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1. Introduction 

 
1.1. The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) is pleased to have the opportunity to 

respond to the HM Treasury and Department for Work and Pensions “Public financial 
guidance review: consultation on a single body”, published on 19 December 2016. 

 
1.2. AAT is submitting this response on behalf of our membership and for the wider public 

benefit of consumer protection. 
 

1.3. AAT has focussed on the operational elements of the proposals and has provided opinion 
on the practicalities of implementing the measures outlined.   

 
 
2. Executive summary  

 
2.1. AAT does not believe that the Single Financial Guidance Body (SFGB) should focus 

solely on the “squeezed and struggling.” Instead AAT believes that a wider focus would 
reduce the numbers of those struggling with their finances. Prevention should receive at 
least as much attention as cure. 
 

2.2. Projects funded by SFGB should not be solely evaluated by the SFGB in 
conjunction with service providers. Whilst acceptable as a starting point there is self-
regulation risk from “marking your own homework” and as such an independent 
assessment of such projects should be required. Similarly, the commitment to publish any 
negative findings is welcome but if negative findings are highly unlikely due to the fact no 
independent assessment has taken place then the commitment is undermined. 

 
2.3. It is pleasing to see specific references being made to value for money given the 

enormous sums of money that have been less than productively invested in this 
area over recent years. For example, £330m on failed financial capability programmes 
between 2003 and 2013, £100m+ on marketing the Money Advice Service and so on. 
Organisational efficiency and sound management, as well as a focus on avoiding 
duplication, will all be necessary to deliver on this welcome ambition. 

 
2.4. Given the numerous incarnations of money guidance bodies over the past 15 years 

it is very important that this new organisation works, that lessons from the past are 
learned and that credibility with both the financial services industry and general 
public is quickly established. Again, organisational efficiency and sound management 
will be key. 

 
2.5. The organisation should not be called the “Single Financial Guidance Body”. 

Although initially acknowledged as being created simply for descriptive purposes in the 
consultation document, it has been suggested by some as an acceptable term for this new 
organisation. It is far too clunky and ignores the audience for whom it is intended. 
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3. AAT response to the HM Treasury and Department for Work and Pensions “Public 

financial guidance review: consultation on a single body” 
 

Q1. Do people with protected characteristics under the Equalities Act 2010, or any 
consumers in vulnerable circumstances, have particular needs for public financial 
guidance or difficulty finding and obtaining that guidance? 

 
3.1. Yes, many of those falling under the protected characteristics could have difficulties and 

have particular needs for guidance. However, AAT does not specialise in these areas and 
so believes input from the likes of StepChange, Citizens Advice, Money Advice Trust and 
others, who have a wealth of experience providing financial guidance to vulnerable people, 
would be more appropriate here. 
 

Q2. Do you agree that these areas capture what the broad role of the SFGB should cover? 
 

3.2. Yes. 
 

Q3. Do you agree that the SFGB’s financial capability initiatives should focus on ‘the 
squeezed’ and ‘struggling’? 

 
3.3. Between 2003 and 2013 more than £330 million was spent on financial education 

programmes by the Financial Services Authority’s Financial Capability Division (then 
rebranded as the CFEB and finally the Money Advice Service). Some of this was directed 
at the squeezed and struggling, some at the vulnerable and much at young people in 
general. Several million more was spent on financial education for young people by the 
Department for Education. 
 

3.4. However, over this decade, levels of financial understanding in the UK declined rather than 
improved. As a small number of commentators highlighted, there was no real evidence that 
any of that money improved financial capability either for the squeezed and struggling or 
the population at large. 

 
3.5. It is therefore pleasing to note the Government commitment to “…scale up financial 

capability projects that have been proven to work.” It is essential that robust criteria is 
devised and adhered to in order to ensure only independently assessed successes are 
funded. 

 
3.6. However, not all of this should be directed towards the squeezed and the struggling. Given 

limited funds and the fact those who are squeezed and struggling could benefit most from 
financial capability initiatives it is easy to understand why it is proposed that they should be 
the focus. However, a wider focus would ensure less people become squeezed or struggle 
in the first place and prevention is always better than cure. 

 
3.7. Financial capability is about improving consumers’ financial understanding, enabling 

people to develop the necessary skills to make informed financial decisions and 
consequently increasing their confidence to do so. This is important for all, not just the 
squeezed and the struggling. 

 
3.8. Clearly debt advice would be better directed to the squeezed but debt advice and financial 

capability, although both falling under the SFGB’s remit, are two very different subjects. 
 

Q4. Do you agree that the SFGB should have a strategic role, working with the financial 
services and pensions industry and third sector organisations of the guidance sector? 

 
3.9. Yes. It is important that the SFGB does not duplicate existing provision and repeat the 

mistakes of the Money Advice Service which spent more than £100m on marketing and 
communications efforts to draw people’s attention to information readily available 
elsewhere for free, seen by far greater numbers and significantly more trusted e.g. 
AdviceGuide from Citizens Advice which receives over 1 million visits a month and 
www.moneysavingexpert.com with 15 million monthly users. 
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3.10. A genuinely collaborative organisation with a strategic overview should avoid this and 
would doubtless benefit all parties.  

 
Q5. How might the SFGB develop its understanding of what works and usefully contribute 
to sector wide research? 

 
3.11. Government and the FSA/FCA/MAS do not have a good record in relation to financial 

capability research. For example, the key findings of important research such as that from 
the University of Cornell (2001) Ofsted (2005, 2008, 2011) ifs University College - now 
LIBF (2009) NIACE (2010) Sheffield Hallam University (2011) and many, many more, have 
been repeatedly ignored. Furthermore, their own research such as that commissioned by 
the FSA (London School of Economics, 2008) has been fatally flawed. 
 

3.12. Any research must therefore be undertaken by respected organisations with a wealth of 
relevant experience, clearly defined with outputs rather than inputs in mind. In addition, 
there must be a commitment to acting on the findings of such research even where doing 
so may prove difficult. Previous research has too often been selectively utilised to support 
existing actions and any contradictory findings discarded. 

 
3.13. Specifically in relation to debt advice, strong collaboration with organisations operating at 

the coal face e.g. organisations like Citizens Advice and StepChange, are essential both 
due to the range of data available and to ensure industry credibility. 

 
Q6. In what ways could the SFGB co-ordinate and add value to the provision of financial 
education? 

 
3.14. SFGB Kitemarking will no doubt be considered. The pfeg (personal finance education 

group) Kitemark system was popular as it was seen to provide an element of credibility for 
the financial capability activities of various financial services companies and charitable 
organisations. However, in reality it was too easy to obtain – primarily because it was one 
of the primary funding drivers for pfeg – and as a result did not always serve as an 
accurate guide to the most robust of standards. SFGB should not face that problem as it 
would not be used as a funding mechanism. However, it remains essential that any SFGB 
Kitemarking system be challenging and robust to avoid the mistakes of the past and to give 
credibility and confidence to industry and consumers alike. 
 

3.15. The condoc makes reference to the need for the evaluation of projects it funds (2.19) and 
that it will undertake evaluation in conjunction with service providers. This may be 
acceptable as a starting point to provide initial information as to performance. However, it 
remains tantamount to marking your own homework. Independent assessment of such 
projects is therefore essential. 

 
3.16. The commitment to publish any negative findings (2.20) is welcome but again if negative 

findings are highly unlikely, due to the fact no independent assessment has taken place, 
then the commitment is undermined. 

 
Q7. Are there other delivery channels that the SFGB should consider that would be 
effective for delivering to consumers? 

 
3.17. Just ten years after the launch of the first full touchscreen smartphone, four out of five 

adults now have one and among 18-44 year olds adoption is higher still at 91 per cent – 
equivalent to 21 million people in the UK (ONS, June 2016). 
 

3.18. There is a common misconception that smartphone usage among lower income earners 
and the vulnerable will be low owing to cost and maintenance issues but conversely smart 
phones are far easier and cheaper to both buy and maintain compared to laptops, tablets 
or computers and as such usage is relatively high. Even among the homeless, smart 
phone usage is increasingly prevalent1. This should be at the forefront of initial planning 
e.g. that the SFGB web site should be mobile friendly and that apps are available to 
download etc.  

 

                                                      
1 https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2015/oct/01/smartphones-are-lifeline-for-homeless-people 

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2015/oct/01/smartphones-are-lifeline-for-homeless-people
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3.19. Similarly, the rapid increase in the use of Facetime (a video telephony product) and Skype 
may make reliance on traditional face-to-face interaction less of a necessity.  

 
3.20. Utilisation of social media channels is also essential but simple availability is not enough. 

Dissemination through a range of appropriate channels is essential and this can be 
undertaken by industry as well as by the SFGB. This has been demonstrated by the useful 
HMRC “TaxFacts” documents that cover a range of different topics and are designed with 
those at schools, colleges and Universities in mind. Whilst they are a good and free 
resource, awareness of their existence remains relatively low and as such usage is 
remarkably limited2.  

 
3.21. Whilst concern about broadband access stated in the condoc (3.6) is understandable, it 

should not be forgotten that 95 per cent of UK households can now get superfast 
broadband speeds. Furthermore, a new Universal Service Obligation ("USO") giving 
people a legal right to an affordable, fast broadband connection on demand - at a minimum 
speed of 10 Mbps, no matter where they live or work - will become a legal requirement by 
2020 at the very latest (Digital Services Bill). 

 
Q8. How should the SFGB ensure that it engages consumers at the right time for them? 

 
3.22. The availability of information and guidance through a variety of channels (as detailed 

above) is of course linked to engagement at the right time. By offering myriad channels for 
access, in many instances consumers can choose when they need help, information or 
guidance.  
 

3.23. Conversely, there may be times when SFGB is best placed to engage consumers at the 
right time, for example, with schools, colleges and Universities, with consumers at the point 
of automatic enrolment or whenever any communication in relation to the state pension is 
received (DWP signposting), when information relating to loans or overdrafts is made 
available (industry signposting).  

 
3.24. There are various opportunities to work with others here, for instance working with the 

betting industry to make sure problem gamblers are aware of the help available to them or 
working with the health service in relation to maternity issues or bereavement. There are 
various life stages at which SFGB could help considerable numbers of people but there are 
also areas outside of the key life stages that could prove just as important, working with the 
betting industry and utility companies being just a couple of such examples.  

 
Q9. Do you agree that the SFGB should be able to exercise some flexibility in the way 
funding is directed? 

 
3.25. Yes, subject to review and evaluation. 

 
Q10. Would these proposals have any impact on the delivery of public financial guidance 
in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland? 

 
3.26. Without further information it is difficult to respond fully to this question. Those providing 

financial guidance in the devolved nations would be best placed to respond here. 
 

Q11. Do you have any other comments about the proposed delivery model and consumer 
offer?  

 
3.27. Value for money: It is pleasing to see specific references given to value for money given 

the enormous sums of money wasted in this area over recent years e.g. £330m on failed 
financial capability programmes between 2003 and 2013 (see Q3), £100m+ on marketing 
the Money Advice Service and so on. Organisational efficiency and sound management as 
well as a focus on avoiding duplication will all be necessary to deliver on this ambition. 
 

3.28. Sustainability: Given the FSA financial capability division was spun off into the CFEB in an 
attempt to deal with its failings and that CFEB subsequently became the Money Advice 
Service for the same reasons before being savaged by numerous organisations and 

                                                      
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5X4-ygtOTu0 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5X4-ygtOTu0
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committees (National Audit Office, Treasury Select Committee, Treasury Sub-Committee 
etc.) which has largely led to the current situation of seeking yet another new body, it is 
important that the new organisation is fit for purpose from the outset to ensure credibility 
with both industry and the public. As with the value for money objective set out by 
government, organisational efficiency and sound management will be key. 

 
3.29. Financial Education: The consultation document states, “…the government thinks the 

SFGB should aim to maximise the impact of financial education for children and young 
people so that young people are prepared for the financial challenges they will encounter 
when they manage their own finances and pensions.” The document goes on to state how 
financial education is now part of the national curriculum. However, leaving aside the fact 
that Academisation means less than 50% of secondary schools are now required to follow 
the national curriculum, the inclusion of financial education has been little more than a tick 
box exercise. In reality its inclusion amounts to a couple of sentences in the Maths and 
Citizenship curriculum, certainly not sufficient to equip young people with the skills and 
confidence to make informed financial decisions. 

 
3.30. The plethora of financial education activities from financial services firms and charities 

ranges from the very effective to the wholly ineffective. As a result a body that not only co-
ordinates and influences these programmes but sets out clearly defined criteria for success 
would be most welcome. 

 
3.31. Title: The name “Single Financial Guidance Body” although initially acknowledged as being 

created simply for descriptive purposes in the consultation document, has been suggested 
by some as an acceptable term for this new organisation. It is far too clunky and ignores 
the audience for whom it is intended. Something far simpler, shorter and generally 
reflective of all its activities would be appropriate, something that resonates with the public 
and is easy to remember e.g. “Financial Help”, “Money Assistance” or “The Money 
Specialists” would be far better. 

 
 
4. About AAT 
 

4.1. AAT is a professional accountancy body with approximately 50,000 full and fellow 
members and 90,000 student and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow 
members, there are over 4,250 licensed accountants who provide accountancy and 
taxation services to individuals, not-for-profit organisations and the full range of business 
types. 
 

4.2. AAT is a registered charity whose objectives are to advance public education and promote 
the study of the practice, theory and techniques of accountancy and the prevention of 
crime and promotion of the sound administration of the law. 

 
 

5. Further information 
 

If you have any questions or would like to discuss any of the points in more detail then please 
contact Aleem Islan, AAT Technical Consultation Manager, at: 

 
E-mail: consultation@aat.org.uk   Telephone: 020 7397 3088  

 
Association of Accounting Technicians 
140 Aldersgate Street 
London 
EC1A 4HY  

 

mailto:consultation@aat.org.uk

