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 General
What are the most significant developments since the original report was published in 2017?

UK fintech has scaled dramatically in the past 4 years, with COVID-19 only accelerating the transition to digital finance. Innovative solutions have emerged in specific product areas, offering everything from new ways to invest, borrow, spend or send money.

Founded in 2015, Monzo is a digital only bank headquartered in London. We now serve over 5 million customers in the UK, and we’re still growing fast - adding around 100,000 users per month. The vast majority of our growth is generated through word of mouth, and by many measures we remain the best bank in the UK.

Our users are also young, with the majority falling between 18-35 years old,  and based in urban centres. 99% of people in the UK in this age group have access to, and use a smartphone [footnoteRef:2].  Visibility and control are at the heart of all our features, and as an online only provider, it’s important we develop market leading digital tools to support our customers to manage their money online. When it comes to financial inclusion, accessibility, and vulnerability we aim to design products and services to meet people where they are - to communicate in ways they understand, and through channels they’re comfortable with.  [2:  https://www.ofcom.org.uk/ data/assets/pdf_file/0031/149872/Adults-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2019-chart-pack.pdf ] 


From inception, we designed tools that will allow us to identify and support vulnerable customers, and manage accessibility challenges through online channels. It’s also worth noting that for our users, digital natives, they are most adapted to digital communication.  The tools, channels and features that may work for different demographics do not necessarily serve the majority of our user base, in-branch support, for example, is inconvenient and inaccessible when compared to tailored in-app support to meet their needs. 

Thanks to the rise of fintech in the last few years, each individual firm (and their users) will have specific needs driven by the products, the user base they target, the channels they use (digital or physical). It’s crucial that any financial inclusion strategy acknowledges that firms' risks are dictated by these factors.  A one size fits all approach to tackling inclusion and accessibility challenges will not take into account the activities the firms are undertaking and reflect the needs of their customer base 

Below we’ve unpacked some of the work we’ve been doing over the last 6 years, to build digital tools to help meet financial inclusion, accessibility and vulnerability challenges.

 Access to cash

We welcomed the Treasury’s considered recommendations surrounding the continued provision of cash withdrawal facilities, following the Access to Cash report (2019).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.accesstocash.org.uk/media/1087/final-report-final-web.pdf ] 

The issues identified in the report highlight what we believe to be the key factors that cause people to stay reliant on cash:
· Physical and mental health problems including reliance on others
· A worry of debt or issues budgeting
· Merchant acceptance rates
· Access to bank accounts, and the 1.3 million unbanked

In the short term, the proposals to preserve cash are welcome. However, the UK Government is uniquely positioned to tackle the factors that are causing a reliance on cash, as raised in the report. Many of the issues identified as key reasons for cash use surround visibility, and easy control of personal finances. Protecting immediate access to cash is a necessary first step, however, it does not solve the wider financial inclusion issues raised in the report.

In the long term, conversations around financial inclusion can not solely be focussed on maintaining access to cash. Cash is relied on, in no small part, because of the failure of traditional providers to accommodate users needs in a digital environment. The 2019 report highlights that cash use is a symptom of wider financial inclusion issues - from concerns around budgeting to mitigating financial abuse - and for many consumers in the UK these issues are better solved through digital channels. There is simply a lack of incentive for firms to adequately invest in solving these problems online.

91% of UK adults have access to a smartphone, laptop or tablet[footnoteRef:4] and it’s highly likely that trend will continue to grow. For many vulnerable people, particularly younger vulnerable people, a smartphone is not a luxury, but a necessity. In our experience, it’s incredibly common for a smartphone to be the lifeline particularly for those who are location unstable. This is a trend across the world - with people in many regions more likely to have access to an internet enabled smartphone, than a bank account. Many of the problems identified in the report Monzo have attempted to solve for, like building tools for those struggling with financial and domestic abuse, a factor that often results in a high reliance on cash by victims. [4: https://www.psr.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/PDF/PSR-Access-to-Cash-full-report-July-2019_0.pdf 
] 


From our extensive user research, supported by nearly 5 million Monzo customers in the UK, we’ve identified many underlying issues that our users report as crucial for their financial wellbeing, and considered how to build digital tools to make money work for everyone. Many of these issues are also identified in the access to cash report.

Below we have unpacked these common themes, and some of the ways firms can support these needs through digital channels as we transition away from physical cash.

· Control and visibility are crucial for users: This has been raised repeatedly within the Access to Cash report as a driver for continued use of cash, surrounding budgeting, spending and debt.
· Tools like our Pots, which allow our customers to easily segregate their funds for Bills etc, as well as more complex things like our Spending Block (currently in beta testing)
· Digital Accessibility: Digital native banks must take a holistic approach to care for consumers, and we have built our channels to ensure we design for 100% of users
· Continued cash use is high among vulnerable customers, particularly for those with mental health needs. We are currently undergoing a review with the Money and Mental Health Policy Institute (MMHPI) to ensure that our controls are identifying and supporting vulnerable people when interacting digitally - to help the maintain access to bank accounts independently and access tailored support for common issues e.g. budget management.
· We’ve also run listening sessions with certain disability groups, including the Royal Association for Deaf People. As a result, Monzo allows our users to ‘say or sign’ the elements of our electronic identification process that require users to speak in English. This is crucial for consumers functioning without a branch, as British Sign Language (BSL) is the first language for the majority of deaf community in the UK. BSL interpreters can be booked for in person support, but for digital channels more work must be done to ensure that online banking remains accessible for deaf people without requiring reliance on a trusted third party - which has downsides that are currently mitigated by cash use.
· Vulnerability measures: Financial and domestic abuse is another key driver for cash use which may be solved through digital investment.
· Monzo have built a ‘Share with Us’ feature[footnoteRef:5] within our app to help victims of financial and domestic abuse safely disclose this information with us, set up code words and arrange safe times for us to contact them with regard to their money - away from their abuser. The tool leaves no trace, as all chat history is deleted from the app, and was specifically designed with domestic abuse victims in mind. However, we do encourage users to disclose anything through it that might affect their relationship with their money or their relationship with Monzo. [5:  https://www.wired.co.uk/article/financial-abuse-banks-monzo ] 


· Access to bank accounts: Access to the banking system is crucial if the UK is to go cashless, without leaving any section of society behind.
· An agile approach to proof of address is needed: the traditional methods of verifying POA, e.g. utility bills are not flexible enough for anyone who is struggling to maintain a stable address - and in many cases they are easy to spoof. Firms should be encouraged to work with the regulator to meet their Know Your Customer requirements in a way that recognises the challenges for many people caught in short term, transitional or unstable housing cycles.
· It’s also crucial that we consider widening the pool of accepted IDs for banking services, for example the acceptance of Asylum Registration Cards

 Accessibility

[bookmark: _Hlk66704818]As noted above, improving support and accessibility for vulnerable customers starts with encouraging disclosures. Our digital ‘disclosure environment’ - Share with Us - has helped those struggling with financial abuse[footnoteRef:6] gain control of their finances, which is crucial as we transition towards a cashless society. [6:  https://www.wired.co.uk/article/financial-abuse-banks-monzo ] 


However, we use this tool to encourage our users to disclose anything to us that may be affecting their relationship with Monzo, or their money - including mental health. Proactive disclosures from customers help our customer support steer them towards the right tools for them, be that signposting to charities who can help, or offering configurable features for their accounts to ensure their financial wellbeing.

In many ways Monzo is unique in this respect. The overwhelming majority of our users trust and would recommend us, and as such, many are comfortable disclosing any challenges they may be facing - and our support teams trained to receive that information. However, we believe that these disclosure environments should be mimicked across industry, to improve customer outcomes as right now, the industry’s understanding of their user’s vulnerabilities or accessibility issues is still in its infancy.

Once banks and financial services providers have a better idea of the kinds of challenges their users are facing, industry should work towards adopting better frameworks to anonymise and securely share vulnerability trends. This kind of macro data could help providers build tools to meet these needs, as well as give the opportunity for tailored solutions to emerge independently of banks. Without anonymised, secure data sharing in this space, the market will struggle to provide innovative solutions. In the context of the wider open data work the Government is currently developing, this information gap is difficult to justify.

We also touched on the use of listening sessions as a tool for firms to understand the challenges for those living with a disability. This is another way to work to identify key issues, and has helped us build more accessible tools in the past. Listening to customers, and those with lived experiences, is fundamental to building any digital inclusion tools.

We also believe that banks can do more to help users struggling with addiction, particularly gambling harms. Right now, the Department for Culture Media and Sport are reviewing the Gambling Act. The review is a huge opportunity to try and secure some big changes to improve these card payment gambling blockers. These opt-in tools allow consumers to prevent themselves from making payments to gambling companies.

Monzo was the first bank in the UK to launch one of these card based gambling blocks back in 2018, and the tool has been a huge success for our users. Fewer than 10% of customers who turn the block on, go on to deactivate the feature. They have also now been recommended as industry standard as part of the ‘self exclusion triangle’ - three tools that help anyone concerned about their gambling to prevent any interaction with gambling firms, whether that be financial, online, or in person.

However, these blocks have yet to become standard practice across the financial services industry. There have also been a number of innovations in payments, accelerated by the pandemic, that have made it harder for firms like Monzo to introduce a truly comprehensive payment blocker. Changes in the way people, particularly young people, gamble have also had an effect on the existing tools in the market.

We believe that the Government should take the opportunity to:

· Introduce a new requirement for account providers in the UK to make sure every consumer can access a friction driven, card based gambling block - regardless of
who they bank with. These blocks are opt-in features that customers control, are simple to build, proven to work, and will help protect hundreds of thousands of people.
· Mandate gambling firms to disclose their bank account details on a central registry to empower banks and other providers to extend their gambling block to bank transfers made to gambling companies as well as card payments.
· Work with gaming firms to find a way to differentiate and identify loot box transactions from typical gaming purchases, so consumers can choose to block these transactions as part of existing gambling blocks.
What is hindering progress in this area and is the situation likely to improve or worsen over the next year?

As noted, currently industry are not incentivised to collate or securely and anonymously share data on trends in consumer vulnerability. We think this is crucial to seeing improved provision of services to help meet the challenges consumers are facing, and would welcome steps in that direction.
 Support from Government and the financial inclusion strategy

Is there a desire within the sector to have sight of and the ability to comment on the Government’s overall strategy for Financial inclusion? Should it be made public?

Yes, Monzo would welcome the opportunity to input into an overall financial inclusion strategy. Particularly as we transition out of the pandemic, questions around access to digital services as well as encouraging appropriate financial products and growing consumer understanding through effective disclosures will be crucial. We’d welcome the opportunity to share our experience, and our user insights.
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