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Without the feeling that 
organisations are consistently 
‘playing fair’, there will be no 

environment of respect and trust.  
A perceived absence of fairness is 
likely to act as a catalyst for more 

adversarial approaches to gain 
traction and to become attractive 

alternatives to more impartial 
solutions. This report provides a 
full examination of the findings 

on this theme. 



2

There was a clear underlying 
assumption amongst the 

participants in our research that 
impartiality and fairness will remain 
an important aspiration for market 
operations in 2025. This builds on 
the deeply-held societal values that 
individuals should be treated fairly in 
consumer markets as much as in other 
areas of human activity, as well as on 
the key trends identified in the future 
proofing exercise (such as The Good 
Company). The view emerged that 
transparency will be inescapable in a 
world where all transactions, decisions 
and results can be seen immediately 
and explored through big data flows. 
But transparency does not necessarily 
bring fairness although it will highlight 
when things are unfair quicker. Many 
believe it will build trust in this sector, 
as in others. 

Fairness is hard to define due to the 
relative nature of the concept and its 
emotive appeal. Fairness implies even 
handedness and the ability to take into 
account the needs and perspectives 
of the least powerful in society, thus 
redressing power imbalances and 
asymmetries. That said, fairness is likely 
to be seen always as a virtue, and its 
perceived absence is likely to act as a 
catalyst for more adversarial approaches 
to gain traction and to become attractive 
alternatives to more impartial solutions.   

Consumers who are customers of CMCs 
determined to achieve redress for an 
issue where they feel they were treated 
unfairly are likely to be more concerned 
about the success of their claim rather 
than any objective assessment of 
fairness and right.

Greater transparency will be the standard upon which the charity 
sector will be judged by its supporters. This will be the key 

measure of building public trust and confidence in charitable work. 

Alistair McLean, CEO, Fundraising Standards Board

What it means for consumers 
 More technological interaction will  �
mean that being able to deliver 
human qualities such as fairness at 
key ‘moments of truth’ in the customer 
journey will become more critical. 
Organisations will be challenged 
to integrate this into their systems 
and invest in building the right 
technological and people capability.  

 Allied to the implications of  �
networked knowledge and “big data”, 
consumers will expect to be able to 
see immediately which organisations 
provide fast, effective and fair 
resolution services and use this to 
help make decisions about which 
products and brands to purchase.  
As is already the case in economic 
forecasting, organisations will 
compete to be either the generators 
of the most trusted data or its most 
authoritative interpreter.  

 Self-reliant consumers will become  �
more informed, empowered and 
knowledgeable about the range of 
resolution services that are available 
to them and perhaps able to navigate 
and control the process themselves.  
A lack of trust in the fairness of an 
intermediary service will drive them 
into taking ownership of an issue 
themselves or of resorting to an 
adversarial provider.  

 Consumers will be more concerned  �
with who can really deliver the 
services and help they need, rather 
than relying on abstract notions of 
trust.  This concrete data will play as 
big a role in creating a perception 
of fairness as the process itself. If 
problems and disputes come to be 
seen as the exception rather than the 
rule then they will need to be handled 
more effectively to ensure that 
corporate reputations are protected.
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What it means for  
financial services 

  � As openness and transparency 
become the default working practices, 
customers will be increasingly aware 
of and alienated by the imbalance 
of power in the sector. Consumers 
will respond well to any suggestion 
that financial institutions are moving 
away from what has been perceived 
as an ivory tower mentality.

 Unless there are major changes,  �
we expect to see a slow but steady 
move away from the larger financial 
institutions, who are perceived as 
displaying the greatest imbalances 
of power. Instead, consumers will be 
interested in the offers of smaller, 
more nimble, independent operators 
which they will perceive as being more 
creative, fairer and more trustworthy.

Independent intermediaries could also  �
have a strong role to play in providing 
a verification of the messages 
emanating from the major players.

They will reward brands that  �
demonstrate a real empathy for their 
customers and who demonstrably 
reflect the views and preferences of 
society in their products and working 
practices.

Designing these qualities into new  �
products through innovative practices 
might prove to be the best route to 
overcome traditional imbalances and 
create a new competitive edge in key 
markets. 

The default consumer expectation  �
when mistakes occur may shift 
beyond one of mere apology and 
humility to one of self-administered 
punishment or sanction.

My personal view is that the financial service industry has still 
got a lot to do in this area and particularly focus on the clarity 

of the customer proposition and product features and the terms 
and conditions relating to those.  Until the industry is persuaded 
to simplify the whole and write terms and conditions which are 

designed to aid the customers understanding rather than protect 
the organisation no amount of good customer service will prevent 

customers feeling aggrieved.

Peter Simpson, Founder, First Direct

Trust will be the 
number one currency 

of success driven 
by transparency, 

consistency and doing 
the right thing for the 

consumer. 

Niall Rae, Ipsos Mori.

What it means for 
intermediaries 

 Third parties that can genuinely be  �
independent and fair will have an 
advantage but need to communicate 
this effectively to consumers, and if 
financial institutions do transform in 
this area it will reduce the potential 
role for third parties and ADR bodies. 
Adversarial third parties will have to 
build on their natural advantages as 
consumers’ friends.

There is scope for new intermediaries  �
to develop as “fair interpreters” of 
data or of the market more generally, 
becoming a voice of authority on who 
treats people fairly or not. Data as well 
as qualititative assessments will play 
a role here. The funding and payment 
of these services will be subject to 
scrutiny as a core part of whether they 
are “fair” and trusted arbiters. 

 The big trust deficit that needs to  �
be filled in the financial services 
sector makes this is a critical area 
to address. Particular attention 
to reaching and helping the less 
advantaged groups will be critical for 
those with a public service mission.



4

KEy IMPLICATION

This development will naturally favour those organisations that embody and 
can demonstrate fairness in the future. This is the trump card for existing third 
parties and ADR bodies like the Ombudsman to play but will not be enough on 
its own for them to thrive. Consumers currently value these qualities highly but 
do not necessarily expect to see in financial services, reinforcing the potential 
for market inertia highlighted previously.  In the future, given choice, we would 
expect more decisions to be made on this basis. 

However, it is a fundamental and important area for all financial service players 
to address and our view is that the most enlightened will make considerable 
efforts to be more open, fair and transparent, irrespective of regulations  
requiring them to do so.



This report is one part of a much wider 
project conducted by the Future Foundation 

for the Financial Ombudsman Service.
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