FAIRER FINANCE CONSUMER ADVISORY BOARD ANNUAL REPORT 2024-25

Fairer Finance recently celebrated its 10" anniversary. The organisation uses
research, product ratings and endorsements to help consumers make more
informed purchase decisions and to help banks and insurers to improve their
products, services and communications with their customers.

Because the organisation has a financial relationship with the firms with which
it engages,

Fairer Finance’s founder and Managing Director (MD), James Daley, set up the
Fairer Finance Consumer Advisory Board (CAB) to oversee the work of Fairer
Finance (FF) and provide independent assurance that the business does not
prioritise its commercial interests over those of consumers. The Fairer Finance
Consumer Advisory Board plays a critical role in overseeing the group's
activities, scrutinising its commercial relationships, research, ratings,
campaigning efforts, and media commentary to uphold transparency and
independence.

Consumer Advisory Board: Purpose

The purpose of the CAB is to review the business of Fairer Finance to satisfy
itself that the company’s commercial relationships do not affect its analysis
of firms and their products, its campaigns, its public pronouncements, or its
policy advice.

https://www.fairerfinance.com/about-us/our-advisory-panel

This annual report covers the year to 31° March 2025. In order to make an
assessment of Fairer Finance’s management of the potential conflicts between
commercial and consumer interests, the reports draws on requests for data
and information from the FF executive team, together with interviews with
James Daley (MD), Tim Hogg (Director) and Pete Roper (Head of Research).
Chris Pond, CAB Chair, and Sue Lewis, his predecessor, also attended Fairer
Finance Board meetings as observers. We appreciate the way that the team
engaged openly with us, answering our questions fully.

The Consumer Advisory Board’s approach
As in previous years, the CAB identified the main risks that could affect FF’s
independence. These were:

o Pressure to generate revenue influences FF’s independence and
opinions of firms and their products/ services.


https://www.fairerfinance.com/about-us/consumer-advisory-board
https://www.fairerfinance.com/about-us/consumer-advisory-board
https://www.fairerfinance.com/about-us/our-advisory-panel

o Undue pressure from clients or potential clients affects FF’s
independence.

o Changes to FF's methods and approach reduces its independence or
weakens
its opinions.

o Complaints by firms, the media or other parties influence FF’s opinions.

« FF’s organisation structure and/ or rapid growth compromises
independence.

Overall financial context

2024/25 has been a challenging year for the organisation financially. Following
sharp growth in business as FF helped firms implement the relatively new
Consumer Duty, which came into force in July 2023, revenue from this source
dropped considerably, by more than a third in 2024/25. In part this may have
been because firms felt more confident that they were compliant, or knew
how to comply, and in part because of a perception that the new
government’s focus on growth might lead the FCA to deprioritise the CD.
Overall, income dropped by nearly a quarter (23%), compounded by a fall in
revenue from reviews and rewrites of firms’ explanatory and marketing
materials but offset by growth in portal sales, which more than doubled in
revenue terms, as did booked subscription revenues.

In our report last year, we assessed that FF was not dependent on income
from one or two large clients since the three largest clients have all been
different in the past three years, suggesting that “FF can readily attract new
clients who value its integrity and independence and that it does not rely on
relationships that are ‘too cosy’”. FF has again shown itself able to attract new
clients, a total of 11 during 2024/25, balanced by 12 from the previous year
that did not renew, many citing budgetary pressures.

With the loss of some clients, there is an increased risk that FF may come to
rely more heavily on a smaller number of large clients who could potentially
exert undue influence. During 2024/25, a fifth of the organisation’s income
came from a single client (a retail bank), slightly below the proportion
accounted for by the largest single client the previous year. Overall, two fifths
of total income came from the three largest clients, about the same proportion
as in 2023/24 but twice the proportion in 2022/23. However, it was again the
case that no one client featured amongst the top three in more than one of
the three years.



Moreover, the organisation is willing to challenge even its largest clients.
During the year, the second largest client, a big insurer, rejected FF’s
recommendations as to how it could deliver better customer outcomes. FF
refused to water down its conclusions and the client returned for more
consultancy work, although FF have lost some clients because it refuses to
compromise on its judgements and conclusions.

An equity fund-raising exercise during 2021, together with profits from
previous years, have enabled FF to weather the trading losses during the past
year, although it has been reflected in the level of reserves and the
organisation has had to tighten its belt in some respects. However, some of
the committed income which relates to rolling portal contracts renew later in
the calendar year: the four biggest portal contracts are all multi-year so that a
substantial amount of income is already committed for the second half of the
next financial year. Meanwhile, the Board and executive are exploring ways to
mitigate the cash-flow pressures that might arise in ways, including borrowing,
that don’t compromise independence, which the MD insisted is at the heart of
Fairer Finance’s value:

“We are cutting costs to close the gap and we continue to work hard to
bring in new business — there is no chance of us watering down our
criteria to increase our endorsement sales. But we may need to raise
more capital or borrow money”.

This was confirmed to us by the Head of Research who told us “I have never
been pressured by the managing director, or by the sales team, to increase the
number of 5* products or to help make a specific product/brand 5*”.

Pressure to generate revenue influences FF’s independence and opinions of
firms

As we reported last year, Fairer Finance raised capital from 245 new private
investors in 2021 on the basis that they would start receiving dividends, or
have an exit opportunity, within 5-7 years. While these small shareholders only
own 7.5% of the company, they may exert increasing pressure to get a return
on their money. We warned that “this is an issue for increased vigilance as the
prospect of an exit draws closer”. The MD told us that he understands
shareholder pressure to return to profitability and he is hopeful that portal
sales and subscription income would cover the majority of costs, taking
pressure off consultancy sales. The MD told us that he sees few examples of
conflicts of interest in the consultancy work that the business does, since it



doesn’t do regulatory defence work or any kind of consultancy that would
prevent it working with another client in the same sector. During the past
year, it has not had to reject business because of concerns about the integrity
of the client.

We asked whether staff remuneration was dependent on obtaining new
clients, retaining existing clients or increasing the income generated from
clients in ways that might incentivise a more lenient judgement of customer
outcomes. The sales team has been halved this year but the remaining two
members of staff, now rebranded as account managers, earn commission
representing between 10 and 50% of their annual earnings. We were told that
commission can be withheld if staff are not meeting company values and that
all business generated by the team has to be signed off by the MD and
Director. In future the approach will be for pay to follow a basic and bonus
model, with bonuses based on company and personal performance, rather
than sales incentives. We believe this is a more appropriate model, although
we have no reason to believe that the existing arrangements have distorted
FF’s judgement or impartiality. Although no example were forthcoming this
year, we do have evidence that potential clients have been turned away in the
past, when the commission-based remuneration was in place.

It is also clear that staff aren’t motivated by offers of hospitality or gifts. The
only dinners attended are industry-related (UK Finance Consumer Advisory
Group, policy roundtables, the FCA Strategy launch, Cll and ABI events. Staff
are allowed to accept small gifts | return for speaking at events, but these are
modest.

Changes to FF’s methods and approach reduces its independence or weakens
its opinions

We interrogated the team about the quality of data, particularly in the use of
Al. Several instances of irregular results from Opinium have led FF to challenge
and to build in new steps to automatically filter out suspicious responses. Al is
used for checking data in some sectors but never, we were told, for first pass
data collection and results are verified through manual checks.

The outsourcing of analytical work to Trivium has also generated some
concerns so FF has instituted more quality checks, performance management
and training.



We asked whether any changes had been made to FF’s ratings or fairness
tables. We were informed that the only changes to methodology were those
emanating from FF’s own internal reviews and not as a result of suggestions by
provider firms. The distribution of 5* products have continued to be limited to
(at most) 15% of the products in a sector and, as we noted above, the research
team have never experienced pressure from the organisation to increase the
number of 5* products. Where the proportion exceeds the 15% threshold, red
lines, tied to market averages, are adjusted to bring the proportion back to
15% or less.

Last year, we expressed concerns that insufficient responses had been
received to consultations on ratings methodology and that FF did not actively
seek consumer input to the consultations. We were told that the numbers
responding increases slightly each year and that some respond for many years
but that consultation is only part of the deliberation process. FF engages with
firms about the ratings all year and regularly listens to feedback.

However, FF has not made any efforts to seek consumer input. We
recommend that they do so.

Complaints by firms, the media or other parties influence FF’s opinions

It might be expected that firms would seek to influence FF’s public
pronouncements about them in articles, blogs, interviews or social media but
we were told that none had done so in the past year. FF comments regularly in
the press and media, including about firms which are its clients. FF makes it
clear that a contractual relationship with a firm does not guarantee favourable
public commentary.

We were given examples of firms who had rejected FF’s advice or complained
about their data within the portal or suggested rewriting of their material. FF
tells us that they always consider such complaints seriously but will not amend
their advice unless they find their judgement to have been in error. Some
clients have been lost as a result although others, as noted above, come back
for more work with the business.

FF’s rapid growth compromises independence

The final risk we identified when beginning this review, that rapid growth
might compromise its independence, seems unlikely to crystallise in the near
future, given that FF is having to respond to changing circumstances by
shrinking rather than expanding, for the time being at least.



For the future, FF plans to continue building subscriptions to the portal and
build partnerships with aggregators and media sites, to begin building the
brand with consumers and to accelerate growth with industry clients. The MD
does not envisage that any of these changes would impact FF’'s independence -
its greatest asset — and points to clear policies and values to which staff are
held through rigorous appraisal.

The CAB’s opinion for the year ending 31st March 2025

Based on the evidence it has gathered, the CAB is satisfied that the FF’s
commercial relationships have not affected its analysis of firms and their
products, its campaigns, its public pronouncements, or its policy advice during
the year.
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