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Foreword 
By Ann Robinson, Director of Consumer Policy at uSwitch.com 

The rising cost of living is putting consumers under pressure like never before. Household 

incomes are being outstripped by the rise in the cost of essential household bills. Mortgages 

and rent, water, energy, food, petrol… all are spiralling leaving many of us with little or nothing 

to spare at the end of the month. 

 
The cost of running a household has risen by 25% in the last five years, with some bills having 

soared by an eye-watering 67%. The figures come alongside pay increases of just 6% over the 

same period. And if we look back just nine years, we can see that the average household 

energy bill has rocketed by 159%, from £522 a year in 2004 to a painful £1,353 a year today.   

 
This is why competition and the ability to shop around for a better deal or a lower price are more 

important than ever before. In the face of higher prices, minimum salary increases (just one in 

two consumers expect a pay rise this year) and falling levels of disposable income, the ability to 

take advantage of competitive markets to minimise our household costs is key. 

 
Switching is an important weapon in a consumer’s arsenal – so why aren’t more of us doing it? 

With attractive savings to be made on bills that most of us have little choice but to pay, why 

aren’t more of us looking to take advantage, especially when it can save us from getting into 

debt or free up our cash for other things instead?    

 
The fact is that switching is still viewed by many with trepidation, uncertainty and anxiety. What 

should be a simple solution to making bills cheaper has been placed ‘off-limits’ with many 

consumers unwilling or unable to get past the barriers they perceive to be in the way.  

 
Consumers are being held back by a lack of education, support and encouragement. They are 

then thwarted further by companies and industries often seeming to make the task of choosing 

a better supplier over-complicated, long-winded and with no guarantee of getting a better deal. 

And while some industries are striving hard to tear down the barriers preventing consumers 

from switching, others have adopted a siege mentality in the desperate hope of maintaining the 

status quo. 
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The reality is that maintaining the status quo is unhealthy for competition, industry and 

consumers alike. It allows businesses to stop innovating, become complacent and to take their 

customers for granted. It lets once great companies rest on their laurels and sink slowly into 

mediocrity. Competition is the lifeblood of markets and the regular shot in the arm that 

businesses need to keep on their toes. More importantly, healthy competition leads to lower 

prices and improvements in quality.  

 
But for competition to work, we need consumers to behave like consumers. And this comes 

down to education and empowerment. It’s time to get personal finance and household 

management skills onto the national curriculum, ensure that consumers are encouraged and 

equipped to get the best out of our competitive markets and ensure that the right systems, 

processes and protections are in place so that they have a great experience each and every 

time.  In short, the barriers must come down.  

 
I’m pleased to say that there are some positive moves taking place – things are slowly starting 

to happen. A new current account switching scheme is about to launch, while Ofgem, the 

energy industry regulator, is about to deliver on its Retail Market Review and Ofcom, the 

telecoms regulator, is consulting on how to simplify and improve the switching process for fixed-

line broadband. The signs are there that consumers, industry and the Government are waking 

up to the benefits of competition and having consumers actively engaged. 

 
However, with switching levels varying dramatically, and with the perception of bigger obstacles 

or barriers in some industries and sectors compared with others, it’s clear that consumers still 

face a far from level playing field. We’re on the right track, but there’s still a very long way to go. 
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Executive Summary  
 

 Despite rocketing costs, when it comes to household bills 42% of consumers make little or 

no effort to switch 

 However, there is high awareness of switching – ranging from a peak of 95% of consumers 

aware that they can switch energy suppliers, to 80% aware of the ability to switch mortgage 

providers  

 But awareness doesn’t lead to action, with switching levels varying dramatically across 

different sectors  

 Consumers have strong perceptions about how easy or difficult it is to switch different types 

of suppliers – however these perceptions often bear little resemblance to reality when they 

do switch  

 More importantly, before switching consumers weigh up the potential impact it could have 

on their lives if the switch went wrong  

 Consumers perceive bank accounts and mortgages to be some of the hardest services to 

switch and to potentially have the biggest impact if the switch goes wrong. They are also 

amongst the services consumers say they are least likely to switch and the ones for which 

they would need to see the highest monetary reward in return for doing so  

 The harder switching is perceived to be, the more likely consumers require a chronic or very 

bad experience with their current supplier to make them take the plunge 

 Current account, broadband and home phone customers tend to switch because they are 

dissatisfied with their current supplier (pushed) while car insurance, home insurance and 

credit card customers tend to switch because they are attracted by their new supplier 

(pulled).  

 But whether pushed or pulled, once consumers decide to switch the biggest motive 

becomes money rather than better service.  
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Findings  
SWITCHING IN 2013: AWARE, BUT APATHETIC 

Consumers are more concerned than ever about their financial bottom line. But, while many will 

scour the shops for the cheapest deals, when it comes to saving money on their household bills, 

42% admit they make little or no effort to switch[1].   

 
However, consumers are highly aware of the option to switch supplier, with awareness ranging 

from a low of 80% for mortgage providers to a high of 95% for energy suppliers[2]. But despite 

this high level of awareness, there is still a considerable gap between knowledge and action.  

 

 

 
More importantly, in some areas such as energy where consumers are most aware of the option 

to switch, switching has actually plummeted. Over nine in ten energy customers (95%) are 
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aware that they can switch suppliers, but less than four in ten (38%) have ever done so[8] and 

only 16% switched in the last year – an all-time low[9]. Similarly, 94% know they can switch 

broadband provider, yet according to Ofcom, only 19% of consumers switched at least one 

communications service in the past 12 months[10].  

 
So with so many consumers aware that they can switch, why are so few taking the opportunity 

to do so?  

 
THE DECEPTION OF PERCEPTION 
 
While there are some genuine barriers to switching (covered later in this report), there is also a 

clear gap between perception and reality – how easy or difficult consumers perceive switching 

will be compared with what they experience when they actually go ahead. 

 
In terms of perception, consumers rank mortgages, digital TV and bank/current account 

providers to be the hardest to switch, while car insurance, mobile phone and home insurance 

providers are ranked as easiest to switch[11]. These perceptions then influence how likely 

consumers are to switch services, with digital TV, mortgages and bank/current accounts also 

ranked as the services consumers would be least likely to switch[12].   
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But while there is a clear link between perception and likelihood to switch, with some services 

it’s not so clean cut. This is because other factors, such as being in a contract, also come to 

bear on consumers’ switching decisions (see ‘Barriers to switching’ covered later in this report). 

 
So how do perceptions match up to reality? Interestingly, consumers’ perceptions are accurate 

when ranking the order in which services are easiest to switch. However, they are not so 

accurate when it comes to assessing just how easy they are to switch. Across the board 

consumers over-estimate how difficult switching is – which means that those who go ahead are 

pleasantly surprised. For example, over six in ten mortgage customers (62%) assume switching 

would be difficult[13] when in fact three-quarters of customers who have made the move found it 

easy (77%)[14].  

 

 
 

Similarly, although 56% of bank/current account customers perceive switching to be easy[13], in 

reality 83% who have moved banks found the process easy[14].   
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WEIGHING UP – THE SWITCHING STATE OF MIND  

As well as considering how difficult the process of switching is likely to be, consumers also 

weigh up the potential impact it could have on their lives if something goes wrong. This is 

particularly evident with bank/current accounts, where switching means changing salary details, 

direct debits and debit card, and also with mortgages and car insurance. This suggests that 

consumers are particularly concerned about switching if it could potentially affect their finances 

or leave them exposed to risk. 

 
The harder switching is perceived to be, the more likely consumers require a chronic or very 

bad experience with their current supplier to make them take the plunge. The more they require 

a bad experience and the bigger the potential impact on their lives, the higher the required 

savings also need to be to entice them to switch. 

 
This is particularly evident with bank accounts and mortgages, which are perceived to be some 

of the most difficult services to switch and to potentially have the biggest impact if the switch 

goes wrong. They are also amongst the services consumers say they are least likely to switch 

and the ones for which they would need to see the highest monetary reward for switching.  
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*NB due to rounding the percentages in this column and in the corresponding column ‘Perceive switching to be easy 

or very easy’ in Table 3 do not add up to 100%.  

 
 
THE BARRIERS TO SWITCHING[18] 

While the ‘switching state of mind’ is a useful way of understanding the thought-process 

consumers can go through when deciding to switch, there are still other factors at play – these 

are barriers to switching.  

 
The top barriers to switching across all the household services covered in this report are: too 

much hassle (12%) and can’t be bothered (11%). However, there are also some industry 

specific barriers. For example, 22% of broadband customers say that having a number of 

products bundled together with their supplier puts them off switching. This compares to just 3% 

saying the same about their mortgage provider. But, while 5% say that switching home or car 

insurance is too complicated, this rises to 16% when it comes to mortgages and 12% for 

bank/current accounts.  
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Contracts and exit penalties put off 16% of mobile phone customers and 14% of broadband 

customers, but only affect 3% of credit card customers. Energy customers are the most likely to 

be put off switching by the belief that all suppliers are the same anyway (15%). 

 
The good news is that many of these barriers are in the process of being dismantled. One in ten 

(10%) current account holders are reluctant to switch due to the length of time if will take. 

However, as of 16th September, 2013, banks will effectively guarantee to switch bank accounts 

within seven days and to ensure it’s a smooth and seamless process. The initiative led by the 

Payments Council aims to make switching hassle-free for consumers by ensuring that incoming 

payments are automatically switched to a customer’s new account.  

 
Similarly, when it comes to switching broadband and home phone provider, new rules 

introduced by Ofcom, the telecoms regulator, should help consumers change providers with 

‘ease, confidence and convenience’. While energy customers are soon to benefit from energy 

industry regulator, Ofgem’s, Retail Market Review.  

 
The moves cannot come soon enough as many consumers are simply sticking with their current 

supplier by default – on average just 28% are put off switching because they are happy with 

their current supplier.  
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PUSH vs. PULL FACTORS 
The trigger to switch can be broadly grouped as ‘push factors’ or ‘pull factors’ – the former are 

where the customer feels they want to switch because of the behaviour of their current supplier, 

while a ‘pull factor’ is where they are attracted by a new supplier. 

 
On average, pull factors play a marginally more dominant role than push factors with just over 

half of consumers (53%) saying they are likely to move from one supplier because they have 

been attracted by another[19] (whether it be their good reputation, the fact that they offer a better 

deal, they have been recommended by a friend/family member, etc.). 

 
However, again there are clear differences according to sector. While 56% of bank/current 

account customers are more likely to leave because they are dissatisfied with their current 

provider, 61% of car insurance customers are more likely to leave because they are attracted by 

a new provider[19]. Home insurance sees a similar high number pulled to a new supplier rather 

than pushed by their current one. This could be due to annual renewal notices, which provide a 

good prompt for consumers to shop around.  
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The biggest pull factor[20] is the ability to save money or get a better deal elsewhere, with a third 

(33%) citing this as a reason for switching. Just under a quarter of consumers (23%) say that an 

incentive or reward, such as an offer of £100 cash, would drive them to switch, whilst a further 

one in five (21%) said that getting a better service or product elsewhere would be the pull 

needed to make the move. Interestingly, a recommendation from someone they trust (8%), or 

the good reputation of a new supplier (8%) are much smaller spurs to switch provider. 

 
However, push factors also play a key role in encouraging consumers to switch. The largest of 

these is a price increase or a change to the product, service or terms and conditions. Over one 

in five (21%) would be driven to switch if they had a bad experience, such as poor customer 

service or mistakes being made, with their current supplier[20]. 

 
LET’S TALK MONEY 

Whether pushed or pulled into switching, once consumers have decided to take the plunge the 

biggest motive becomes saving money rather than getting better service[21]. 
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The incentive for saving money is highest for switching energy providers, home and car 

insurance (86%), while the attraction of better service is highest for bank/current account 

customers (34%) and broadband customers (32%).  

 

Ann Robinson, Director of Consumer Policy at uSwitch.com, says: “The fact consumers 

prefer providers and services who offer a cheaper rate rather than better service speaks 

volumes about the state of the nation’s finances.”  

 
As highlighted in Table 4 earlier in this report, consumers need different levels of savings to be 

encouraged to switch different household services[17]. These range from an annual average 

saving of £177 to switch mortgage provider down to an average of £80 to switch mobile phone 

provider. However, such is the drive to keep a lid on bills that some consumers would be 

swayed by savings of as little as £50 a year to switch, regardless of how difficult the switch is 

perceived to be[17].  

Almost three in ten would switch their bank/current account (29%) or energy provider (29%) for 

a saving of under £50 a year. This rises to a high of 44% for mobile phone customers, 41% for 
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home insurance and 40% for both home phone and car insurance. However, across all 

household services, 9% of consumers say they wouldn’t even need a saving to switch. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The Government, industry regulators and bodies, such as the Payments Council, are heading 

down the right track by making switching easier, more transparent and by providing consumers 

with guarantees. These will help take the fear factor out of swapping supplier, enabling many 

more to realise savings and to cut the cost of their essential household bills. 

 
What is now needed is good communication and education if more consumers are to start 

engaging. It’s also important that sectors where switching is low, learn from those where 

switching is high, to understand what new practices could be introduced to help consumers. For 

example, consumers receive an annual renewal notice from their insurers – it’s easy to see how 

a yearly prompt to shop around could provide a boost in other markets too.  
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Notes: 

All research findings, unless otherwise stated, are from research conducted in July 2013, through OnePoll, amongst 
2,000 UK adults. 
1. In response to: ‘Thinking of your household services, which of the following statements do you most agree with?’ 
2. In response to: Which of these household services are consumers able to switch suppliers?’ 
3. In response to: ‘Which of these have you ever switched.’ 
4. Research was conducted online by YouGov between 14/11/11 and 17/11/11 (sample size 10,012 adults). 

Figures based on uSwitch.com analysis and were weighted and representative of all GB adults who own one or 
more credit cards (aged 18+). 

5. Survey conducted online by uSwitch.com in May 2012 amongst 2,165 mobile users on monthly contracts.  
6. Survey conducted online by uSwitch.com in July 2012 with 2,000 UK adults with home broadband. 
7. Research as part of the uSwitch Current Account Awards. Conducted online by YouGov between 25/09/12 and 

3/10/12 among 10,269 adults. Based on uSwitch.com analysis. The figures were weighted and are 
representative of all GB adults who have a current account.   

8. Ofgem: Customer Engagement with the Energy Market – tracking Survey 2013. 
9. DECC: Public Attitudes Tracker – Wave 5 – 30

th
 April, 2013. 

10. Ofcom: Consumer Experience 2012 Report. Data from Q2 2011 – Q2 2012. 
11. In response to: On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 is easiest and 10 is most difficult, please place these services in 

order of how easy you think it is to switch suppliers.’ Only responses where the consumer has all the services 
are included. 

12. In response to: ‘On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 is most likely and 10 least likely, please indicate the order in which 
you would be most likely to switch suppliers.’ Only responses where the consumer has all the services are 
included. 

13. In response to: ‘For these services, how difficult do you perceive switching supplier to be?’ 
14. In response to: ‘For those you have switched, how did you find it?’   
15. In response to: ‘On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 is the least impact and 10 is the biggest impact, please rate these 

services in order of how big a problem it would be for you if something went wrong while switching supplier.’ 
16. In response to: ‘For each supplier, how bad an experience would you need to have to make you switch?’ 
17. In response to: ‘Thinking about these services, how much money would you need to be saving to make you 

consider switching to a new supplier?’ Only responses where the consumer has the service in question included 
18. In response to: ‘Which of the following puts you off switching supplier for these services?’ Only responses where 

the consumer has the service in question included 
19. In response to: ‘Thinking about switching these services, are you more likely to go because of dissatisfaction with 

your current supplier or because you are attracted by another supplier?’ Only responses where the consumer 
has the service in question included 

20. In response to: ‘For each service, which of the following would make you want to switch supplier?’ 
21. In response to: ‘Thinking about switching these services, are you more likely to switch provider to get better 

service or to save money?’  Only responses where the consumer has the service in question included 
 

About us 

uSwitch.com is a free, impartial, online and telephone-based comparison and switching service, helping consumers 
compare prices on gas, electricity, water, heating cover, home telephone, broadband, digital television, mobile 
phones and personal finance products including mortgages, credit cards, current accounts and insurance. In 2010 
uSwitch.com celebrated ten years of saving customers money.  
 
uSwitch.com is the first comparison website to achieve the Plain English Campaign’s Internet Crystal Mark, which is 
recognised as a standard that a website has clear language, is accessible and easy to use, and has been tested on a 
sample of its users. 
   
uSwitch.com is dedicated to helping consumers save money whether they have internet access or not. It offers a 
dedicated call centre, manned by uSwitch customer service representatives, as well as a freepost ‘Send us your bill’ 
service, whereby customers can post their latest energy bills with their telephone number to FREEPOST USWITCH, 
to get a free call back from a dedicated customer services representative. The service is also available via fax, email 
and post. Consumers should fax 0203 214 8417, email CustomerServices@uswitch.com or write to Customer 
Services, uSwitch.com, Centro 3, 19 Mandela Street, London, NW1 0DU with their postcode and usage details. 
 
uSwitch.com is backed by LDC, the leading UK mid-market private equity house, and Forward Internet Group 
Limited, a privately funded collection of internet-based businesses focused on consumer engagement and innovation.  
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