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The Financial Services Forum Research

WHAT’S ON YOUR MIND?
Members of the Financial Services Forum discuss with John Grant
what they find useful and challenging about FSF events and what
more they could get out of these meetings

Late in 2006, I conducted a number of two-hour
interviews on behalf of The Financial Services Forum.
The format was simple. I had only two questions – what
is on the minds of senior marketing executives in
financial services and what would you like to see the
forum address as a result?

The contributors

Jeremy Davies - Abbey
David White - Children’s Mutual
Julian Eliott - Lloyds TSB
Mike Holiday Williams - MoreTh>n
Glen King - National Australia Bank
Tim Mack - National Savings & Investments
Steve Clode - Nationwide
Gordon Gourlay - Post Office

The market context
One of the paradoxes of financial services is how well
the industry is doing, compared with how poorly it is
regarded by its customers. I was told quite plainly that –
with very few exceptions – customers don’t like or trust
banks.  There is no such thing as loyalty, competition is

fierce and differentiation low. Regulators are seen mostly
as hostile and potentially destructive.  The savings gap,
pensions crisis and a fragile housing market all hold the
potential for disaster.  Yet while profits and results remain
good, there is little will to tackle all of this individually or
collectively.

The market is also increasingly competitive – hyper-
competitive, you might say. Take mortgages, for
example.  There are 9000 products with little
difference except ‘rate’, while the move to two-year
fixed rate deals ensures that customers must look
around to avoid paying the standard variable rate. 

The competition has been accelerated by the new
channels and accessibility, with competitive quotes
being just a phone call or moneysupermarket website
away. It’s a situation which reminds me of the travel
industry where last minute offers and flights (which are
cheaper than the taxi to the airport) have taught
customers to shop around. 

From a bank perspective there is no alternative to – as
one person put it – “running faster to stand still”. The
only difference is that retail banking profits run into
billions and they shouldn’t strictly be compared with tour
operators, many of whom are losing hundreds of
millions.

The Financial Services Forum member sample was
split on regulation.  Half saw principle-based regulation –
treating customers fairly – as a valuable part of the
industry getting its house in order and tackling some of
the negative perceptions. The other half pointed to the
‘clumsy’ destructive potential of regulations, like capping
profits on pensions and other long-term products
leading to less incentive to sell and fewer customers
saving for tomorrow. 

The impact on the market of the current account
charges or mortgage early redemption charges being
scrapped was seen as a potential watershed - the end
of deceptive cheap pricing. But all agreed that
customer education was key. Financial services in the
UK are roughly where the wine market was 30 years
ago in terms of sophistication. Some compared the
pension crisis with obesity and diet as “a disaster
waiting to happen”.  It was around education –
analogous perhaps to public health education – that
there seemed to be most will and enthusiasm to join
forces and resources.

I was told quite plainly that – with 
very few exceptions – customers don’t 

like or trust banks.
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Four Strategies
The sample was far from comprehensive and I am sure
that sectors and approaches were missed out.  But
even within the restricted sample, there seemed to be
quite diverse ideas – depending upon starting point,
company culture, capability – about how to go to
market.  Following the ‘travel industry’ analogy, I’d
group these under four headings:

Easyjet – simple products, great prices, often new
entrants and challenger brands.  Fast growing with an
entrepreneurial, can-do culture.  Aim to be ‘top of the
league table’ with innovative products and straightforward
price-fighting ‘customer champion’ position.

Crystal Ski – specialise in a niche market.  Focus on
one segment, for instance small business banking.
Build a service culture and product range that better
meets the target market’s needs.  A ‘Robin Hood’
position – the good guys – and a strong internal culture
that goes with it.  Trailblazing and award winning, yet
with their feet on the ground, albeit limited in size.

Mytravel – tactical retail activity, where timing is key.
This is the bit of financial services that works on Internet
speed.  It’s all about clever offers and tactics –
marketing as chess.  Working from daily data and
dealing with the complexity of banking or insurance
operations that don’t often work as nimbly as you’d like.
Co-ordinating resources so that everything works
seamlessly is often a major part of the job.

Kuoni – focus on the most valuable repeat customers.
The 80:20 rule.  (Only these days it is more 95:5).
Focus on the few customers who buy 5+ products from
you.  There is often a trade-off, because minimum
standards must also be kept high.  A highly targeted,
rifled approach.  CRM systems costing tens of millions
pinpointing what to offer, to whom, when and how.

Operations
Marketing is always the icing on the cake.  But even so it
was apparent – for instance through the experience of
marketers joining from other industries – just how especially
complicated the ‘back office’ is in banking.  Innovation in a
bank is critically dependent on systems and operations –
product engineering.  The big players with the best systems
are often therefore paradoxically more nimble. 

Getting the organisation to co-ordinate and execute
well, delivering the service, aligning the culture with this
and meeting agendas on issues like social responsibility,
is a major part of the job these days – more diplomat
than buccaneer.  Unless you are building a new
operation ‘out of the box’ innovation is hard. It is very
rare that banking starts with a customer need and
invents a product to meet it.

Data
Financial services is about numbers – ratings, spreads,
derivatives - and data tends to direct the marketing and
sales.  (Or as ‘Little Britain’ portrays you, “computer
says no”!) 

From the outside there is little logical reason for this.
For instance, with average product holding as low as
two, why know everything about existing customers?
It’s not like the supermarkets where the same people
buy week in and week out.  Perhaps it is cultural -
scientific marketing for an actuarial or financially minded
senior management?

The crux of data use in financial services seems to be
in segmenting customers to work out to whom to offer
what product and when, as an extension of direct
marketing and sales (branch and telephone) operations.
The next most important use seems to be in evaluation –
working out what is working and re-allocating resources
accordingly.

There is little doubt that data, or more precisely ROI,
is king.  As one respondent told me, they could “make
more money by buying a better piece of data analysis
software than making a TV ad”.  There is also the
appearance of an arms race with competitors all having
the same systems and hence little sustainable
improvement in ROI.  Some talked about the need to
balance data based approaches with customer insights
and starting with them as people.  But as in all arms
races, not keeping up is not an option. 

Channels
If the internal operations and data mining weren’t
complicated enough, marketing directors also have to
find an optimum way to work with different channels.

Bank branches are back as the central hub which
others support.  Most of the major players have plans to
open 100 or more new branches.  This is a paradoxical
result of all the data mining which showed that the most
effective sales channel by far was face to face
interaction.  Within branches many are studying the
minutiae of the experience, when to approach
customers and how – people watching.  That also
relates to a return to valuing human contacts in the
sales process, making building confidence with
customers a key task for brand marketing.  

Some players are also dependent upon
intermediaries and/or web sales channels, making

The impact on the market of the current
account charges or mortgage early
redemption charges being scrapped was
seen as a potential watershed.
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‘reputation’ a key issue. Others have a niche segment
and are able to build a ‘nirvana’ for a selected set - for
example, small business customers. Lots of work had
also been done in the softer aspects of service, for
instance how to create ‘buzz’ in the call centres.  All
foresaw a multi-channel future. Most described it in a
way that reminded me of puppeteers - it’s all about co-
ordination, balance and yet also, funnily enough, about
getting the human touch back in.

Marcoms.
In many traditional marketing contexts, marcoms
(marketing communications) was 90% of the job –
advertising, packaging, point of sale and so on. In financial
services it is one small part of a very complex whole. 

Given the focus on data and systems I was quite
surprised how much the idea of brand building was also
valued for putting down a marker, positioning the brand
behind the chosen strategy and supporting decision-
making.  Brand perceptions are recognised as deriving

as much from experience as any brand activity,
particularly because in ‘image’ most banks are quite
similar  The sales function of press advertising appears
to be shifting into more targeted digital and direct.  The
internal audience is an important one.

I’d describe most of what I heard as marketing 1.0
though.  Passive ‘image’ marketing.  There were few
signs bar a couple of exceptions of ‘engagement
marketing’.  Having said that, as I write I can’t help
noticing HSBC has just launched its ‘green sale’.

Suggestions for the Forum
Much of my own interest at the moment is in a wave of
new 2.0 engagement-marketing initiatives.  There
certainly seemed to be an appetite to learn from the
eBays and Googles of this world.  And there are plenty

of fresh examples of engagement marketing in banking
if you look for instance to the States and companies
such as Amex in NYC and Wamu – perhaps the subject
of a future Argent article? 

Overall the issue for the Forum seems to be as much
about time and/or channel as content.  Members really
appreciate the events they can get to.  But they are
busy people.  More bite sized formats whether they are
bulletins or quick breakfasts might be indicated.

The Saint Paul de Vence event was singled out for
particular praise.  Elsewhere there seems to be a
balance to be struck.  At times the Forum events are
too general for the absolute specialists, for instance on
data topics, yet not general and high minded enough.

It seems to be important to remember the Forum is
as much about community as content.  Most members
are at the top of their game and have little left to learn in
most core areas.  But conversation is always
illuminating.  In fact many respondents in my research
said how welcome it was simply to sit back from things
and be asked these questions. 

If I were setting the Forum a challenge it would be
this.  How can you take the efficient media of tomorrow,
and the coffee house conviviality of yesterday, and
become the place for ongoing daily conversation about
marketing in financial services?  

John Grant, is a former co-founder of St Lukes.
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