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Financial-product customers prefer to obtain marketing information online, new research shows
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Paul Seabrook (pictured) examines the latest fast.MAP survey results.[image: paul-seabrookdirector-ccbweb]
Websites – whether independent, comparison or brand-owned – together continue to be people’s main financial service research routes, each used by around three out of ten consumers, according to new research.
Also revealed are people’s main reasons for selecting the financial brands they use – they include the priority of an easy-to navigate website, personal recommendations and a high-street presence.
The results are from the latest fast.MAP/UK DMA Financial Services Tracking Study.
The good news for marketers is that slightly fewer people – 39 per cent; down from 41 per cent in March 2011 – based their buying decision on cheap rates rather than knowledge of the brand. For the last three tracking waves (this latest research is the sixth wave, in December 2011), around four out of ten buyers have judged best value rates to be more important than recognition of the company concerned.
People’s order of preference for marketing tools remains the same as in the March 2011 survey. But there has been a drop in the percentages of those selecting each method, an indication that their interest in financial services products is declining.
In March 2011 and June 2010, more than three-quarters of financial services customers “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that a clear and easy-to-use website was the most important marketing tool for the brands they trust and use. But now, only two-thirds do.
Similarly, although 49 per cent still agree that they “like to know of other people who have used the brand and get their views”, this is the second most important motivation; ten per cent fewer people thought so than in March.
But, for more than four out of ten, the third priority remains “being visible on the high street”.
For the third time since June 2010, fewer than two out of ten people think “seeing a regular presence on the TV with advertising” is necessary, keeping it at the bottom of the table as their least-important requirement.
The on-going financial uncertainty in Europe, people’s general disaffection with the banking sector and the drop in disposable income caused by government cuts, have all contributed to a decrease in people’s motivation to find out about financial products.
Between March and December 2011, there was a marked decrease in the use of all the methods traditionally used to investigate what financial products were on offer (with the exception of “articles in newspapers”, in which interest has remained constant).
Since the tracker was launched in December 2008, four research routes have been regarded as most important – all consulted by around three out of ten customers.
These are: 
1. Websites of trusted brands 
2. Comparison websites – favourite in all but the June 2010 wave
3. Independent websites
4. Friends and relatives – currently fourth favourite and around ten per cent down on previous tracker waves, but the most favoured information source in June 2010 and March 2011.
All the above, except websites of trusted brands, have seen a nine-month decline in use of around ten per cent.
Some of the other information sources have also seen a steady, though longer-term decline. For example, literature received from banks or building societies, use of which peaked at 34 per cent in July 2009, has steadily declined to 24 per cent now. 
Use of other marketing material has remained steadier since December 2008, eg email marketing, which has historically fluctuated between seven and nine per cent, in December was being used by eight per cent.
People’s trust in the marketing information provided by banks declined significantly between March last year – when 60 per cent trusted it either “implicitly” or “somewhat” – and December, when 51 per cent did.
Insurance company information also suffered a decline in trust from 53 to 49 per cent.
However, despite the constant bad news from the private and company pension sectors, as annuity rates continue to fall and final salary schemes are abandoned, there has been a one per cent increase in trust in their information, to 46 per cent.
Mortgage lenders, credit cards and investment companies have also enjoyed a one per cent increase in trust in their information over the same period, to 32 per cent, 44 per cent and 35 per cent respectively.
Paul Seabrook is director, fast.MAP. Email him here or call: +44 (0)20 7242 0702. 
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