Qualitative Research and Advisory
Panel Meetings Outputs
Executive Summary
A comparethemarket.com, supported by The University of Sheffield,
report on the issue of inertia across the UK

#wheresyourheadat?

supported by

Introduction
The Institute of Inertia, a partnership between comparethemarket.com and the
University of Sheffield launched in September 2015 to look at the psychology of
financial inertia amongst consumers in the UK.
The Institute comprises a panel of
experts who are working together to
understand the consumer issues at the
root of financial inertia and to look at
ways to tackle these, helping
consumers to save otherwise
wasted money and time.
Over the course of a year the Institute,
led by Dr. Thomas Webb, a social
psychologist at the University of
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Sheffield and an expert in consumer
behaviour, is conducting four tranches
of qualitative research that look into
specific areas of financial inertia.
Each research area is supported by a
panel meeting which sees the Institute
discuss the findings and consider
actions and solutions to help drive
behavioral change.

To date the Institute has looked at the
barriers to action and potential solutions
to help consumers break their inertia in
the following areas:

1) The Energy Market
2) General Insurance covering car,
home (contents and building),
life and pet
3) Debt and Money Management

The Institute of Inertia: Advisory panel
Dr Thomas Webb
Panel Chair
Dr. Webb is a social psychologist at The University of Sheffield. He is interested in how people
achieve their goals and make changes to their behavior; and, particularly, why they often struggle
to do so. As Chair he hosts the advisory panel sessions as well as leading the research and
providing insight throughout the campaign.

Jo Swinson

Ricky Willis

Liz Barclay

Editor of SkintDad.co.uk. Ricky shares
his first hand experiences and tips on
managing family budgets with the
Institute of Inertia.

Business Journalist Liz updates the
Institute of Inertia with the latest
developments from the personal finance
industry as well as providing information
and advice on managing
household budgets.

Jen Walshaw

Michelle Highman

Jasmine Birtles

As Editor of muminthemadhouse.com
Jen helps to provide down to earth,
sound practical advice and crowd
sources opinion from other mums.

Chief Executive of The Money Charity.
Michelle helps the Institute of Inertia
through her expertise in financial
education and money advice.

Finance expert, commentator and
journalist. Jasmine brings her expertise
in personal finances to the panel and
helps to develop shrewd ideas that can
help consumers to save time and money.

Panel Vice-Chair
Jo brings her wealth of consumer
knowledge to the advisory panel helping
to create real tangible solutions that will
help to save consumers money.
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What’s the energy issue?
The first round of research focused on the energy market, to understand people’s current behavior and attitudes to switching
suppliers. The aim was to identify factors that might help overcome inertia when it comes to managing household energy bills.
Dr. Thomas Webb and Simone Croft, a Research Associate from The University of Sheffield, led a series of focus groups with
members of the British public**.

These focus groups identified five key barriers to switching energy providers:

1. Complexity of switching
Often consumers feel overwhelmed by the apparent complexity of switching energy providers. Tariffs are perceived as 		
complicated and confusing, and consumers find it hard to compare prices across suppliers. As a consequence, many will avoid
tackling the issue.

2. Risk avoidance
Many consumers think that switching suppliers is risky. They fear making the wrong decision, losing money, or being involved
in billing disputes between two suppliers. To avoid the perceived risks, consumers may avoid switching altogether.

3. Customer satisfaction
Consumers are less likely to investigate the potential savings that they could make by switching if they are satisfied with the
service they receive from their existing provider. However, some consumers may simply say that they are satisfied as a way of
justifying avoiding the issue of switching.

4. Finding time and making the effort
Many consumers believe that switching will require a big investment of time and effort on their part, particularly to research
alternative suppliers. Inert consumers either find it hard, or are not prepared to make the time or effort,
regardless of potential savings.

5. Financial gains
In many cases, consumers can make financial gains by staying with their current supplier, particularly if they are offered 		
improved tariffs to stay. Although these deals may not be as cost effective as switching, they may appeal to customers who
prefer the ease of staying put.

“The fact that people could save money is widely documented,
but we know less about what causes people to spend more than they need to.
We suspect that one reason could be ‘psychological inertia’ – this is the idea
that people can be resistant to change and so keep doing things
(or not doing things) even if they are not in their best interests.
One of the most significant challenges facing science and society is how
to promote lasting changes in people’s behaviour.
The Institute of Inertia will investigate this idea – and other possible reasons
for inertia - across a number of areas affecting peoples’ finances.”
Dr. Thomas Webb, Social Psychologist at The University of Sheffield
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First panel meeting
Comparethemarket.com estimates that £9bn could be saved if consumers shopped
around more and assessed their energy options, with the average household
able to save £439 a year*.
Using the insights gleaned from
the focus groups, Dr. Thomas Webb
presented the key barriers to
switching to the panel.

A number of potential solutions to the
issue of inaction in the energy market
were explored, including the creation of
an “Energy Switch Guarantee” to

boost consumer confidence, reduce fear
and the perceived risks associated with
switching, and overcome inertia.

£9bn
+£439

+£65

+£186

Inertia towards managing our finances is costing us £9 billion with the
average household able to save £439 a year.
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+£152

Improving consumer confidence
Following the recommendations of the
Institute of Inertia’s panel meeting,
comparethemarket.com carried out
quantitative research with 3,500 adults
to gauge their views on switching
and what a potential Energy Switch
Guarantee might involve***.

The findings supported those of
the focus groups and revealed that
consumer fear around switching
providers is creating inertia in the
market, which is fuelling providers’
profits but costing customers dearly to
the sum of £274 on average*.

Specifically, the research found that 59%
of Britons have failed to shop around for
a better deal over the past two years.
Concerns about time (10%), confusion
(9%) and the worry of being over
charged during the switch process (13%)
were among the greatest fears holding
consumers back from saving money
through switching.

Policy Recommendation:
The Institute of Inertia and comparethemarket.com is calling on the Government to take the following steps to eradicate fear in
the energy market, drive consumer confidence and ultimately prompt energy switching.
This call to action follows the recent announcement by the Government for a new Energy Switch Guarantee, similar to the
Current Account Switch Guarantee. Consequently, comparethemarket.com and the Institute of Inertia are calling for the
new Energy Switch Guarantee to comprise of the following:

A switch must be agreed with the consumer within the 17-day Ofgem requirement
and the switch date communicated ahead of time

If anything goes wrong, responsibility must fall on the shoulders of the supplier at
fault who will compensate a consumer for any resulting charges or incorrect billing

An account in credit must be refunded within five working days of
settling the final bill

A commitment must be made that the consumer will never suffer from a loss of 		
energy supply during the switch

The previous supplier must be required to supply a final bill to the consumer within
five days to allow both parties to complete their contractual arrangement
comparethemarket.com’s research highlights that 27% of Brits would be more likely to switch energy providers if these specific
factors were in place. It also shows that 36% of people in agreement that these principles would assure them that the necessary
safeguards were in place. A further 35% also claim that this specific detail would give them the peace of mind needed to push
them to switch.

“Britain’s energy providers have profited from consumer inertia for too long. Fear of the switching
process is costing consumers dearly and this has to be remedied. The Government’s proposed
energy switching guarantee is a step in the right direction but the necessary steps need to be
taken to make it work for consumers. They, rather than the providers, must come first.”
James Padmore, Head of Energy at comparethemarket.com
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Insurance, what are the issues?
This round of research focused on consumer attitudes towards insurance across car, home (contents and building), life and pet.
Dr. Thomas Webb and Simone Croft, a research assistant from the University of Sheffield, led a series of focus groups to explore
the consumer issues around insurance including renewing policies and taking out optional insurance policies.

The key findings were as follows:

1. A lack of knowledge and clarity
Many customers lack the knowledge about why insurance is important and how it could help. Consumers also find
estimating the value of their items difficult and are confused and overwhelmed by the wording and ‘small print’
of their insurance policies.

2. Automatic renewal increases
Auto-renewal is a contentious issue for consumers, with many seeing this process as purely beneficial for the insurers.

3. Hassle
Many consumers are put off taking out insurance or shopping around for a new policy because of the perceived hassle
in the process.

4. The value of insurance
Consumers are sceptical of insurance and question its value. Many believe that insurers are unlikely to pay out if a claim
needs to be made and see the claims process as long, arduous and on the side of the insurer.

5. Effects of age
Age plays a role in habits, in that younger consumers will often not consider longer term insurance cover such as life insurance
and are therefore less willing to understand or discuss the merits of these insurance policies.
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Improving Consumer Confidence
The Institute of Inertia’s panel met to discuss the qualitative research findings in February and will be setting out
recommendations for action over the coming months.
Suggestions to help combat consumer inertia in the insurance industry may include calls to action to the insurers, regulators,
price comparison websites or consumers. Whether this be a deeper level of clarity, more digestible policy recommendations or
advice. Updates will be shared via instituteofinertia.org
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Debt and Money Management,
what are the issues?
The third panel meeting focused on personal debt and general money management. Dr. Thomas Webb presented research findings
to the expert panel, outlining the contributing factors to personal debt and the key barriers consumers face when it comes to
managing their finances. This informed the discussion and helped shape the solutions proposed.
One of the primary issues highlighted by the focus group and debated was the lack of education and knowledge around basic
money management, thus perpetuating the issue of debt in society. Whilst this was highlighted as one of the key issues, the panel
also touched on the psychological issues that surround debt, the role of society, the pressures when it comes to making ends meat
and the responsibility of the Government and financial institutions.
Key Areas of Focus

Financial Education
A major factor at play in terms of why many of us suffer from inertia when managing debt was identified as a lack of education.
Much of the debate around this issue focused on the importance of educating kids from a young age, ensuring they grow up with
a basic level of understanding. It was highlighted that despite the Government adding financial education to the curriculum, they
haven’t provided teachers with the right support to be able to implement this. Other panel members argued that it is also the role
of the parents and there should be better tools and resources in place to equip them with the knowledge, skills and confidence to
discuss money with their children.
Possible outputs included:
• Supporting children at a young age, making sure that they are equipped with practical financial knowledge so it
		 becomes second nature when they become adults
• Better support for teachers and parents

Clarity and Control
It was clear from the research that managing your money and getting the best deals isn’t as easy as it could be. The panel agreed
that if banks and credit card providers could be clearer with the terminology they used, it would have a significant impact on debt
in the UK. Many of the panel agreed that we could influence things at a consumer level, giving them the tools to ensure that they
are in control of their finances helping them to break the cycle of debt.
Possible outputs included:
• Offering financial information in an easier and simpler format
• Giving consumers better tracking and monitoring tools to help them stay in control

The Perception of Debt
As identified in the focus groups, societal pressures can have a huge impact on public opinion of what is an acceptable level of
debt and what is not. The panel discussed how many consumers see some debt as acceptable – with a student loan or with an
over draft for example – where as credit cards or overdue bills are seen as something to be ashamed of. The panel discussed the
fact that in many cases individuals need to be realistic with what they have in terms of disposable income each month.
Possible outputs included:
• Consumers need to be encouraged to live within their means
• Prompting the setting of financial goals, however big or small
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Further information
The insights, recommendations and findings of the Institute of Inertia will be shared on its website
instituteofinertia.org and will work with comparethemarket.com to put these into practice with relevant partners.

Research methodology:
* Based on customers who used comparethemarket.com to switch their gas and electricity in September 2015.
**Consumer insights described in this report are taken from research conducted by the Institute of Inertia who carried out a series
of focus groups exploring the issue of inertia in the energy market in October 2015.
***Consumer research data referenced in this report is from research carried out by You Gov, on behalf of
comparethemarket.com. It questioned 3506 consumers who are solely or jointly responsible for their energy bills.
The fieldwork was carried out between 30th November and 2nd December.

instituteofinertia.org
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