the moment. There’s a lot
going on and my kids and I are moving into rented accommodation which I'm paying
Jor too. ... My bank account costs me just over £ 20 a month, which seems expensive to

me but they say it’s their best one in the bank.” (Consumer, Birmingham)

As people’s circumstances change, so will their financial needs, meaning their chosen
products may no longer be fit for purpose, and reassessment is required to ensure
they remain affordable and/or suitable. Firms, however, do not currently assess cus-
tomer needs on an ongoing basis, and although consumers may not always welcome
such reviews, they would nonetheless provide a ‘safety check’ for those whose chang-

ing financial situation complicates their access to credit products

In situations where regulation has attempted to address the need for products to be
as suitable as possible, consumers can still find themselves confused, perhaps even
more so by convoluted affordability checks that aren’t fully explained by firm staff.
Furthermore, affordability and risk assessment questions do not always accurately
reflect consumer behaviour, and it is easy for firms to make assumptions about con-
sumer priorities that might not be accurate. Alternatively, it can also be relatively
easy for consumers to circumnavigate such checks, perhaps by using cash for trans-

actions they think will make them look less than suitable.

“When we were looking for our mortgage we knew it would be a stretch so we just took
out cash for little luxuries they might ask about, and my husband stopped gambling

online just for the months they wanted statements for.” (Consumer, Brighton)

Insurance

As with current accounts and credit, those we met who had sought insurance prod-
ucts were readily drawn to the more easily comparable features, but once again
confused when it came to a more detailed comparison of the various exclusions and

charges.

We found a particularly low level of comprehension amongst those who had taken
out insurance policies as part of a packaged current account. As questions often fo-
cus on the range and quantity of ‘added extras’ when consumers are taking out such
an account, there may not have been an in-depth discussion of the cover offered.
Consumers can therefore find themselves without a clear idea of their eligibility to
claim on this cover, and can sometimes struggle to ask questions about it, either due
to the lack of knowledge of firm staff' in branch or a set of completely impenetrable
T&Cs.

“I knew they wouldn’t cover my condition [Chron’s] but when I'd taken out the [critical
illness] policy I had a read through it and it said they wouldn’t cover my Chron’s
and any other associated conditions. But what are those conditions? They could say
anything is associated, so 1t’s a completely pointless policy as far as I'm concerned.”
(Consumer, Watford)

“I thought I was covered because I pay for my account and it comes with travel

wnsurance. Anyway, a few weeks before we went away, I called them just to check and



sard I have lupus but it is in remission’, and they said that I would have to pay extra.
1t ended up being £ 300 extra, even though I had been paying for it every month for

about 15 years.” (Consumer, St Albans)

6.5 Summary

* Consumers can struggle to understand technical language used to describe
financial products and services

* There are also difficulties experienced by many when it comes to understanding
not only the benefits of products, but their costs and exclusions too

* There are many myths around credit scoring that can impede access to mainstream
credit, or consumers’ ability to improve their scores

» Consumers struggle to search for the most appropriate product, despite the advent
of price comparison websites

* Those who are ineligible for products can have their difficulties compounded by
the length of time it takes to establish their ineligibility

6.6 The Fog:
Opportunities for change and improvement

Firms

* How can firms ensure that financial products are communicated and marketed in
a way that makes them accessible to consumers, using plain English and making
T&Cs as accessible as possible

*  How can firms make time to ensure customers are purchasing products which are
suitable to their needs and circumstances?

e How can firms better facilitate effective consumer searches, so that consumers are
accessing those products which best meet their needs?

*  How can firms provide products which work for them commercially and also plug
those gaps in the market where consumers struggle to access any products?

Consumers
* What can consumers reasonably be expected to understand when it comes to
financial products and services?

*  How can we better support consumers to make effective choices about financial
products?

* Is the guidance available to consumers accessible and appropriate to meet the
wide range of individual needs

Government / Regulator / Other

* Do we have unrealistic expectations of consumers when even people with good
financial literacy struggle — are we expecting them to conduct searches of the
market beyond their means and abilities?

* Can we provide better frameworks to help consumers compare products and
understand what is best for them?

*  How can we best support innovation to ensure that comparison and switching is
made easier across the full range of financial products?

* What is the best way to ensure firms are using standardised language and less
jargon, in order to aid comprehension on the part of consumers?

* How can we clarify responsibility around sign-posting, so that consumers are
able to conduct the widest possible searches of the market, and aren’t missing
out on products that meet their needs simply because they are unaware of their
existence?

* Who should consumers (and their representatives) turn to when they simply
cannot find a product which meets their needs, and who should take responsibility
for such gaps in the market?

The Fog
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Alison:
Unable to find any travel insurance

£& My day to day health is roughly the same as
any other 70 year old with a hip replacement.

| know people on dialysis who where offered
cheaper insurance because their conditions

were ‘life limiting’ rather than terminal. THE FOG

| have looked and looked é
and nobody is willing to
cover meyy

Alison’s story

Alison was diagnosed with terminal cancer in

Facts about Alison

2014 and had orthopaedic surgery to remove
tumours including a hip replacement. She has
been given 2-5 years to live but currently takes
medication that means she is in good daily
health. Alison tried to find travel insurance to
enable her to go on holiday with friends and
family, after her recovery, and her consultant
was very happy to write her a letter to say she
was fit for travel. She tried multiple insurers to
get cover for 10 day cruise, ended up costing
as much as the cruise itself. On another trip,
the problem seemed to extend to family
members travelling in the same party, as Alison
was down as the ‘organiser’ and this meant > A ge: 70s

that they couldn’t secure their own insurance,
independent of Alison’s. Occupation: Retired

. , , Living situation: Living alone
Alison also sought help and advice from various

sources, including the BIBA helpline. At no » Product area: Insurance
point was Alison signposted to better deals
which might have helped her. } Journey stage: Usage
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Has been put off shopping around, as he doesn’t feel like
he’s the kind of customer mainstream banks want

“l didn’t think of going to the bank After a few bad experiences interacting with bank staff, Bobby has developed a
when | was short ... | don’t think slrong sense that he’s ‘not the ki}l(l of customer’ 111'(111.1811‘(‘11111 banks \\'antA— i11clu{1i11g

) needing to secure a personal reference to open a basic bank account, which he found
they d be able to help me out. The frustrating and humiliating; Bobby lives in Glasgow where he has steady work. He
bank has tried to humiliate me in has no debts and has met all his repayments on car finance in the past. When Bobby

the paSt ” needed money recently he went to a payday loan provider, as he felt they would be
more welcoming of someone like him. He didn’t really shop around, as he felt that
the person he dealt with was ‘nice’ and understanding - and that was more than he

would get in branch.

Struggling to compare different car finance deals

“They just keep asking me ‘what Amy wants to buy anew car, b}u has h‘c«‘n putting it off because she can’t understand
can | afford each m onth’, but | have the 1‘(‘,1%111\'0 merits of different forms of car Imapc(z. L\:cr) time she %p(zak‘s to someone

i about it, she feels that they are strongly advocating their own product - without really
money and it’s not about the monthly helping her to understand how it differs from other options on the market. She finds
repayment_ | knOW ther‘e are other that the different providers are fixated on the monthly repayment and they only want
factors | need to take into aCCOUI’]t, to compare products on this amount - but from doing her own research, she knows

. that the monthly repayment is affected by a lot of other factors such as interest rate

but there are so many thlngs to and whether or not she will be able to keep the car once the deal ends. She is worried
con3ider, I can’t keep them all in that by not working through the detail now she could end up worse off in the future.
mind at once.”

Has tried to find a provider that will cover his house, but year after
year of calling various different providers he has given up

“1 think I’'m stuck basica”y_ .. lcan Jon bought his house around 15 years ago and after a year or so spotted some early
stick with the same provider orlcan sig?is‘of s}ll)sidcncc tha‘t hadn"t l)ccn‘ picked up on the survey. He made a claim on his
. o . building insurance, which paid out for corrective work and there have been no further
go without bU"dlngS Insurance or problems since. Whilst Jon has always been happy with his current provider, he feels
Spend the rest of my life try|ng to find it’s time to shop around and see if he can get a better deal. He’s financially savvy, so
a deal that mlght not exist.” has gone to price comparison sites and even to specialist brokers. However, each time

he’s turned down on the basis of the old (and now rectified) subsistence problem. He
feels that his past claim has effectively ‘blacklisted’ him from the building’s insurance

market, and he has no choice but to stick with his current provider.

Couldn’t find a provider willing to discuss his insurance
needs - willing to pay more for the right cover

“It’s a lose:lose situation. | was Toby recently went on the trip of a lifetime adventure, which included doing a
Wllllng to pay more, but they wouldn’t n‘um’bcr of ‘bucket list” extreme sport activities. I kt knew there were risk:s in\'ol\"cd and
X i didn’t expect to be covered under a normal travel insurance policy. Having reviewed
even have a conversation with me... the detail of a whole range of policies, he still felt that there might be parts of what he
in the end | jUSt had to go without was planning to do that he wouldn’t be covered for and wanted to have a conversation

: » with someone about whether it was possible to make more of a bespoke package.
appropriate cover. ‘ ! poxe packag
Despite several attempts, he struggled to get anyone to have a proper conversation
with him, with most people he spoke to on the phone seemingly not interested in
exploring his needs at all. In the end, he just gave up and went uninsured - he wasn’t

happy with the outcome, and felt that it was a ‘lose:lose’ situation for all involved.

Little understanding of credit scoring

“| don’t know what my credit score Aoife accumulated a substantial amount of credit card debt during her separation
is. Or where it is for that matter! 1"1‘01.1‘1 her ex-husband, and is 110\\‘%11‘ugg’ling LQ pay off her debts with her inr(n?m A

B Aoife has never checked her credit score, and is unsure as to how her current situation
How would I find out? \Who tells might affect her in the future, such as when she needs to remortgage alone.
you?”
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/. "The Void" — Physical
and digital barriers

Branch closures and increasingly automated processes are

preventing some consumers from engaging with the marketplace

In the course of the research we encountered numerous consumers who had in ef-
fect been excluded from the market by some kind of practical barrier to engagement.
In some cases, this involved difficulties accessing their current banking and financial
products, or gaining access to effective, suitable choice and so operating within a
limited or restricted set of products. These problems can be broadly grouped into

physical and digital access issues.

7.1 Physical barriers

Those experiencing physical access issues tended to be living in rural areas, have
poor access to transport, or have some kind of disability. Often those we met who
were struggling with travel were older, but not exclusively so — and often they had
not chosen to live in such a rural location, but were instead social housing tenants
who had been given limited choice about where they could live. These individuals
regularly reported that public transport was expensive, infrequent and unreliable,
and often resorted to using alternatives such as taxis which were significantly more
expensive. This problem was particularly profound for those who didn’t have family,

or whose family did not live nearby.

“We can’t drive to get to the nearest branch so we have to take the bus, for about an
hour. But there’s a lady in the village before ours who gets the bus too and she is in a
wheelchair so she takes up the disabled space. Then we have o get a taxi which is

16 each way.” (Elderly couple, Somerset)

We observed many older or disabled consumers who were entirely dependent on
others for day-to-day banking as a direct consequence of their disability. In the ma-
jority of cases, younger family members were lending a hand or guiding their rela-
tives through the intricacies of modern banking. In some circumstances formal ar-
rangements were in place, such as power of attorney or third party mandates, but on

many occasions we found families ‘making do’ with informal arrangements and help.

7.2 Digital barriers

While business models are based increasingly on a digital delivery strategy, we found
a certain segment of consumers who could not, or would not, embrace online op-

tions or shift their behaviour.
on’t go online — never have done, never will.” (Consumer, Newcastle
“I don’t go onl have done, i.”(c , Ne tl

For such consumers, digital exclusion operates on a variety of levels. They do not
have the ability and confidence to undertake simple banking activities online, or

even to search for products and information.

The Void
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“One of the main practical issues that disabled people face when accessing financial
products is around digital exclusion. Businesses need to look at how accessible their
websutes are as well as looking at their customer service provision.”

(Expert interviewee)

Secondly, they may lack the financial resources to purchase the necessary equipment,
such as a tablet or computer, and/or they may struggle with the cost of internet
connection. Finally, in many rural areas broadband and mobile signal remains weak,

and lags behind much of the provision for urban centres.

Digitally excluded customers felt that they were often paying a premium for those
products they do take out, missing out on cheaper products sold exclusively online,
or alternative non high-street providers who may offer cheaper and more suitable

products for their needs.

“My son told me that I could get a better deal online, but I just find the idea of not being
able to pop in to talk to someone so stressful that I couldn’t go for it.”

(Consumer, Yeovil)

“We think the industry could do better, and that it could be more helpful in steering

older customers towards the best rate accounts available.” (Expert interviewee)

Whilst initiatives like the Barclays Digital Eagles project were mentioned by a small
minority of consumers as an example of good practice, there is a long way to go
before the scheme can reach the numbers of people required to reduce digital ex-
clusion. Furthermore, much of the digital exclusion we encountered in this research
resulted more from a lack of trust in more automated processes, than any lack of
ability and skills. For example, we met a lot of digitally competent and confident
consumers who were able, but unwilling, to do their everyday banking online. Whilst
they may use the internet to search for deals and compare products, they were un-
comfortable with the idea of having access to their accounts online. For the most
part, this was due to security concerns and worries about their own ability to detect
fraudulent activity and trustworthy transactions and sites. Many had read ‘horror
stories’ in the media about hacking scandals, and were simply not comfortable with

exposing themselves to the world of online banking.

“Ive read about it in the paper. They say look for that padlock to know it’s secure but
Lve read that hackers can fake that too.” (Consumer, Watford)

Others were worried about identifying communications, such as phone calls and
e-mail from firms, having heard stories of fraudulent messaging and phone calls. On
a more practical level, some older consumers were concerned about their ability to
remember various passwords and identification numbers, and the safety of storing

them physically or digitally in case of forgetting.

This risk-averse attitude can also lead to an unwillingness to engage with new, or
unknown, providers. Visiting a ‘bricks and mortar’ establishment was felt by some
to be the only way that they could obtain the necessary reassurance about suppliers’

trustworthiness.

7.3 Reliance on others

In order to overcome physical access issues, and digital and affordability exclusion,
some of those we met were adapting financial products to their specific lifestyle
needs. This included passing on details and passwords to family members, friends
and carers, as well as restricting themselves to certain well-known products, and
local branches. Others were resorting to wider acquaintances, such as hairdressers,
taxi drivers and students, in order to carry out basic transactions such as entering a

PIN, or withdrawing cash.

Some of these strategies put consumers and those helping them at additional risk.
Informal arrangements had often not been fully thought through in terms of risk, as

those involved see the situation purely as ‘helping out’.



“I help my prano teacher because he just can’t see well enough to look at his accounts

online.” (Consumer, Leeds)

Whilst in practical terms these arrangements often seemed to be working, both par-
ties often described the unease that they felt — especially around making payments
and withdrawing funds. The carers perceived themselves to be verging on possible
criminality, while the looked-after person was either simply anxious about the pre-
dicament in which they were placing their carer, or genuinely concerned by the

amount of trust they were forced to place in another person.

“I rely on my daughter for everything. She takes me to the Post Office to get my pension,
she looks at my bank account online for me and she pays all the bills for me. I wouldn’t

be able to cope without her.” (Consumer, Northern Ireland)

We also encountered many individuals who faced language barriers which often act-
ed as a severe impediment to accessing everyday financial services in branch and over
the phone. Limited confidence in English and/or understanding of the UK finan-
cial services market meant that some consumers opted for the simplest product avail-
able to them, or were entirely reliant on the advice of others, who may themselves
have limited understanding of the most appropriate products. Furthermore, such
consumers are unlikely to change their banking and insurance products, as there is a
great fear of the unknown in terms of understanding and a lack of knowledge as to

whether other providers offer similar products and services (e.g. translation).

“A neighbour told me to get a payday loan when I was waiting for my benefits to come
through and had no money. I thought they must know what they were talking about, so
L went to the shop with some ID and they gave me a loan. ‘T he whole transaction was
done in English and I didn’t really understand how much I would have to pay back.
They just told me where to sign. In the end, my children had to help me pay off the debt

because it was out of control.” (Consumer, Bradford)

Others were relying on friends and family for translation and interpretation, leaving
themselves open to mixed and confused messages, and meaning they were entirely
reliant on the interpreter’s understanding of the issues and products discussed.

The risks of potential coercion, manipulation and theft are not to be ignored in situ-
ations such as these. Often the firm itself will be entirely unaware of the help being
given by a relative or friend, and is therefore not in a position to offer alternative
arrangements.

Furthermore, should the informal help situation change, perhaps as a result of
someone moving away, those reliant on others can very quickly become particularly

vulnerable.

“I do worry sometimes about what my Grandma would do if [ wasn’t there. Nobody

else seems to want to help her.” (Consumer, Leeds)

Within this layer; we often found that consumers were subject to numerous exclu-
sions, perhaps living rurally with poor internet access, or with a disability and unable

to operate a computer.

7.4 Summary

* Practical exclusion of consumers from financial products and services is primarily

linked to physical access issues, or digital exclusion

* Older people, those with disabilities, and those living in rural areas, are most likely
to struggle with physical access, due to branch closures and practical impediments

* The same groups are also more likely than others to experience digital exclusion,
along with some low-income consumers

* A lack of access to the required technology, alongside a lack of confidence or
computer literacy, can exclude some consumers from access to products and

services
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7.5 The Void:
Opportunities for change and improvement

Firms

How can firms make their products as accessible as possible for existing customers?

What alternatives are on offer for those who cannot make it into branch and are
not able to find a way to use current options?

Should firms be doing more to cater for existing customers that can no longer
make it into branch?

What can firms do to reduce the complexity in security arrangements and increase
trust in remote banking provision (such as telephone)?

How can firms improve arrangements for translation? And how can they ensure
that these services are consistently available and known about by customer-facing
staff?

Consumers

How can we better support customers to obtain appropriate legal protection to
ensure their carers and family members are able to act on their behalf?

What more can we do to help and encourage consumers to forward plan for their
banking needs, ensuring they have the appropriate skills to manage effectively and

independently?

How can we support those who are caring for others to seek out and access help
and guidance from firms when they need it?

To what extent should we expect consumers to embrace digital channels?

Government / Regulator / Other

If some financial products are to be considered essential for full participation in
society, consideration must be given to the affordability of these products, with
efforts made to ensure all are included, even those on the lowest incomes. Whose
responsibility is it to ensure that necessary alternatives or measures to alleviate
detriment are provided?

How do we ensure that geographic isolation is appropriately dealt with, so that
consumers living in rural areas are not excluded from accessing the fullest range

of financial products and services?

How do we encourage those working on future transport and housing planning to
consider access and the needs of those with physical access issues?

How do we ensure that the digital ingrastructure is inclusive and accessible to
those who may benefit from it the most (e.g. those facing physical barriers)?
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THE VOID

Tim:
Unable to physically access branch

£ We just can’t get to the
‘normal’ bank. It’s aimost
Impossible without spending a
lot of money on taxis. Door-step
lenders are the best option 9 ®' o

THE FOG THE MAZE

THE VOID

Facts about Tim

Tim lives in retitement accommodation and
uses a wheelchair which means he is often
frightened to go out without his wife. He can
use the local Post Office for small transactions,
although it doesn’t deal with everything he
needs and is only open one morning a week.

The nearest bank is about 20 miles away and
he struggles to get the bus, as there is a lady in
the next village who gets on at the stop before
who also has a wheelchair, which means she
takes up the only wheelchair space and the bus
driver won’t let him on. There are currently
only 2 buses a day. When Tim and his wife do
go to town they need to get a taxi, which costs > Age: 70s
£16 each way. Recently they’ve been using a
doorstep lender for the ease of accessing credit.

Occupation: Retired

Living situation: Living with wife
» Product area: Retail banking

P Journey stage: Usage
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Dhurjati

Retail banking | Usage
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Has difficulty physically accessing banking services in branch

“It’s an invisible illness which means

that | really struggle with things
‘normal’ people do. They don’t

seem to be able to flex the system

to better support me.”

Digitally excluded

Liz has chronic fatigue which can mean when she does need to go in branch the

wait to be seen can be exhausting (to the point where she can be bed bound for days
afterwards). Online banking has been a real plus for Liz and she uses it frequently -
although she has some worries about the quality of advice given by phone and does
need to go into branch occassionally. When she is there, she finds little support is
available to help her deal with the situation (for example, queuing for long periods of
time are her worst nightmare and not keeping appointments meaning she has to wait
around for a long time). She tries to put this off as much as possible, but as she needs
more and more complicated financial products (like mortgages) she is finding this to
be a considerable barrier.

“l want to try and do my banking
on my own... but the bank isn’t
making it that easy for me.”

Mary is 81 and a widow. Whilst she’s quite spritely for her age, she struggles with
computers (her son has tried to teach her a number of times!). Fiercely independent,
she is not willing to ask for help when she can still find a way to do it herself. She has
been regularly popping into her local branch where ‘the girls’ help her to pay bills and
ensure she has the right products. Recently she’s been told that the branch is closing
and she’ll have to go elsewhere. Without access to transport, she’s not entirely sure
what she is going to do. She’s trying not to think about it for the time being:

Difficulties physically accessing branch and insufficient

photo ID to open a new account

“It’s ridiculous that | can’t get a

new account. | havent been abroad

and | don’t plan on going, so why
should | have to buy a passport?”

Dependency

Lucy lives in rural Wales, about a 10 minute drive from the nearest village. There is a
bank branch in the village, but it’s not Lucy’s provider, and is only open two mornings
a week. As Lucy has severe osteoporosis she finds it difficult to get about in the

larger town where her nearest bank branch is located, even if she is able to get a lift
from a family member. Recently Lucy tried to open a new current account that she
would be able to access through a local shop, meaning longer opening hours and the
convenience of the nearest village. In her 70s, and having never driven or travelled
abroad she hasn’t got either a passport or a driving licence and so was unable to
complete the identification verification procedure.

“| feel like | am a burden on my
children and reliant on them for

everything. Whilst they say everything
is okay, I’'m not always sure what this

means.”

Caring for parents

Dhurjati lives in Bradford with her husband and grown-up children. She struggles
with English and is also illiterate in both English and her native Urdu. She relies on
her children to undertake all of her everyday banking arrangements, and to translate
for her if she ever does go in to her local branch or needs to use a cash machine. She
doesn’t really feel in control of her own financial situation and whilst she trusts her
children, she feels like she doesn’t have the tools or skills to get more involved.

“I feel like a criminal when |
try to help my parents do their
banking... they don’t help, they

[bank staff] just make it clear they

disapprove.”

Phil is in his 50s and has an informal caring relationship for both his parents (who he
describes as having the first signs of dementia). He has never had to care for anyone
and doesn’t really see himself as a ‘carer’ - more just ‘helping out” or ‘doing what any
son would do’. To support them, to regularly accompanies them to the bank to shift
money around or manage their finances. He thinks that staff suspect him of ‘coercing’
his parents, as they give him dirty looks and ask difficult questions. He has become so
worried about helping them with banking tasks that he now stands outside the branch
and just hopes that his parents will be okay on their own. He has never been offered
support or advice about taking out a power of attorney.
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8. Conclusions and
recommendations

Identified access issue area

8.1 Summary of key themes

It is easy to see access as a complicated amalgam of interlinked problems which, cu-
mulatively, become nobody’s responsibility. In seeking to give an overarching, con-
sumer-oriented structure to the issue we have hope we have created a framework
for understanding the nature of different problems which enables consumers, firms
and the regulator/government to better identify where the responsibility for driving

change could lie.

With this understanding in place, it is possible to further refine thinking about cau-
sality and responsibility by clustering specific access problems in different ways. The
table below summarises the issues we documented in relation to a range of different
types of subject area. Some of these are wider technological and societal changes
affecting consumer behaviour, while some are to do with industry trends, and others
are the result of specific regulatory measures intended to protect consumers and en-

sure the efficient working of markets.

Key challenges encountered

Online

Poor connectivity and broadband signal

Lack of basic online skills

Lack of resources to get online at home or locally, for free

Lack of confidence around online security, and ability to recognise
fraudulent activity on account

No access to a branch locally

Inability to access a branch due to disability

Inability to use telephone banking
due to hearing or dexterity issues

Difficulties using cash machines, transactional machines in banks
and Chip & Pin technology

Know Your Customer / Anti
Money Laundering Legislation

Lack of consistency on approved forms of ID

Lack of flexibility for those without a passport or a driving licence

Lack of useful advice to address ID issues

Lack of flexibility and support around proof of address, especially
for those newly arrived in the country, including wealthy, savvy
consumers

Credit Reference Agencies
and lending decisions

48 Mind the gap

A thin credit file preventing access to appropriate credit

Lack of clarity over rejection for credit products to help future
searches and to gain appropriate credit in the future

Difficulties understanding the concept of credit reference agencies,
credit scoring and how lenders make decisions



Identified access issue area

Key challenges encountered

+ A lack of clarity over how to access, understand and improve
one’s credit score. A lack of understanding that, unlike other areas,
shopping around for credit can be detrimental to consumers

Higher than average costs charged to access credit through non-
mainstream channels

Older Mortgage Borrowers

Refusal of lending due to inflexible age assumptions, without a
consideration
of specific needs and circumstances

A lack of consumer understanding around the process of eligibility
criteria, leading to confusion around the real reason for rejection

Insurance

Difficulties understanding the full terms and conditions of a product
purchased, leading to confusion and a lack of trust

A sense of being ‘priced out’ of insurance, either through exorbitant
premiums or an inability to see the value of cover

An inability to find suitable products provided by specialist providers,
even for the most savvy of consumers

A complete lack of products for those with more specific needs,
perhaps due to illness or age, or for example, having a past
conviction

Refusal of insurance by association, for example travelling with
someone else with an illness

Consumers trapped in policies they are unable to amend without
suffering a reduction in cover

Conclusions and recommendations
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8.2 Whose responsibility is it anyway?
It is easy to pair up a consumer problem with the financial services industry and as-
sume that firms are the root cause of all the problems. If products are too expensive

for consumers, then surely firms should just be encouraged to lower their prices?

This research, however, recognises that it is not always straightforward for firms to
deliver the best products and services to consumers at a price which is affordable.
Indeed, it may be that by providing products and services for the most expensive
customers, who pose a greater risk,that firms themselves end up shouldering the cost,
or become less competitive. Furthermore, regulation and competition can prevent
firms from working collaboratively to address gaps in the market, and ensure provi-
sion for those customers who currently fall through the cracks. This report recognis-
es the responsibility of firms to their shareholders and current customers alike, and
acknowledges the need for others to play their part in facilitating the products and

services which are required in order to tackle the challenges posed by access today.

Customers themselves are often not unrealistic about these challenges. Many of
those we studied understood that not all firms will want to meet all consumer needs
— hence the need to shop around and find the products that best fit your individual

circumstances.

However, what is clear is that in a large variety of different circumstances, some
customers are experiencing gaps in service provision and are often struggling to find
ways to solve their problems and/or find suitable and affordable products. In some
cases, it is also difficult to see what would make some customers appealing to firms.
In some cases, therefore, it might be the case that the market simply cannot find the
business case to provide a certain product or service to a certain group of people.
The research saw that where mainstream providers were leaving sectors that were
associated with high costs of provision and low returns, these gaps were sometimes
being filled by higher cost providers, for example door step lenders or unregulated,
informal schemes, such as community ‘savings’ schemes. Sometimes these alterna-
tives also seemed to be accompanied by less accountability and lower standards of

customer protection than their high-street alternatives.

8.3 Improvised solutions

Current solutions to access issues are often improvised, and reliant upon the actions
of a few individuals, who often assume the majority of the risk involved. For the
most part solutions involve family members lending a hand with online access, cash
withdrawals or access to a bank account. Throughout the research we found people
using partner’s accounts for the entirety of their transactional banking, relying upon
neighbours and friends to help withdraw money, or asking adult children to set up

new accounts and make payments online.

“Sometimes I ask my havrdresser to get some money out for me. It’s to pay her but then
some more for me, as she can get to the cash machine a lot easier than me.”

(Consumer, Great Yarmouth)

However we also encountered individual staff members from a variety of different
firms bending the rules, both internal and regulatory, in order to help customers ac-
cess the products and services they needed. Whether this be signposting to alternative
insurance providers to enable the taxi driver with arthritis and other conditions to
keep working, or agreeing to search for the name of an individual in order to see if
their deceased husband had a bank account at their firm, such actions were reactions

to the inflexibility of a system originally designed to protect both firms and consumers.

Both consumers helping out friends or relatives, those receiving informal support
and those working in frontline positions who try to enable access are put at risk by
their actions. That staft’ and consumers are forced to develop ad hoc, improvised
solutions to their access issues shows the need for better acknowledgement of the
scale of the problems associated with access, and the need for responsibility to be

taken to help solve them.



Access is considered as an essential element for all markets — for consumers to be
able to engage successfully and to receive products and services that meet their needs.
As such, appropriate access can be considered to be a key tenet of good and fair
treatment of consumers in the financial services marketplace. Access should ensure
that all consumers should have the ability to access appropriate financial products
which are easy to use, regardless of their age, physical ability, geographical location
or income. Current delivery does not provide to this principle, as many are depend-
ent on informal support not provided by firms in order to cope with everyday finan-

cial transactions and services.

Thoughts from the authors

Against a background of increasing focus on financial access and inclusion,
it can be argued that the FCA has a pressing need to clarify its thinking
about ‘access’: developing a robust understanding of the term’s relevance
in a financial services setting, and identifying the regulatory implications.
Financial inclusion, and access, now directly relate to the FCA’s objectives
of consumer protection and competition, including within it support for
more vulnerable consumers, encouraging a real degree of effective choice
for consumers and clarity and transparency over products purchased, par-

ticularly when it comes to terms and conditions.

In particular, the organisation needs to be clear about the distinction be-
tween regulatory intervention and ‘social policy’ (i.e. as defined and imple-
mented by government) — ensuring that there is a clear, shared understand-
ing of the boundaries, and that no consumers experience detriment due to

‘falling through the cracks’.

There is an increasing focus on individual responsibility for financial resil-
ience and sustainability, with consumers encouraged to save for their retire-
ment and cover themselves in the event of serious illness and worklessness.
With this in mind, there is much work to be done to ensure that consumers
are able to access products which meet these needs, should they decide to
take such a degree of responsibility for their own future. In addition, there
is a need for the market to facilitate more effective choice, so that consum-
ers can find those products which meet their needs and make an informed

and effective choice about the best product for them.

The FCA is ideally placed to take responsibility for identifying those areas
where the market is failing to provide customers with products and servic-
es that adequately meet their needs. Yet the regulator must also consider
whether choice on its own, as a factor for driving competition, is the only
solution to access problems. Choice without effective advice, suitable prod-
ucts and accessible tools to make effective and informed comparison, is
not a solution to the access issues identified by this research. Not only must
there be suitable products available, but they must also be easy to find, un-

derstand, apply for and afford.

Responsibility must be taken for encouraging more innovation around in-
formation provided to consumers and the comparison mechanisms they use.
This research strongly points to the need for a full spectrum of providers
to be involved in developing a response to the access issues identified, from

policy makers to firms, consumer organisations and consumers themselves.

Conclusions and recommendations
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9.1 Consumer sample and recruitment
All fieldwork was conducted by ESRO between July and November 2015.

Depth interviews

The research team conducted a total of 51 x two-hour depth interviews with indi-
viduals who fell into at least one of the ‘in-scope’ access categories for the project.
Prior FCA research had identified each of these groups as being more likely to ex-

perience an access issue.

* Low income

* People with disabilities

*  Unemployed people

*  Older people

* Older mortgage borrowers

* Those with low literacy / numeracy skills
* People experiencing critical illnesses

* People living in isolated rural areas

* Travellers and gypsies

* Refugees and asylum seekers

* Those with English as a second language
* Ex-prisoners

* ‘Unintentionally’ homeless people

* Victims of domestic abuse

* Returning and current armed forces

* International students

e (are leavers

Focus groups

We also conducted six discussion groups with individuals whose had had recent ex-
periences that fell into the following issue areas:
* Recently rejected for a credit product
* Recently encountered problems opening a bank account
* Struggling to purchase appropriate insurance products
* Recently turned down for a mortgage due to age (i.e. too old)
» Currently helping a friend or family member with their everyday banking

* Struggling to understand financial language and concepts

Each focus group was made up of between six and eight participants. Two groups

were conducted in central London, two in Birmingham and two in Leeds.



Whole sample
To ensure that a broad range of experiences was captured, the research achieved
a good geographic spread across the UK, with interviews taking place in England,

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

The sample also achieved a balance between male and female respondents, and
covered a wide range of ages, income levels, ethnic / religious background, family /

marital status, housing tenure and work status.

All respondents were recruited to have responsibility for their money, apart from
in those situations where dependency was the primary recruitment criterion.
Participants were also recruited to have a broad spread of perceived abilities when it

came to understanding and managing their finances.

All respondents were recruited to have experienced an access issue in one of the fol-

lowing areas:

» Digital access (including difficulties using or accessing online services)

* Identification (including issues encountered as a result of Know Your Customer
and Anti-Money Laundering legislation)

* Credit

*  Mortgages (specifically older applicants)

* Insurance

On some occasions respondents had experienced multiple issues within a given area,

Or across areas.

In terms of respondents’ interactions with the industry, we ensured there was a
broad spread of financial firms represented, including a range of the main banks,

lenders and insurance providers.

9.2 Interview approach

Both the depth interviews and the focus groups were structured around a detailed
discussion guide, but were also designed to be open-ended and relatively flexible,
in order to allow for unexpected insights as well as potentially sensitive issues to be
discussed. As respondents were not recruited to have a strong understanding of fi-
nancial products and services, the research materials were designed to be as clear as

possible and written in “plain’ English.

The majority of the depth interviews were carried out in-home, with a view to es-
tablishing trust and creating a relaxed atmosphere. Focus groups were conducted in

hotel conference rooms.

Throughout the depth interviews and focus groups researchers sought to gain an
understanding of each respondent’s full financial picture, including the full range of

financial products currently and previously held.

Researchers then discussed access challenges and the detriment caused, both real
and perceived, as a result. All five access areas were explored in detail, in order to
capture unforeseen experiences and challenges in addition to those specified at the

point of recruitment.
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9.3 Additional interviews

The research team conducted 28 x interviews with experts, staff and representatives
from a wide variety of organisations — including consumer and industry bodies, and

specific financial firms.

The majority of these interviews were conducted over the phone, with a few carried
out face-to-face. Each lasted between 30-60 minutes. Expert interviewees occupied
an appropriate role within the target organisation and were briefed on the key areas

of interest prior to the interview.

The sample for expert interviews included representatives from the following

organisations:

* Age UK

e Barnardo’s

« CAB

¢ Consumer Council of Northern Ireland
« DOSH

e [Friends, Families & Travellers
* Homeless Link

* Joseph Rowntree Foundation
*  Macmillan Cancer Support
*  Money Advice Trust

* National Numeracy

« NUS

* Passcard

* Prison Reform Trust

* Rees Foundation

* Royal British Legion

* Scope

*  Scottish Refugee Council

*  Stepchange

» Toynbee Hall

*  Unlock

* Viridian Housing

* Barclays

* Building Societies Association
*  Experian

e Federation of Small Businesses
e Financial Ombudsman Service
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