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Wealthy wallets
PSYCHOLOGY

Only a fraction of the 11.4 million 
people eligible for premium bank 
accounts – less than one in ten, 
to be precise – actually own one. 

That’s certainly a sizeable market, and affluent 
enough to be worth pursuing: these are people 
who earn at least £50K or have investible assets of 
£50K or more. Why are so few being persuaded to 
upgrade from their standard accounts?

This looks like a tantalisingly unexploited 
opportunity, below the relatively rarefied 
contingents of “super rich” whose ultra-affluent 
and high net worth status qualifies them for true 
private banking services. Almost every bank has an 
offering of premium and affluent accounts, but the 
message is only getting through to a minority. 

Mintel conducted detailed research amongst 
the UK’s target market of those owning £50K+ 
in investible assets. Our analysis Premium & 
Affluent Banking in the UK uncovers evidence of 
an intriguing marketing mismatch: there’s clearly 
plenty of scope for growth in this territory, but 

Banks have made a decent job of selling premium ‘black card’ accounts  
to wannabes seeking status, reports GEORGE ZABOROWSKI,  

but they’re missing a bigger opportunity to convert the genuinely wealthy.

•	 only	a	tenth	of	those	eligible	for	premium	accounts	own	one
•	 practical	and	emotional	barriers	to	account	upgrading
•	 focus	on	promoting	this	‘status	symbol	for	high-earners’
•	 many	no	longer	care	about	established	prestigious	brands

SpEEd	
read

marketers may not have fully grasped the mix of 
both practical and emotional urges which prevent 
customers from upgrading their accounts. 

The scarce ownership of top-end private bank 
accounts is understandable: they’re typically 
reserved for the ultra-exclusive group of the 
nation’s elite multi-millionaire and billionaire 
residents. It’s the low ownership of premium 
accounts on which we focused: a much larger 
proportion of UK residents qualifies for these, but 
don’t bother to acquire one. At the very upper end 
of Mintel’s wealth scale, significant numbers of 
well-off individuals are either unaware of premium 
accounts or have simply decided that a standard 
current account is all they really need.

The most striking finding is that premium 
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account ownership is nearly double the 
average at the lower end of the investible asset 
spectrum – those categorised as “mass affluent”  
or “aspirational”. 

This strongly reflects the tendency for premium 
products to be largely positioned and promoted as 
a status symbol for high-earners. While they may 
still be a long way from being truly rich, there’s an 
emotive factor at play – owning these types of 
accounts can make someone feel special, even 
if they’re not necessarily using all the benefits. 
Indeed, the very knowledge that you qualify for 
the account is itself, for some, the most valuable 
intangible reward of all, even though it costs the 
bank nothing to provide.

VANITY	PURCHASE
This is where the banks have got things right. Many 
of those aspiring to wealth will be more likely to 
respond to emotive promotional campaigns that 
cater to the way they wish to be perceived in 
society – the account is, on one level, a vanity 
purchase. But, paradoxically perhaps, the way 
premium accounts are being promoted may 
actually be what is turning off many of those who 
are truly wealthy: to them, premium accounts may 
appear to be more of a glorified packaged account 
– they don’t need to save a few pounds by getting 
free travel cover. 

convincing more of these individuals of the 
benefits of premium accounts will require banks to 
get more creative about adjusting their message 
and products according to the needs and wants of 
the different segments of the target market. 

As you would expect, people in the broad 
premium and affluent banking target group place 
a high priority on “competence” and “value for 
money”. for the most part, this has always been 
the case, but the financial crisis has intensified the 
emphasis placed on these two attributes. 

There’s then a sharp drop in the relevance 
people attach to other potentially important factors. 
With the reputation of many long-standing financial 
services providers sullied by the crisis, many 
people no longer care about an established and 
prestigious brand. Even less find an international 
banking presence important – something that’s 
often promoted as a central feature of premium 
banking.

But this varies within the target sub-segments. 
for some, international banking and bespoke 
service are, indeed, highly important. Banks might 
capture a larger proportion of the key target market 

by adjusting their marketing message to each 
group’s unique preferences. 

It’s the ultra-affluent and high net worth 
individuals, for instance, who put most emphasis 
on the highest service quality – and the lowest 
possible charges and fees. conversely, it’s those 
in the mass market or aspirational sub-groups 
who want “all the bells-and-whistles” from their 
provider and for whom specialist expertise is most 
sought. 

Moreover, it’s clear that not everyone who 
qualifies for premium and affluent banking services 
necessarily needs, or even wants, benefits like a 
black card, or constant interaction with their 
financial services provider. At the very upper 
end of the market, it stops being about symbols 
of status, and more about the actual value of 
the service. It tends to be the wealth-aspirants 
who desire all the components of the package  
– less sure of their status, perhaps, they’re the ones 
who want tangible proof that they have “made it.” 

COMPELLING	MESSAGE
While premium account promotional campaigns 
have done a decent job of capturing this segment 
of the market, banks have not been able to create 
a compelling message or product offering that 
resonates with a large number of even more 
wealthy individuals. 

you could argue that, if they’re happy with 
a standard current account, there’s little point 
spending time or money trying to convince them 
to upgrade. The truth is that premium accounts do 
offer these individuals many useful benefits which 
are worth marketing. But it’s a somewhat different 
message that’s needed to reach them: one that 
focuses on qualities like integrity and discretion, 
rather than on vanity and status.   
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