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knowing what  
we’re talking about
David Millington 
lead ombudsman

Our knowledge is, and always has been, 
essential to our job of providing an effective 
ombudsman service. For people to have 
confidence in the answers we give, they also 
need to have confidence that we know what 
we’re talking about.

When we look into a problem someone’s 
brought to us, we always take into account the 
law, rules and guidance, and good practice. 
But it isn’t enough just to know these inside 
out. Very often, the words people use to 
describe what’s happened to them don’t 
appear as they do in industry documents. 

So first, through all the frustration and 
confusion, we’ve got to listen – to understand 
what’s happened and work out where we need 
to look for answers. Only then can we start 
applying what we know – always bearing in 
mind that, in all the complications of real life, 
the black-and-white rules don’t always lead 
straight to a fair outcome. 

As we’ve been working increasingly quickly 
and flexibly, the way our people find and  
apply knowledge has needed to keep in  
step. That’s why we’ve improved our online 
knowledge-sharing systems this year – as  
well as putting our ombudsmen at the heart  
of our investigation teams, so their expertise 
and pragmatism can help businesses  
and consumers from the start. And we’ve 
strengthened our networks of experts across 
our service, to help our people put problems 
right and capture new insight that challenges 
us to think differently about fairness. 

Our knowledge is about so much more than 
just knowing the rules. It’s about knowing  
how to listen, knowing the right questions  
to ask, and having the sound judgement to 
reach a fair answer. It’s reassuring that 
businesses and consumers say they’ve got 
confidence in us to do that. And to help  
others see all this in action, we’ve published 
another 36,000 of our ombudsmen’s  
decisions on our website this year.
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banking  75.0% 
insurance 
(excluding PPI)  16.5%
investments 5.5%
PPI  2.5%
pensions 0.5%
total complaints 4,533

complaints from 
smaller businesses
Small businesses’ experience of 
using financial services was the focus 
of considerable attention this year, 
following investigations into their 
unfair treatment by some banks. In 
2015 we published our insight into 
the problems small businesses bring 
to us. And this year we continued 
to share our experience to help 
inform the FCA’s review of business 
banking – which includes questions 
about whether businesses larger 
than “micro-enterprises” should 
have access to the ombudsman. 

We can look into complaints brought 
by small businesses defined as 
micro-enterprises – with an annual 
turnover of up to two million euros and 
fewer than ten employees. This year 
numbers of complaints from small 
businesses remained steady. Three 
quarters involved business banking, 
with a significant proportion of these 
relating to banks’ customer service. 

January 2017 

4,533
complaints received from  
small businesses 

It’s announced that UK 
car sales reached record 
levels in 2016 – with 
significant numbers 
bought on finance

Chief ombudsman 
Caroline Wayman 
takes part in a video 
with FT Adviser 
covering a range of 
issues that matter 
to financial advisers

We talk to 
BBC Radio 4’s 
MoneyBox about 
how we can help 
with complaints 
involving scams 

We get the 
highest weekly 
number of 
enquiries about 
travel insurance 
of any week of 
the year

for more information see  
data in more depth (table 29)
p.63  
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small business is caught 
up in hoax website scam
Mr G phoned us when his business lost money 
to fraudsters. One of his employees, Mrs O, 
had inadvertently put the business’s online 
banking details into a hoax website – and 
fraudsters had subsequently transferred 
around £40,000 out of the account. 

Mr G’s business’s bank had raised an 
indemnity claim with the banks that the  
money had been transferred to, but had only 
managed to recover around £2,000. They’d 
refused to refund any more money, saying  
Mr G’s business had been “grossly negligent” 
by giving the passcode to a third party. 

However, Mr G’s business banking terms  
and conditions didn’t say his business was 
responsible for losses arising from the 
passcode being disclosed to a third party.  
And although Mrs O had typed in the business’s 
passcode, the fraudsters had gone on to make 
the transactions themselves – so she hadn’t 
actually authorised them. 

The bank acknowledged that the hoax website 
would have looked exactly like their own – so 
Mrs O couldn’t have known she was using a 
fake site. And according to the bank’s records, 
she’d phoned the bank shortly before she 
reported the missing money to say the website 
was running slowly. The bank’s adviser had 
told her she could carry on using the site – 
despite there being a warning on the bank’s 
own website that a slow-running online system 
could indicate possible fraud.

In the circumstances, we didn’t agree  
Mrs O had been grossly negligent. The bank’s 
adviser could have alerted Mrs O to the fact 
something might be wrong – particularly as 
malware was a problem that the bank was 
actively warning its customers about.  
We told the bank to pay Mr G the money  
they hadn’t been able to recover. 

We attend the Claims 
Management Regulator’s 
seminar for newly 
authorised claims 
managers to explain  
what we expect when they 
refer complaints to us

We talk to BBC Radio 
Sussex & Surrey about 
what section 75 of the 
Consumer Credit Act 
means in practice

We meet people 
who help run credit 
unions in County 
Tyrone
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complaints  
brought by claims 
management 
companies
Across most types of complaints we 
cover, an average of 87% of people 
contact us directly, with a further 5.5% 
asking friends, family or a free advice 
organisation to talk to us on their 
behalf. But for PPI and packaged bank 
accounts, the picture is very different. 
Many people are prompted to complain 
only after being contacted by a claims 
management company, and are  
already tied into a contract by the  
time we get involved. 

As the FCA begins its PPI consumer 
communications campaign in the 
second half of 2017, we’ll continue to 
show that it’s easy to use our service 
– so people don’t have to lose out on 
money they might be owed as a result 
of claims managers’ fees and charges. 

The continuing fall in complaints 
about packaged bank accounts shows 
how our proactive engagement with 
claims management companies 
can prevent the burden and 
frustration of unnecessary claims. 

January 2017
continued

for more information see  
data in more depth (table 28)
p.63  

84.5%
of PPI complaints were brought  
to us by claims managers 

37.5%
of packaged bank account 
complaints were brought to  
us by claims managers

4%
of other complaints were brought  
to us by claims managers

We share our 
experience of helping 
people having trouble 
using powers of 
attorney, to help 
inform the FCA’s 
work on the ageing 
population

We get the highest 
weekly number of 
enquiries about 
savings accounts 

We share our 
experience  
of consumer 
vulnerability  
at a conference  
at Leicester 
University
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pragmatism,  
not the new PPI
Steve Townsley 
ombudsman leader 

While it seems clear now that packaged bank 
accounts aren’t the new PPI, we didn’t always 
know how things would pan out. When claims 
managers first began to bring large number  
of complaints about these accounts, we  
knew we’d need to look closely at what  
was happening. 

We found they were raising very similar issues 
to those they brought about PPI. Not only that, 
but just like in PPI, they gave us very little to go 
on. We often couldn’t tell what really mattered 
to the consumer.   

These problems needed to be addressed –  
and we didn’t want misunderstandings to  
take root. So we ran a series of workshops  
for claims managers, including some in 
partnership with the Claims Management 
Regulator. We discussed the limitations on how 
far PPI and packaged bank accounts are 
comparable – and claims managers had the 
chance to work through real-life case studies, 
showing different sides of the story. And we 
also talked in detail with the banks involved 
– to make sure they understood our approach 
and could resolve as many complaints as 
possible themselves.  

Since then, we’ve continued to ask claims 
managers to really think about the cases 
they’re referring to us. Not because we don’t 
want to help their customers – but because  
if people haven’t actually lost out, then  
the whole process is just frustrating and 
disappointing for everyone involved. Most 
claims managers have now realised that 
packaged bank accounts are very different 
products to PPI. And they’re thinking more 
carefully about whether a case has any real 
merit before complaining to the bank or to us. 

In 2016/2017 volumes of packaged bank 
account complaints dropped by over a half – 
and we’re expecting far fewer again next year. 
It’s a really good example of where pragmatism 
pays off – meaning we can focus on helping 
people who’ve actually lost out.
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working with the 
businesses we cover
We cover well over 56,000 financial 
businesses, ranging from global banks 
to local firms of advisers – with 
businesses at the small end of the 
scale accounting for just a fraction of 
the complaints we receive. This year 
we continued to make sure that small 
businesses, who typically have very 
little contact with us day to day, have 
clarity about how we work. 

To help address the particular 
concerns of IFAs, the Financial Advice 
Market Review (FAMR) recommended in  
March 2016 that we publish more 
detailed information about complaints 
relating specifically to the advice 

sector, as well as about those 
involving events that took place 
more than 15 years ago. In response 
to this and wider feedback about 
how we could give greater insight 
into what we’re seeing, in October 
2016 we consulted on what data 
we should publish in the future. 

As a result of this, in addition to 
the recommendations arising from 
FAMR, we’ve committed to sharing 
even more information about the 
complaints we’re upholding about 
businesses in different sectors about 
different products and issues. We 
hope this will help businesses see 
more clearly what’s going well and 
where they could be doing better. 

February 2017

for more information see  
data in more depth (table 12 and table 20)
p.54 and 58  

161
complaints about IFAs involved 
events that happened more than  
15 years ago

36%
of complaints about IFAs  
were upheld

ombudsman news highlights the 
complaints we see from different 
generations – from babyboomers 
having trouble with mortgages, to 
millennial “money mules”

We’re in the North East, holding a 
roundtable for financial advisers in 
Sunderland, talking to consumer 
advisers, and visiting Newcastle 
University’s student  
money advisers

We host a workshop  
for short-term lenders 
to explain how we sort out 
the complaints borrowers 
bring to us and how to 
prevent problems arising

We meet small 
businesses at our 
workshop in Swansea

We discuss the 
complaints we 
receive about 
home insurance 
with TalkRadio



4343

how we’ve helped

what we’ve seen

data in more depth
www.financial-ombudsman.org.uk 

on the same page
Caroline Mitchell
lead ombudsman 

In all my years as an ombudsman, my 
experience has been that professional  
advisers are just that: professionals. And  
while the few exceptions unfortunately get  
a disproportionate amount of attention, the 
fact is many advisers haven’t ever had a 
complaint referred to us at all. Even if they 
have, it’s likely to have just been one or two. 

That’s clearly good news. But all the same, the 
prospect of hearing from us may be particularly 
worrying for small businesses – not just 
because they don’t know what to expect, but, 
in some cases, because of the amount of 
money involved. That’s why over the years 
we’ve proactively worked with businesses to 
explain who we are and the way we work. As 
usual, this year we ran free events around the 
country, specifically for those who’ve had little 
or no contact with us – so we could address 
their questions and concerns directly. 

In March 2016, the Financial Advice Market 
Review recommended that we do even more  
to support the small businesses we cover.  
So over the last few months we’ve held 
roundtable discussions in Glasgow, Stockport, 
Basingstoke and Sunderland, bringing IFAs 
together with our chief ombudsman and the 
FCA. We’ve also attended seven of the FCA’s 
Live and Local events. While our roles are 
distinct, I think it’s been very important that 
advisers have had the chance to challenge us 
together – and to get the assurance they need 
that we’re on the same page. 

The roundtables have been particularly helpful 
in getting to the bottom of issues that cause 
uncertainty for advisers – for instance, what 
should be included in suitability reports, and 
how we’d approach cases involving “insistent 
clients” on the back of pension freedoms. We 
and the FCA have been able to explain that the 
regulator’s guidance in these areas is clear, 
and that if a business has done what it should, 
then there’s no need to worry. We’ve really 
welcomed the honesty of conversations like 
these and look forward to them continuing into 
next year and beyond. 
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March 2017

In 2016/2017 the largest business 
groups continued to account for the 
majority of the complaints we received. 
By talking to these businesses 
regularly, we can work through 
existing issues that are causing 
complaints to be referred to us, as 
well as identifying potential problems 
before they become more serious. 

Many of these conversations 
take place at our steering groups 
meetings – which are a forum 
for our chief ombudsman & chief 
executive, chairman and senior 
ombudsmen to discuss strategic 
issues with senior people at 
businesses and trade bodies. 

In 2016/2017 our discussions with 
businesses covered topics ranging 
from the impact of the Plevin case 
on PPI, to trends in fraud and 
scams that were giving rise to 
complaints. We also continued to 
talk to individual businesses and 
trade bodies throughout the year 
– as well as visiting a number of 
businesses to help us understand 
their day-to-day operations. 

for more information see  
data in more depth (table 13)
p.55  

of the other 50% of complaints:

47%
came from 427 businesses

3%
came from 4,015 businesses, each 
with fewer than 25 complaints 

We get the highest weekly 
number of enquiries about 
PPI, home insurance, credit 
cards and current accounts  

The FCA confirms that 
its new Plevin rules 
and guidance will 
come into effect in 
August 2017, with an 
August 2019 deadline 
for complaining about 
mis-sold PPI

We talk to small 
businesses we cover 
about complaints 
and our role at our 
workshop in 
Bridgwater

50% 
of all complaints 
came from 4 business 
groups (out of more 
than 56,000 
businesses we cover)
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cancer charity asks for 
clarity about life cover
A cancer charity contacted us about  
Mr C, who had been given just a few weeks 
to live. He was worried that his wife would 
struggle to afford their mortgage 
repayments after he died.

The charity told us that when Mr C had 
checked his life assurance arrangements, 
his provider had told him that his cover 
wasn’t guaranteed to pay off the mortgage. 
Mr C felt he’d been sold useless cover – 
and the charity wanted our view.

The life assurance provider agreed  
that we could look into Mr C’s concerns 
straightaway. They quickly sent over  
some information from financial planning 
meetings they’d had with Mr C. We could 
see that he’d previously been offered the 
type of cover that would have paid off his 
mortgage. But he’d turned it down, saying 
he already had other cover. 

The provider told us that Mr C had three 
other life policies. When we looked at the 
values of these, we found there would be 
enough money to pay off Mr C’s mortgage. 
We confirmed this with the cancer charity, 
who went on to explain the situation to Mr C 
– giving him the peace of mind he wanted 
that his wife wouldn’t lose their home. 

working with 
consumer 
representatives
People might not know about our 
service – and we’re not everyone’s 
first port of call when something 
goes wrong with their finances. 
So it’s important that we have 
strong relationships with a diverse 
range of local and national advice 
organisations, charities and 
other consumer networks. These 
relationships work both ways: first, 
consumer representatives can help 

the people who turn to them to reach 
our service. Equally, if people who 
contact us need specialist support 
that we can’t offer, we can signpost 
them to organisations that can. 

In 2016/2017 we maintained and 
grew these partnerships – including 
continuing to run free UK-wide 
workshops for local consumer 
advice workers, meeting MPs’ 
caseworkers, and sharing our 
experience of complaints with 
organisations including Which?, 
Citizens Advice, MoneySavingExpert 
and StepChange Debt Charity. 

Latest data shows that a quarter 
of all UK payment transactions 
are now made using contactless 
technology 
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a service for 
everyone
To ensure we’re providing a fair and 
inclusive service, we try to find out 
more about the backgrounds of 
the people who complain to us. 

In 2016/2017, as in previous years, 
our research highlighted variations 
in the problems different groups of 
people referred to us: for example, 
PPI barely featured in complaints 
from the under 25s, whereas over 
65s were far less likely to complain 
about consumer credit. But there 
were no significant differences in 
the outcome of complaints that 
weren’t accounted for by variations 
in the types of product involved. 

We also carry out research each year 
to help us understand how people 
feel about complaining – and how 

far they’re inclined to take things 
when they do complain. When we 
asked members of the public, one in 
four said they’d had a problem with 
a financial product or service. Of 
these people, 72% told us that they 
went on to complain to the financial 
business involved – of which 33% 
weren’t happy with the business’s 
response. 56% of these people said 
they’d referred their complaint to 
us, compared with 48% last year. 

Our partnerships across the 
UK, including our work with the 
media, look to have helped either 
maintain or improve awareness of 
our service among people from all 
backgrounds and regions of the UK. 

This year 76% of the public said 
they’d trust us – up from 75% last 
year – at a time when research 
suggests just over half of people 
trust the financial services sector.

March 2017
continued

We hear what’s on 
financial advisers’ minds 
at our roundtable in 
Basingstoke and meet 
other small businesses  
at our workshop

We take part in the 
Northern Ireland 
Consumer Council’s 
Consumer Parliament  
in Belfast

We meet visitors to 
Naidex, the independent 
living show, at 
Birmingham’s NEC

76%
of the public said they’d trust us



47

how we’ve helped

what we’ve seen

data in more depth
www.financial-ombudsman.org.uk 

fairness through 
diversity
We want the people who work for 
us to reflect the people we’re here 
to help. Being diverse and inclusive 
gives us different perspectives, 
which gives us confidence in the 
fairness of the decisions we make. 

We were one of the first organisations 
to sign HM Treasury’s Women in 
Finance Charter in July 2016. In January 
2017 we were re-accredited by the 
National Centre for Diversity as Leaders 
in Diversity, and made their top 100 
index. And our people continued to 
support each other through peer-
led networks – including lesbian, 
gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT), 
black, Asian and minority ethnic 
(BAME), faith groups, carers, mental 
wellbeing, disability and women. 

From January 2018, we’ll be reporting 
separately on the diversity of our own 
people and those who use our service. 
The backgrounds of our ombudsmen 
are available on our website, together 
with more information about our non-
executive board and executive team.

This year 45% of our employees are 
men and 55% are women – and among 
our ombudsmen, 51% are women. 
Women account for 50% of our board 
and executive. 

58% of people working for us at the 
end of the year were aged between 
25 and 34 – with 19% aged between 
35 and 44, 11% aged between 45 and 
54 and 6% older than 55. The age of 
our employees ranged from 18 to 71.

38% of our employees say they are 
from a non-white background, 6% say 
they have a disability, and 4% have 
told us that they identify as LGBT. 

Aside from the difference they make 
resolving complaints, our people also 
give their time to support charities 
and projects in the local community. 
In total we raised over £38,000 for 
children’s hospice Haven House, 
our partner charity for the past two 
years. Other volunteering and giving 
this year included running lunchtime 
numeracy and literacy classes in a local 
school, helping local students with 
employability skills, contributing to a 
local harvest festival and food banks, 
and donating toys to the East London 
Business Alliance Christmas appeal.

We publish our finalised 
plans and budget for 
2017/2018


