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Background X

The 2022 Special Focus Group series for Financial Services in association with the FCA has explored the
challenges of the impending Consumer Duty regulation and the impact that this will have on businesses,
customers, and colleagues.

We continue to have input and support from the FCA, the Financial Ombudsman Service and the Lending
Standards Board as well as the steering and insight of the series’ Chair,James Daley of Fairer Finance.

This Focus Group saw 90 organisations represented, with this fifth session based around the Consumer
Duty themes of building and testing good customer communications. Focus Groups operate under
Chatham House rules, with nothing attributed to named participants or the organisation they represent.
We encourage equality in discussions and the ability to share opinions, so across our Focus Groups we
allow everyone the chance to contribute as equal participants. The regulator is there to learn as well as
share.

The following two questions were posed to the participants:
1. “Customer communication underpins the Consumer Duty. What does good communications look like?”
2. “How do you test and monitor that your communications are leading to good outcomes?”

Within this report our facilitators have shared some of the key points identified through their conversations
in six breakout groups, addressing each question in turn.

Communication is a key theme of Consumer Duty and is also a consistently popular and important topic for
discussion in other work undertaken across different sectors by the Collaboration Network. The recurring
themes from the 2 hours of discussion at this Focus Group were

e Simplicity: of language and numbers.
» Perspective: by conscious of the intended audience and user lived experience.
e Channel: provide customers with their channels of choice and be consistent across channels.

The challenges across the financial services sector offer a great opportunity for Collaboration both within
financial services and into other sectors where the impact of the Consumer Duty will undoubtedly also
have an impact and we will continue to explore this with the FCA into 2023.

Together, we can go further.

Mark Bailey
Co-Founder & Director
Collaboration Network
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Breakout Session One:

Topic:

Customer communication underpins the Consumer
Duty. What does good communications look like?
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Group 1: Facilitator - Carolyn Delehanty
Vulnerable Customer Experience Expert at Delehanty Consulting & the Collaboration Network

Good communications should be simple, understandable, and timely, with key facts at the beginning and taking into
consideration behavioural biases.

They should use Plain Numbers - especially in the presentation of statements.

There is a big challenge about what you must fit onto the first page of any written communications.

Be aware of high frequency and low frequency words and how this is likely to be understood by the customer - https://
www.biba.org.uk/insurance-guides/jargon-buster/ The Consumer Duty: Simplifying customer communications.
Support the enhancement of digital literacy to help customers.

Allow customers to communication via their channel of choice.

Look at communications through the whole customer journey - engagement is a bigger problem.

One organisation had used behavioural scientists to review complaints templates resulting in changed layout and
language - Cowry Consulting.

There should be a consistent message across verbal, written and web etc balance of professional vs simple.

Several organisations expressed a desire for the FCA to be clearer about what good looks like. This needs to be more
than the Dear CEO letter e.g. T&Cs.

3 Key Takeaways
Make communications simple and understandable: meets the Plain English standard but also includes plain numbers.
Ensure they happen in the customer’s preferred channel/method.
Ensure a consistent message across verbal, written and web etc and that is balances professional with simple.


https://www.biba.org.uk/insurance-guides/jargon-buster/
https://www.biba.org.uk/insurance-guides/jargon-buster/

X
Group 2: Facilitator - Matthew Drage
Managing Director, Square4

e The was general acknowledgment that as an industry we have moved away from disclosure alone being sufficient.
Now customer understanding represents a real raising of the bar.

« There was discussion around the use of ‘Plain Numbers’ and how testing communications which are quantitative can
be made much easier through targeted focus groups of customers.

« The group stated that we have a plethora of marketing MI’. We need to turn this power to evidence customer
understanding and ensure that as a minimum, customers have been given the opportunity to understand what we are
communicating.

» Ensure that diversity is taken into account, eg with the use of interpreter services. One participant spoke about how in
Australia, for higher risk financial services, this is now mandatory to offer given 23% in Australia do not have English
as first language.

» There was discussion around the use of push communications to prompt understanding and review, especially when
targeted at the right stage in the journey.

3 Key Takeaways
1. Overall great discussion and a recognition that Consumer Duty represents a real ‘step change’ in terms of
communication that’s needed by firms, and the importance of first choice language was considered as an example of
this, with us looking at ways to deliver this, especially concerning high risk customers.
2. Much conversation around the increase in new methods of communications to nudge and remind customers to take
action.
3. The importance of turning marketing data into a lens for great customer awareness and understanding going forward.

10
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Group 3: Facilitator - Louise Allemagne
Compliance Manager, Interim Registrations, Lending Standards Board

The first participant shared that at their firm, good communication is classed as communication which has the right
level of information to allow customers to make informed decisions, and which is delivered at the right point in the
customer journey. They focus on making sure customers do not have to read complex information or access multiple
resources just to get the right details.

Another firm shared that their firm has invested a lot of time in researching what information it provides, why and
how. However, they are still receiving feedback that their communications are not always clear enough, and so they are
still trying to understand why this is, but their early research suggests that perhaps the content is still too technical
for their borrowers, i.e., they have simplified it in their eyes, but not in the customers.

The same firm are also exploring how to use different formats to reach customers; so, for example, can pertinent
information be displayed in a video, which for some customers, may be more accessible.

Another firm feels that good communication is about providing information that customers will want to read, and
not just skip. They have found that certain information in particular formats is always quickly rushed through by
customers, which they have interpreted as a sign that the information in its current form is not sufficiently engaging.
They use their internal insights to inform their strategy.

All firms felt it was very important to know their different customer types and ensure that communications are
tailored to meet all needs. On this point, one firm mentioned that they are looking at communications that are
accessible for blind or deaf customers, to ensure inclusivity.

One firm did express that they find it onerous to try and cater to all customer needs and questioned if this was
possible? The consensus of the group was that it is challenging but also vital.

Another participant said their approach to good communication involves first deciding what content customers need
and then what the best methods of delivery are. As part of this, they will consider what content is vital to helping
customers make informed decisions (their view of good communication). They will take out superfluous information
that does not add value and that is not important to the customer, to try and offer a cleaner/clearer view of the
information that customers need.

Another firm recently decided to change around the order in which they provide pre-sale information, so that it is
given earlier in the journey, but then again just before a product is sold; it was felt that this could help reinforce
important communications.

Finally, a few firms expressed a challenge in trying to provide all the information as required by their legal and
compliance teams, whilst not making communications too complex; they are trying to find this balance.

3 Key Takeaways
The importance of stepping out of the ‘financial bubble’ that we all often live in and putting ourselves in the
customers shoes. Often, we write or present information in a way that is familiar to us but alienating to others.
The benefit of utilising front-line colleagues to understand their view of good communication. For example, have
they noticed that customers respond to information given over the phone or via email? Or likewise, have they seen
that customers respond better to information at certain points in their journey? It was felt by participants that this
provided a wealth of valuable insight.
Good communication would always use plain language and plain numbers; this helps to address accessibility and
ensure that complex information can be displayed in an understandable way.Jargon free communications are
important.

11
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Group 4: Facilitator - Martin Canwell
Account Executive at Aptean

e Good communication should focus on the language - Plain English, non-ambiguous.

e Communication should be clear on what action are you asking for and by when?

e Channel choice - Try to stick to customers choice of channel. Where another channel is signposted, ensure it works.
Examples include moving customers to online journeys where the information they need isn’t there, or moving to
voice, but the contact centre is not trained to be able to help. There is a need to ensure communication channels work
seamlessly together but to try and avoid channel shifting as much as possible. If the customer has engaged on one
channel, then keeping them there may keep them engaged in the process. Moving to another channel may mean you
lose customer engagement.

e Clarity of call to action — Make sure they are easily identifiable and clear on what to do and by when. Also, the
consequences of not acting.

e Tryto keep tone of voice consistent across different touchpoints. Don’t sound friendly and supportive at new business
and then hard and threatening at point of collections.

e When there are very complex documents, try to highlight the most materially important and impactful points.

e Use complaints data to identify areas that people don’t understand. This will include reviewing not upheld complaints
that suggest a trend of lack of understanding from customers.

e Use focus groups to help test new and existing communications. Use a wide range of people with a range of needs to
ensure comms are fit for purpose.

3 Key Takeaways
Simple language.
Ensure channels work together.
Highlight key items in long complex docs such as T&Cs.

12
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Group 5: Facilitator - Anthony Eghan
Business Development Director, EQ Charter

We had feedback from several people in the group, which included the following:

e When communicating financial information, it is important to keep it clear.

e Break down how prices are being arrived at and keep information transparent.

e State how financial information such as APRs are applied and keep the format clear.

» Take into account possible vulnerabilities when communicating information to customers.

e Ensure customer interacting staff have dedicated training.

e Ensure there are multiple forums for staff to provide feedback, to improve future communication with customers.

e Ensure that the customer’s preferred communication method is used.

e Use learning opportunities from QA to improve communications.

e Use of customer surveys to gauge opinions.

» Third party companies offer services to identify communication biases,and this can then be addressed by firms, who
may not have otherwise identified these issues.

3 Key Takeaways
In terms of the top three key takeaways from this session, it is fair to say that all firms that contributed to the discussion,
do actively look at what good communication to their customers looks like. This seemed to centre around these specific
areas:

1. Reviewing the financial information provided in literature/website and by frontline staff. Key takeaways being,
ensuring the information is broken down and clear, ensuring how prices have been arrived at (avoiding any confusion
for the client) and where mathematical calculations are used i.e. calculating APIs, provide clear and simple information
on how these have been calculated and applied.

2. The majority of firms had processes in place to identify what good communication looks like and these centred around
utilising feedback from quality assurance results, root cause analysis, customer focus groups and employee forums.
Many firms actively made changes to further improve communications based on feedback received from these areas.

3. Firms were trying use the preferred method of contact indicated by the customer as a way to ensure good
communication. However, this was not possible for certain processes i.e. cancellations, where firms were still using
more formal channels, although trying to keep the communication as simple and easy as possible. A good question
was raised as to how aligned are the FOS and FCA on their guidance here?

13
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Group 6: Facilitator - David Murphy
Director at ReachOut

e With regards to the FCA's requirement to tailor communications, we discussed the implications and practical
requirements within a big business that may have hundreds (thousands!) of different types of communication.
We agreed that tailoring is about delivering the same message in different ways (formats and styles) to different
customers; however, it would be impossible to do this for every touch point. The key here is to look at those that give
the highest risk, or where customers struggle most, or that create complaints, or cause the most customers to call in,
or give bad service - and prioritise accordingly. Evidencing a clear approach to identifying which most need tailoring
will be important in instances where it’s impractical to tailor everything. Useful tools are: root cause analysis on
complaints, CSat scores, Trust Pilot type reviews and data on call volumes and what’s triggering them.

e With regards to the FCA's requirements to give information in a format the customer understands, we were given
a master class in the differences between ‘readability’ and ‘intelligibility’: the former being about how easy it is to
read, and the latter being about whether it actually makes sense. We discussed how it was important that things
were intelligible. We also discussed the barriers to intelligibility, such as the prescribed wording that has to go into
things like Default Notices, and whether this gets in the way. Potential solutions were to have a covering note that
spoke to the customer in clear / friendly language - something that would accompany the more ‘technical’ letter and
explaining the reason for the letter and what it meant in simple terms (e.g. included is a notice that includes specific
phrases we're required to send, so we thought it might be helpful to explain the important bits in this covering note).
Another way of looking at this is to consider what information is Prescribed, what information is Guidance, and what
information is Supporting.

e The last fascinating area discussed was how the Consumer Rights Act is overarching - and this requires things to be
laid out simply and easily. Other legal requirements to send letters in prescribed formats may work against this Act.
Perhaps there will be a test case at some point to see which prevails!

14



Breakout Session Two:

Question:

How do you test and monitor that your
communications are leading to good outcomes?
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Group 1: Facilitator - Carolyn Delehanty
Vulnerable Customer Experience Expert at Delehanty Consulting & the Collaboration Network

» Testing should be focussed on understanding the impact of the most critical points. Scenario based questions rather
than “do you understand?” should be used as customers may agree to an understanding when they do not actually
understand. Increasingly the use of real lived experience is being used to shape communications.

e Understanding when customers need help is most important element of communications .

e Use indirect indicators of understanding such as the number of times the customer calls, the duration of the call, hover
time, low response rates (an 11% response means 9/10 don’t understand it).

e Just because a customer understands now, they might not in the future - keep evolving and improving
communications.

e Itis hard to get customers to admit they don’t understand - use scenario testing.

e Testing understanding - score 0 to 10 a customer’s understanding and on how confident a customer is that they
understand correctly enables you to focus on those who are confident but get it wrong.

« Using people at the coal face as these colleagues know the problems with our communications and ask them, “How
else would you like to engage with customers?”.

3 Key Takeaways

1. In customer research, use scenario-based questions to gauge understanding e.g. “What would happen if you missed a
payment?” instead of “Do you understand?”

2. ldentify the indicators of a customer not understanding comms (e.g. multiple calls, longer calls, hover time on a
website, repeated scrolling) and measure and monitor these e.q. if the average number of calls it takes to change
your policy was 2.4 and then increased to 3.6, this could indicate something has changed and the customer is not
understanding the new communications.

3. Test understanding only where understanding is important to the customer, not every aspect. Note this maybe when
they need your help e.g. if they can’t afford a payment, rather than during the sales journey.

16
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Group 2: Facilitator - Matthew Drage
Managing Director, Square4

Increasing use of A/B testing is likely to ensure communications land and have the desired effect and embrace the
spirit of continuous improvement.

MI: focus on not just lag indicators (e.g. complaints, root cause, failure demand) to real time indicators (e.g. hover time,
online struggles, sentiment, key word analysis).

Need to start from the objective of the communication and have a framework in place which outlined what good looks
like (e.g.tone, language, engagement).

3 Key Takeaways
There is a real issue with intermediated channels - especially face to face. Firms are increasing their preparedness to
mystery shop (e.g. manufacturers testing distributor networks).
Increasing use of voice analytics (testing not just key words, but also sentiment through the journey) and where issues
are identified, stepping in to re-assess understanding (possibly in real time).
Friction: firms are revisiting and not just focussing on CX, but introducing friction at critical junctures in the journey
and with the realisation that QA will look very different in the Consumer Duty world e.g. a focus away from simple
disclosure to looking at areas such as understanding, tone of voice, rapport.

17



Group 3: Facilitator - Louise Allemagne
Compliance Manager, Interim Registrations, Lending Standards Board

» The first participant started by saying they did not feel there was one right or wrong way to do this, but instead there
are multiple ways to monitor and test that good communications are being issued. For that firm, they take a blend of
qualitative data (surveys/customer feedback) and quantitative data (QA/monitoring/Ml) to help build an accurate and
complete picture.

e Another firm raised the importance of utilising front-line colleagues to monitor if communications are leading to good
outcomes; for example, have front-line colleagues noticed an uptake in customers querying information that has been
provided to them in writing about a certain product? Other firms agreed about the importance of tapping into this
insight.

* Another firm said they do post-sale testing to see if customers are using the full product features that they have
taken out (credit card provider), whilst they said that this could not give definitive insight, it could help identify where
customers might not have understood all the benefits of a particular product, which is a trigger to then look back over
the original product information to check it was clear.

» There was one firm that said they have designed their testing to look at the highest risk areas of their customer
communications; for them it is the risk of mis-selling products,and so an assessment of this forms a large part of what
they check.

e Finally,there was a discussion around inclusive design and doing testing to ensure that this has been achieved.

3 Key Takeaways

1. When collecting qualitative data, such as surveys, it is very important to ask open questions, like ‘how did you think the
product would work, before you took it out’,and ‘how does it work compared to your expectations, instead of ‘was the
product information you received clear.

2. There was another firm who talked about monitoring the effectiveness of communications via complaints; they shared
a recent example where they turned to their rejected complaints, which helped them understand that whilst they were
rejecting complaints about confusing information because they felt the language was clear,the M| and customers
were telling them that the communications were not clear enough and therefore, needed to be changed.

3. Regularly update testing models because customer needs will evolve, and there is a need to make sure that what is
being assessed is equally up to date.

18
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Group 4: Facilitator - Martin Canwell
Account Executive at Aptean

Measure customer engagement and response to communications. Are they making customers do the things they need
to do?

Use customer panels to road test new and existing communications. Business use insight sessions which can be a mix
of virtual and face to face interaction with groups of people who can provide feedback.

One good example was in gambling where letters were reviewed line by line by people who have been customers in
that position to ensure they were fit for purpose.

Use complaints to identify issues and points in customer journeys where the comms are not leading to good outcomes.
Call monitoring is used to varying extents to monitor communications by contact centre colleagues.

Use a range of inputs such as VOC, Complaints RCA, insight sessions and staff input to get a holistic view of the
outcomes being achieved.

Use external resources to test communications to get different perspectives and the opinions of those are to receive
the communications.

19



Group 5: Facilitator - Anthony Eghan
Business Development Director, EQ Charter

e One firm used a mystery shopping process to assess the whole journey, looking at each communication touch point.

e Another firm used their complaints forum and pricing forum to test and monitor outcomes.

e Technology utilising speech analytics to track key words, sentiment and tone is used by one firm. This allows the firm
to identify issues and track communication issues by outcomes.

e Customer Workshops - utilising direct feedback from customers who have recently been through the process.

e A number of firms suggested that they monitor the absence of bad outcomes relating to communications, to give them
confidence that their communications were good.

e AB Testing was used by another firm.

« Customer surveys with specific questions relating to communications were used by a couple of firms to test and
monitor outcomes.

e Employee networks/forums was used by another firm to monitor and test outcomes.

e One firm had implemented a heat mapping tool that uses data from surveys and other data sources to highlight where
communications were not leading to good outcomes.

Again, in terms of the top three key takeaways from this session, it was clear that the firms contributing to the discussion
all had various means of testing and monitoring how their communications were leading to good outcomes. Like the first
session, we had a number of individuals keen to share their experiences and this prompted discussions/contributions from
others in the group. The three takeaways are as follows:

3 Key Takeaways
1. Using technology to monitor outcomes - systems such as speech analytics, heat mapping software, complaints
management systems (including MI) made this task simpler and easier to track.
2. Surveys — a number of firms used a range of surveys to monitor feedback direct from customers to assess if
communications were leading to good outcomes.
3. Absence of poor outcomes - a number of firms used the absence of poor outcomes to give them confidence that their
communications were good.

All-in-all these two sessions were very insightful,and a number of people said they would be in contact with others who
had contributed, with a view to learning more about measures they had specifically implemented.

20
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Group 6: Facilitator - David Murphy
Director at ReachOut

One participant discussed their challenge: when introducing a new letter or comms there is a risk that it may not

land well with customers, and there is no way of truly knowing until it is tested with customers. So how do we

ensure all letters / comms land well? Having crowd-sourced some solutions, we agreed that whilst there is always

a risk of unintended consequence the first time something is changed in a live environment, there are many ways to
mitigate the risk that it lands badly. Ideas ranged from: where we have a large / diverse workforce, creating an internal
‘customer champion’ group to test such things; bringing in organisations that have communities of ‘experts through
lived experience’ to review customer journeys, letters and comms; and then small volume testing when first live (e.g.
A/B testing) to Limit risks.

We further explored the idea of creating our own internal customer champion group and recognised the importance of
diversity — as well as creating a safe space where people feel psychologically safe and comfortable being honest - to
avoid a bunch of yes / agreeable statements.

When making changes in the live environment we discussed how it is key to: 1) have a thorough process and can
evidence that you've tested prior to going live; and 2) then quickly look at the impact of the change when it goes in -
with ability to swiftly back-out of the change should there be any unintended consequences.

Respondents warmly remembered pro-active contact from creditors that focused on their well-being and directed
them to help.

Communications are more effective when creditors focus on helping people to resolve their situation, rather than on
helping the firm resolve its default rate.

21



X Summary

Communication is a recurring theme in Collaboration Network discussions, pre-dating the pandemic, Cost of Living Crisis
and the requirements of Consumer Duty. It is very much at the heart of two of the Consumer Duty outcomes of customer
understanding and consumer support, and it also forms part of achieving the other two outcomes of products and services
and price and value.

The 90 organisations that formed 6 groups took part in the two discussion points at this Focus Group were largely
consistent about the key elements that characterised great communications. They come down to

Simplicity. Firms should ensure that the way that both written communications and numbers are represented is as
simplified and self-explanatory as possible. As well as a significant proportion of the population having challenges in
understanding written communications, and even more with numbers, it has been consistently shown that people who
are under pressure are much more likely not to understand what is presented to them. Simple words and numbers are
important; the way that they are presented to customers even more so, as the words need to make sense in conveying the
desired message.

Perspective. Communications should be appropriate for the audience.Jargon should be avoided wherever possible and if
regulatory statements need to be included, they should be gently introduced and incorporated, with a clear message as to
why they are there. It is important to continually check that communications will work for the customer by using the lived
experience of real customers and the colleagues who work most closely with them. The manner in which this engagement
takes place is also important. The use of behavioural science and using more open questions to test understanding (‘How
would you make a claim?” rather than “Do you know how to make a claim?”) was also held up as good practice.

Channel. Engaging with customers where and when they want it is essential to create a good communication “rapport”
with them at an individual level. Communications should be consistent across all channels and real consideration needs
to be given to the channel the customer prefers and not just which is the cheapest or the simplest from the perspective
of the firm. Drive customers to new channels by creating a better experience, not by making the other channels difficult or
removing them altogether.
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Next Steps

The next Special Focus Group takes place on 23rd February 2023 and will focus once
again on the Consumer Duty.

The 2023 series will be exclusive to Members of the Collaboration Network or by special
invitation.

Next Session: 23rd February 2023

Collaboration
Special Focus Group

FINANCIAL
SERVICES
SECTOR
> %

VS

Financial Services Sector
Special Focus Group Report
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