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Money and Mental Health's submission to HM Treasury's call for evidence on
the Access to Banking Services Review

Introduction

The Money and Mental Health Policy Institute is a research charity established by Martin Lewis
to break the vicious cycle of money and mental health problems. We aim to be a world-class
centre of expertise developing practical policy solutions, working in partnership with those
providing services, those who shape them, and those using them, to find out what really works.
Everything we do is rooted in the lived experience of our Research Community, a group of over
5,000 people with personal experience of mental health problems.

This written submission has been informed by the experiences of our Research Community, as
well as our wider body of research. Unless otherwise specified, all quotes in this response are
drawn directly from the Research Community.
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Summary of our response

Con

In-person banking remains an important part of many people with mental health problems’
financial lives, particularly when something goes wrong or when they need to speak to
someone.
Being able to see a bank staff member in person and receive more direct support can help
ease people’s anxieties and counter symptoms of mental health problems, like difficulty
processing information. It can also help build up relationships between customers and staff
members, which can encourage customers to disclose their needs and allow staff to spot if
someone is in vulnerable circumstances.
However, while there can be a preference to use in-person banking for key tasks, actual
usage can be lower because of a lack of local branches or suitable alternatives.
While some people have used the Post Office for in-person banking, it only lets customers
do very basic tasks. Alternatives like banking hubs can let customers do more, but have
limitations. For example a community banker - a bank’s representative - only being
available at some hubs, some of the time, leaving customers with limited support as
everyday staff and other community bankers do not have the same obligations related to
the Consumer Duty towards them.
Online banking can work for many people with mental health problems a lot of the time.
However, some people can feel less confident or need support using it for certain tasks,
distrust digital systems or find that in-person banking, like accessing cash, can better meet
their needs. Additionally, online chat can have limitations such as Al chatbot gatekeepers
or not being able to speak to all teams through it. Customers can also find that they are not
able to complete certain journeys, such as dealing with debt, end-to-end online and are
instead forced to switch channels.
The gap between preference and usage of in-person banking for when things go wrong or
to speak to someone seems to be filled in part by telephone banking. However, many
people with mental health problems can struggle to use the phone and face challenges
getting through to the right team or department.
This means that people with mental health problems are faced with issues across multiple
channels and protecting access to in-person banking must go hand-in-hand with
improvements to these other channels.

Not being able to access in-person banking is often worsening people’s mental health,
leaving them feeling isolated and anxious about their finances. It can also worsen people’s
finances through a direct financial cost to travel to the nearest in-person setting and more
widely not being able to sort a financial issue through an accessible channel or ultimately
struggling to achieve their financial objectives.

More needs to be done to protect access to in-person banking services and improve other
channels. We therefore recommend that:

o The FCA’s current access to cash regime which aims to maintain current geographic

access should be expanded to include in-person banking, with a minimum
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requirement for what can be done through this channel. This expanded regime should
also increase the number of banking hubs to serve areas where there are significant
gaps in in-person banking provision.

o Key parts of the Consumer Duty and vulnerability guidance should apply to banking
hubs, such as requiring everyday staff to have the skills and capabilities to support
vulnerable customers. Community bankers should also have more remit to support
customers from any bank who need support. Staff in the Post Office should also have
more requirements to support vulnerable customers.

o Digital-only banks should also provide community bankers at banking hubs and
contribute to protect access to in-person banking alongside traditional high street
banks. This is because their customers can often reflect the broader population in
wanting to use in-person banking for certain activities, such as when things go wrong,
and people’s needs and preferences can change over their lifetime.

o More widely, banks should do more to improve digital and telephone alternatives. This
should include inclusive design of digital journeys, tools that support customers to
better manage their finances and providing support for people to use digital
alternatives, such as in-person at banking hubs.

o Access to in-person banking should not be seen in isolation but as part of wider
financial and digital inclusion as we continue to see new technological developments,
such as the increased use of Al and financial data sharing.

Customer Needs and Use of In-Person Banking Services

The essential elements of in-person services

Our past research’ and our recent survey with our Research Community have highlighted some
key aspects that are essential for many people. Although most Research Community members
prefer and do use other channels for everyday banking, like making payments, as shown by
figure 1, four in ten prefer to use in-person banking for specific activities, 51% prefer to use it for
when something goes wrong and 56% prefer it to speak to a staff member.?

’ . -
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/

2 Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Bases

for these questions range from: 201-203 people with mental health problems.
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Figure 1: For certain parts of banking, like speaking to staff, a majority of Research
Community members had a preference for in-person banking
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Source: Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health
problems. Bases for these questions range from. 201-203 people with mental health problems.

A key banking task that remains essential for many Research Community members is being
able to withdraw and deposit cash. For many people with mental health problems cash remains
a key way to make payments. This is because it can help them better manage and track their
finances when unwell.

Other tasks that Research Community members preferred in-person were dealing with issues
like their cards not working or to make particular transactions, like larger value ones. For some
respondents, doing these tasks digitally was seen as less secure than a branch.

“For day-to-day things | use a banking app and that’s okay but when something goes wrong it

is so difficult to get the help that | need to manage my money. It’s the most stressful thing in my
life and | worry about money every single day.” Expert by experience
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Our past research has also highlighted that many people with mental health problems need
support with their finances from a trusted person when they are unwell.® To get authorised
support, customers either have to register a Lasting Power of Attorney (LPA) or set up an
agreement with the bank, often referred to as a Third Party Mandate. However, to do this and
then to use these arrangements, customers and their trusted person often have to go into the
branch to do so.

A final essential element of in-person banking is being able to actually speak to a branch
member in person. This can be very beneficial for lots of people with mental health problems for
a number of reasons which we set out below.

The benefits of being able to access banking services in person

There are several benefits, particularly for people with mental health problems. Many Research
Community respondents explained that they used in-person banking because it allowed them
to speak directly with a staff member face to face. For some this was driven directly by their
mental health condition. For example, mental health problems can make it harder to process
information and so being able to engage with someone and be guided through a topic or an
issue, including looking directly at the same information, is a big benefit. This was felt to be
much harder over the phone or on online chat.

“I have Autism and mental health issues. | find it a lot easier to sort out problems when
speaking to a real person. My preference is face to face, but some things can be over the
phone. I really struggle with bots and lots of automated menus. Also, sometimes | need to
withdraw money in bags of £1 coins, for my children's bus fares. This can only be done at a
branch counter. Everyone | speak to, in branch or on the phone, is always extremely friendly
and helpful. When | tell them about my disabilities they always make sure | understand
everything properly, and | feel very valued. They genuinely care.” Expert by experience

While branches can have queues, respondents were frustrated with having to navigate call
menus (often using Interactive Voice Response - IVR) or chatbots which would often end up
with them being stuck in a loop. Many respondents also felt that branch staff were more able to
spend the time needed to listen to and support them. Call centre staff could sometimes feel
less flexible, while online chat could take too long. Several members explained that they felt
better able to actually express themselves in person, including explaining their circumstances.
Conversely, many people with mental health problems can find it very difficult to use the phone
for this reason. For branch staff, being able to see a customer can help them spot signs that
someone might be struggling with their mental health or anxious about their finances, for
example looking at body language. While there can be verbal cues on the phone, staff do not

3 Lees C. If | needed someone. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2025.
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have the full picture. In online chat, staff can spot certain words or language, but they cannot
see or hear the customer to pick up on other cues.

“I'm not rushed and the person sees me as an individual person and can take their time. | use
in person if I need help to pay in a cheque as I struggle with anxiety and trusting the machines.
If there is a problem in person can give me a quick direct response and resolution to my
questions. If there is an issue they can look at my account and help me navigate the problem
rather than someone telling me at home online or over the phone and I'm not able to resolve
the issue. They can actually see what the problem is and help me. | also have anxiety making
and speaking on a phone call. | can manage face to face better.” Expert by experience

“Nearly impossible to contact anybody easily, way too many options [on IVR systems] that
confuse. | end up going around in circles not getting anywhere, so stressful | end up giving up
and have to try again another time.” Expert by experience

A key benefit for branches that often doesn’t exist for telephone banking or digital alternatives is
that a customer can build up a relationship with a member of staff. This can help both the
customer and staff member. It allows the customer to feel more comfortable engaging with staff
and speaking about their finances. But it also allows the staff member to spot when the
customer might be struggling or in difficulty, for example experiencing poor mental health that is
impacting their finances or being scammed. It can be very rare for a customer to speak to the
same call centre staff member or the same person over online chat twice. Additionally, branch
members are often based in the local community which can add to trust. Conversely many
banks base call centres either in other parts of the UK to where the customer lives or overseas.
While there has been a significant improvement to the stigma around mental health in the UK,
there is a risk that the cultural context and understanding of mental health problems can be
different depending on where the call centre is based.

The elements of digital alternatives that can be insufficient

Digital alternatives can often work well for many people when they are doing everyday banking
activities. As highlighted in figure 2, Research Community survey respondents preferred or used
online banking or banking apps for everyday banking (85% and 90% respectively), with banking
apps being the most commonly preferred and used.* However, these percentages dropped for
specific banking activities - 53% preferred a digital channel and 63% used a digital channel for
these activities.”

* Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Bases
for these questions: 203 people with mental health problems.

® Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Bases
for these questions range from: 194-202 people with mental health problems.
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Figure 2: The percentage of Research Community respondents who preferred and
used digital alternatives for certain activities dropped for when something goes wrong
or to speak to staff
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Source: Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health
problems. Bases for these questions range from: 165-203 people with mental health problems.

Only a minority said they preferred or used these digital channels for when something goes
wrong or when speaking to staff.® Respondents often preferred to do these activities in-person,
but were instead having to do them over the phone. This suggests an issue with being both
able to access in-person services and being able to use digital alternatives for these purposes.

“I think using banking apps is okay for everyday general problems but if | had a massive issue
like my account was hacked and scams | would definitely want to speak to someone face to
face in the branch so | fully understand everything and can get support.” Expert by experience

Additionally, our research has found that there can be some key challenges many people with
mental health problems can face when trying to access and use digital alternatives:
e A lack of confidence and challenges logging into digital alternatives

®Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Bases
for these questions range from: 165-203 people with mental health problems.
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e (etting support from a trusted person
e Speaking to staff

A lack of confidence and challenges logging into digital alternatives
Many Research Community members told us about how they weren’t confident or felt under
pressure when using digital alternatives, particularly for certain types of transactions.

“l use in-person banking because | am not always confident using digital banking, especially
when | am under pressure or dealing with important or high-value transactions. When |
experience mental health difficulties, | can become overwhelmed by multi-step verification, PIN
prompts, or the fear of making a mistake. This makes digital banking unreliable for me at times.
Speaking to staff in person helps me feel safe and reassured. | can explain my circumstances
clearly, ask questions, and check that | am doing things correctly... | also use branches when
something goes wrong, such as forgetting a PIN, having difficulty with an app, or needing help
to verify a payment. These situations are harder to manage digitally when | am already anxious
or overwhelmed.” Expert by experience

A further challenge that people can face when going through a period of poor mental health is it
can be hard to remember long passwords or complex codes to log-in to online banking.
Additionally, multifactor processes to access accounts can be frustrating and difficult to use.
The use of biometrics in mobile banking has helped to reduce some of these barriers, although
there is a group of people with mental health problems who are wary about using digital
alternatives because they think they aren’t as safe or secure as in-person banking. Some
people with mental health problems are also wary about using digital alternatives because it can
feel like they are being tracked.

“l do not do any online banking, | do not trust it. | have transferred money, which in the branch
is instant and | know it is done properly. Although the branch is in town and | have to go on a
day | can cope with, | would still rather do that than do anything online. | don't believe it is safe.”
Expert by experience

Struggling to manage spending and budgeting

For some people with mental health problems, it can be difficult to track and manage spending
and finances through digital alternatives like banking apps, while cash can feel more tangible
and easier to budget with. Symptoms of mental health problems like increased impulsivity,
difficulty processing information and reduced attention span can all contribute to this. However,
aspects like payments being slow to process in digital banking can exacerbate these
challenges.

Contact: chris.lees@moneyandmentalhealth.org 8
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Banks have provided more tools that help replicate the benefits of cash. For example, one
benefit is being able to put an actual limit on the amount that can be spent, and the sector
recently acted to introduce gambling blocks that stop people from spending on gambling sites.
While this is a welcome success, there is still a lack of specificity in which types of transactions
people can block or limit beyond broad categories. For example, some banks allow customers
to block all online spending but not specific types of online retailers. This could be difficult for
customers who might struggle to manage their spending on an online marketplace but still
need access to an online grocery shop.

“I think this would be helpful for people who are in the midst of a mental health crisis to be able
to freeze their account, for certain spending.” Expert by experience

Additionally, it has become more common for banks to provide customers with digital
alternatives that replicate the use of cash for budgeting. For example, pots where customers
can put money for specific types of spending, akin to money jars for cash. However, again
these aren’t available across all providers and some banks’ budgeting tools have more features
than others. There are also other digital banking features such as being able to track spending
by specific categories or receiving notifications when a card has been used. Provision of these
can vary and there can also be limitations such as not being bespoke enough for someone’s
situation, not having enough granularity on the type of spending and not always being the
easiest to use when someone is unwell.

“I've tried using [budgeting tools] in the past but got so anxious about [if I] am doing it right,
especially as they often are so generic and can’t be customised or have so many areas not
relevant that then confuses me.” Expert by experience

Getting support from a trusted person

One area where there is a particular lack of digital alternatives is in third party access. For most
banks, the main way for a customer to allow a trusted person to support them is through a LPA
or a Third Party Mandate, which often has to be done in person. However, with fewer local
branches, customers can often struggle to do this, especially when their trusted person might
live in another part of the county. While there can be ways to support someone digitally once
these have been set up, there is significant variety in what can be done across banks. Bringing
more consistency across banks could help benefit many customers and their trusted third party
to use these authorised mechanisms through a digital channel.

However, for many people with mental health problems these authorised mechanisms can feel
like they are giving too much control to the trusted third person. There are some banks that
have introduced alternative needs based tools that allow some access to a trusted person
through a digital means without needing that formal authorisation. These include carers cards
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that let a trusted person spend on a customer’s behalf, trusted person naotifications that alert a
trusted person to a customer’s spending activity and trusted person access which lets a
trusted person set certain limits on the customer’s account. However, these are only offered by
a small number of banks and so takeup is low.’

The reduction of in-person banking and the rise of digital alternatives has contributed to a
situation where many customers need support from a trusted person to help them use these
digital alternatives as they don’t feel confident doing so.° It is estimated that 11 million people
help someone else with their digital banking.® However, the authorised mechanisms like LPA
can be difficult to set up and can feel disproportionate for needing some lighter touch support
at a specific time. It is also unlikely that the customer’s bank will offer an alternative needs
based third party access tool. Therefore, letting a friend or family member log into a banking
app in these circumstances can be significantly easier than setting up an authorised
mechanism. Our research has highlighted the extent to which customers are using such
informal workarounds - over one in five (22%) people with mental health problems had shared
their PIN or online account log-in with someone else.’® However, this informal unauthorised
support can come with significant risks, like financial abuse. An advantage of in-person banking
is that many branch staff have relationships with customers which allows them to spot when
the customer might be vulnerable or being taken advantage of by a third party. The reduction of
face to face support has significantly reduced the opportunity to minimise this risk.

Creating more digital third party access support tools would help minimise these challenges
and risks. It would help customers feel more confident accessing and using digital banking
alternatives. It would also reduce the need for customers to travel significant distances to set up
and use authorised mechanisms. These tools could also have tighter limits and permissions on
exactly what a trusted person can do, which can reduce risk of fraud and financial abuse.
These would benefit other groups of customers, including customers with learning disabilities. '
Banks should also do more to support customers to feel confident using digital alternatives,
such as providing direct support in-person or building people’s skills which would minimise the
need to use informal workarounds. This is something the FCA has included in its guidance
around branch closures, but the significant numbers of customers who rely on someone else
for support with digital banking suggests more could be done.

Speaking to staff
A clear area where digital alternatives are not currently sufficient is being able to speak to a staff
member. People with mental health problems can face challenges across a number of

7
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communication channels and customers might only find that one channel is accessible for
them.'? For many people with mental health problems, this can be online chat (through the
website, app or online banking) which allows them to type their responses and get their point
across in a way that can be very difficult in person or over the phone. Online chat also allows
customers to take a break and process the information at a pace that works for them which
can be very helpful when mental health problems can make paying attention for significant
periods challenging. It can also feel less intimidating than speaking verbally or in-person,
particularly when the topic is more sensitive or the customer gets upset. Customers of certain
banks are able to save the conversation if they need to be reminded of it later.

However, the availability of online chat and what can be done through it can vary greatly
between banks. For example, while banks have specialist teams, these can often be only
accessible by phone. Additionally certain journeys like dealing with debt, can’t always be done
through an online route. People can also face delays for staff to reply to their messages,
messages can timeout or they can lose access to them and not remember what was
discussed.

Chatbots have been used by banks for several years but with the innovation in Artificial
Intelligence (Al), their use is increasing. While these can allow someone to get an answer
without having to wait in a queue, many people with mental health problems can be frustrated
or wary about using them. This can be because Al can be seen as not sophisticated or
appropriate enough to discuss more complicated issues such as needing to disclose a mental
health problem. There’s also the risk of chatbots making mistakes which aren’t picked up in the
same way that they might be when speaking to a staff member. Customers can often want to
speak to an actual person and so banks using Al chatbots as gatekeepers can cause
frustration.

“However being disabled and with mental health issues quite often when | need help my
Situation is more complicated, | need to do more explaining, or there are more barriers in place,
than with people without these issues, and that means that often the pre prepared resources
and Al chat bots can't meet the needs of my specific situation. | find phone calls really difficult,
although video calls are easier. With autism | find that | often take things literally and this makes
answering the questions the chat bots ask, and navigating phone menus difficult and
frustrating. | also find that if | get distressed on the phone calls, the banks are often unwilling to
let my support worker take over the call with me on speaker phone.” Expert by experience

A particularly sensitive area for someone to discuss with a bank is disclosing a mental health
problem and/or associated support needs. Again people with mental health problems'

2 Holkar M, Evans K and Langston K. Access Essentials. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute.
2018.
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preferences for which channel to use for this can vary. Some people can prefer in-person with a
staff member they know and trust, others would rather do this online, including without actually
having to engage with a staff member. Several banks have acted to introduce ways for
customers to disclose their circumstances or needs digitally without having to speak to a staff
member. There are variations in the approach, from letting customers freely write out their
circumstances to giving customers a set list of needs. Sometimes these needs can be more
focused on physical health conditions or sensory impairments, rather than for customers with
mental health problems. Beyond an internal process, several banks have also signed up to be
part of Experian’s Support Hub that lets customers disclose their needs to multiple providers at
once. Allowing customers to disclose their needs digitally, as well as through other channels is
a welcome step that should be adopted by the whole sector.

The impact for digital-only customers

For customers at digital-only banks, these alternatives are the only way that they can manage
their finances and interact with their provider. Our survey highlighted that when these
experiences are done poorly, this can be particularly impactful for those who have no
alternative.

“This is the only means of working with [digital bank 1] and [digital bank 2]. | find [digital bank 1]
ok and [digital bank 2] staff generally very poor” Expert by experience

“[Digital bank] app is appealing for speaking to someone. their Al bot screwed up its advice,
shut me out of my account and it took ages to resolve” Expert by experience

What could be done

Banks can help more customers with mental health problems feel able to use digital alternatives
by making them more accessible by design, for example providing pause points during
complicated journeys or simplifying layouts. The recent report from the Connection Project
highlights how making these changes, such as providing simpler versions, would benefit a wide
range of customers.™ Banks should also provide more direct support to customers to help
them feel more confident using digital alternatives. This could range from offering drop-in
sessions or providing supported-digital access at in-person settings, like a banking hub, to
providing support virtually when someone needs help. Banks could also build more digital tools
for customers that more closely match what they like about cash, such as spending blocks and
limits or clear budgeting tools, as well as needs based third party tools. This review provides an
opportunity to work with banks and building societies to agree to offer a core package of
accessibility tools.™

13 H 1 i

The Connection Porject. Misonnected. 2026.
4 Semple B. The 5 things the new PM must do on mental health and money. Money and Mental Health
Policy Institute - Money on your Mind. 2026.
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Groups Requiring In-Person Access

The customer groups that most require in-person banking

Our Research Community survey has highlighted that many people with mental health
problems need to be able to use in-person banking, particularly when things go wrong or when
they need to speak to someone. Nearly two thirds (64%) of Research Community respondents
have used some form of in-person banking in the last year.'® When it came to preference: four
in ten Research Community respondents prefer to use in-person banking for specific activities;
just over half (51%) prefer to use it for when something goes wrong; and 56% prefer it to speak
to a staff member (see figure 1).'°

The FCA’s Financial Lives Survey shows that customers who are most likely to regularly use a
branch have one or more characteristics of vulnerability, with over a quarter (27%) experiencing
poor health.”” Although cash is just one part of in-person banking, the most recent Financial
Lives Survey data highlights that people who are in poor health are nearly three times more
likely to be heavy users of cash compared to all UK adults (14% vs 5%). They are also 1.5 times
more likely to frequently withdraw cash.'®

As we have set out earlier in our response, symptoms of mental health problems can impact
how we manage our money and use financial services in a range of ways. These symptoms
can include low motivation, difficulty processing information and increased impulsivity.
Additionally people can experience significant anxiety when trying to speak to someone over
the phone, which can make trying to be articulate and take in information very difficult. Some
people with mental health problems can also be concerned about the security of online
systems and be worried about fraud and scams, particularly after personal experience.

Mental health problems can also intersect and interlink with a range of other vulnerable
circumstances. For example, people with mental health problems are three and a half times
more likely to be in problem debt.’® There are also overlaps with digital exclusion, financial
abuse and other physical and neurodevelopmental conditions. Together this means that for
many people with mental health problems, digital and telephone banking alternatives do not
always work for them or are simply inaccessible. Instead, they need to use in-person banking,

> Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Base
for this question: 202 people with mental health problems.
'® Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Bases
for these questions range from: 201-203 people with mental health problems.
17
Financial Conduct Authority, FG 22/6 Branch and ATM closures or conversions, 2022,
'8 Financial Conduct Authority. Financial Lives 2024 survey Payments Selected findings. 2025.
% Holkar M. Debt and mental health: a statistical update. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2019.
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particularly to do certain activities, like accessing cash, when things go wrong or when they
need support from a staff member.

As set out earlier, compared to digital and telephone banking alternatives, in-person banking
allows someone with mental health problems to speak to a human face to face. This can ease
people’s anxieties and better support them through the issue they are facing. Customers and
staff can build up relationships which can be really beneficial for people with mental health
problems, as many Research Community members tell us having a named and trusted contact
would make such a big difference to them. This can then help customers with mental problems
feel more comfortable disclosing their circumstances and any needs they have.
Correspondingly, speaking to staff over the telephone or digital channels can have extra hurdles
like navigating phone systems or chatbots. It is also rare to speak to the same person more
than once when calling or using online chat given call centres have significantly more staff than
a local branch. It also isn’t possible to know who might answer the call or online chat message
in the same way that someone could go to a branch to see if a trusted staff member is there

Beyond this, as set out previously, people with mental health problems who rely on the support
of friends and family members often have to use a branch in order to set up or use authorised
third party support mechanisms.

However, while in-person banking is important to many people with mental health problems, it
can also feel too inaccessible for many others. Some people with mental health problems will
be too unwell to leave the home to go to a branch or travel the distance to their nearest one.
Additionally, people can experience significant anxiety at the idea of having to speak to
strangers about their finances in a public place. For many of these customers with mental
health problems digital alternatives can be preferred as they often mean they don’t have to
speak to someone in order to manage their finances.

I cannot use in person banking because of the very debilitating effects of severe anxiety and
panic disorder. | have not used in person banking since 2016.” Expert by experience

The unmet needs of people with mental health problems

Our Research Community revealed a gap between people’s preferences and the type of
banking they actually use. As shown by figure 3, while 40% prefer to use in-person banking for
specific banking activities, only 26% actually use it; while 51% prefer to use in-person banking
when something goes wrong, only 35% actually do; and while 56% prefer to use it to speak to
staff, only 41% do so0.%

%0 Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Bases
for these questions range from: 165-203 people with mental health problems.
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Figure 3: The gap between preference and usage for in-person banking for certain
banking tasks

60% 56%
40%
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0%

For For specific For when To speak to
everyday banking something staff
banking like activities goes wrong
making
payments
[ Freference
B Usage

Source: Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health
problems. Bases for these questions range from: 165-203 people with mental health problems.

For specific banking activities, these respondents are reasonably split on using digital or
telephone alternatives instead. However, for when something goes wrong and for speaking to
staff, this gap seems to be filled by telephone banking (with use vs preference rising by 12
percentage points in both cases),?' rather than digital alternatives. Given our research has
shown the challenges people can face in speaking to someone over the phone, both due to
complicated systems and symptoms of mental health problems, this suggests a particular gap
in how people can communicate with their bank through digital alternatives.

“Digital banking is useful for simple things like checking my balance, freezing my card or moving
money between my own accounts. But for anything more complex, especially high-value
payments or new payees, | need reassurance and clear guidance. My recent experience with
[bank] showed that digital banking could not have helped me. The issue was not the technology

2 For when something goes wrong this jumped from 26% to 38%, for speaking to staff this jumped from
24% to 36% - Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health
problems. Bases for these questions range from: 165-203 people with mental health problems.
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— it was the lack of a sympathetic and supportive staff member. In situations like that, only
in-person assistance can resolve the problem safely.” Expert by experience

Some Research Community members also talked about the opposite of this, where they
wanted to use digital banking because that best met their needs but were instead forced to go
into a branch. For these customers, having to use in-person banking when they didn’t want to
often worsened their mental health and drove negative thoughts and feelings.

Our research also suggests that there might be a group of customers who would be able to
use in-person banking if it was better designed to meet the needs of people with mental health
problems. Some Research Community members explained how they needed to use in-person
banking for certain activities but they found branches or other forms of in-person banking too
busy, overstimulating and public. Additionally, not everyone’s experience of in-person staff
members was positive, with some feeling rushed, not getting the help they needed (including
being directed back online) or not supported when they disclosed their needs.

“Paying on cheques- providing in person identification to access old bank accounts. The
waiting in queues , the overstimulation, the anxiety and panic. When finally getting to the desk
no privacy and half the time the staff are unable to help and redirect to another queue with no
real resolution to the initial query. By this is all over the stress, the anxiety, the panic, the will to
live” Expert by experience

Making sure branches are spaces built to make customers with mental health problems feel
calm, supported and able to understand key information would make a big difference. Several
Research Community members also expressed a desire to be able to book appointments at
times that work for them and with staff who have received training around mental health
problems. More generally, ensuring that in-person staff are trained to understand mental health
problems and how to spot and support customers with money and mental health problems is
essential.

“To make banking more accessible, staff need to be trained to understand how mental health
difficulties can affect someone’s ability to manage financial tasks. It would help if branches
offered calmer support, clearer explanations and more patience when someone is struggling.”
Expert by experience

Ultimately, the lack of in-person banking services, the poor experience of telephone banking
and the limitations of digital alternatives means that customers are facing issues across a range
of channels. This can be compounded by customers having to switch channels when they
can’t complete certain journeys end-to-end in one channel. This highlights that in-person
banking does not sit in isolation to other forms of banking. While protecting in-person banking
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mailto:chris.lees@moneyandmentalhealth.org

O
QP BT

is so vital, it must go hand-in-hand with improvements to other channels, including making it
easier for people to be able to complete journeys in their channel of choice.

Consumer Detriment

The evidence of detriment arising from reduced access to in-person banking services
Our Research Community survey suggests that accessing in-person banking has become very
difficult and this is causing detriment to people’s mental health and their finances. Nearly three
quarters of respondents (73%) said that it was not easy to access in-person banking.?* We
defined access to the Research Community as “being able to use it in a way that works for you
without causing harm” so this does include people who cannot use in-person banking because
of their mental health problem. However, when we asked why people said this, there were a
significant number of respondents who focused on a lack of access rather than not being able
to access as a result of a mental health problem.

One of the main drivers for difficulties accessing in-person banking that respondents mentioned
was that they had no branch to go to in their local area. Several respondents highlighted that
they had to travel quite significant distances to reach one when they needed to do so. Some
respondents explained that they didn’t have a branch to go to as they were with a digital-only
bank.

“Too far to travel. | suffer from depression and anxiety so face to face communicating is
preferable. Queuing on the phone adds to it stress” Expert by experience

Another issue was that branches only opened at certain times, which often didn’t provide
flexibility for those who were working. When respondents did go, they sometimes found
branches busy with queues which would make them feel anxious and worried about a lack of
privacy.

Our past work on how money and mental health problems are experienced across different
regions of the UK highlighted that there can be significant geographic differences in access to
in-person banking.?® In a survey we did for that research, three in ten (27%) Research
Community respondents disagreed that their area has financial services that they can easily
access, with that figure rising to 41% among those in rural areas.

The quantitative and qualitative impacts
Research Community members described a number of ways that not being able to access
in-person banking then negatively impacted their mental health and their finances.

2 Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Base
for this question: 199 people with mental health problems.
% Stacey B and D’Arcy C. No one left behind. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2022.
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The mental health impact

Not having a local branch nearby or not being able to travel to the nearest one meant that
respondents often felt isolated which would worsen their mental health. As we set out earlier,
the gap between respondents’ preference for in-person banking when things go wrong or to
speak to someone and the actual channel they used was mainly being filled by telephone
banking. However, seven in ten (69%) respondents said that it was difficult to access telephone
banking (using it in a way that works for them and avoids harm).?* Many people with mental
health problems can face significant anxiety when trying to speak to someone over the phone
and it can be emotionally draining to have to go through systems and be passed between
departments. Therefore, there is the knock on effect on people’s mental health that comes from
having to use telephone banking as a result of not being able to access in-person banking.

“I cannot make or receive phone calls due to my mental health, and I’'m also not confident or
able to use online banking. So when | need to do any banking activity that can’t be done within
the app (which | am fairly confident using) | need to be able to walk into a branch and speak to
a person. | did this in the last 12 months when the chip in my card broke so it didn’t work. |
walked to my local bank branch and they sorted it out and ordered me a new card there and
then. It’s also very important to me that I live within walking distance of my bank as I’'m unable
to drive, use public transport or even taxis due to my mental health, and I’m completely isolated
SO no one can take me.” Expert by experience

Additionally, many respondents told us they weren’t confident using digital alternatives because
of symptoms of their mental health problems, but they felt they were being forced to use digital
alternatives instead which exacerbated their mental health problem.

“I think it should be easier for people with mental health problems to access in-person banking,
because digital options cannot always provide the support that is needed. Many branches are
closing because more people are using digital banking, but some of us still rely on face-to-face
help. When | am anxious or overwhelmed, | need staff to guide me through a process or take
over when | cannot complete a task myself.” Expert by experience

For those who do travel an extra distance to go to a branch, this can drive additional anxiety
about being in public places on top of the anxiety people might experience about speaking to
strangers at the branch. Some respondents talked about how this trip took both a significant
amount of time out of their day and a significant amount of energy (or ‘spoons’ as many people
with lived experience describe it) out of them. Additionally, the reduced hours of branches can

* Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Base
for this question: 197 people with mental health problems.
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mean that when people do go, they can be busy which can also worsen people’s anxiety and
wider mental health.

“Having to find the 'spoons' to go to a branch in person on a day and time when it was busy
and hot with buses crammed with school kids because it suited the opening hours and days
and shift of the staff member who replied to me who wasn't even there when | returned when
he said he'd be there. Frustrating and very stressful so that's terrible for my mental health and
seizure management.” Expert by experience

The financial impact

The financial impact can be split into two main areas. Firstly, there was the financial cost of
having to travel further to a branch. This could include public transport or taxi costs, fuel and
parking, and paying for a professional carer or support worker to accompany them as they
couldn’t go on their own. While these costs might seem small, in context for many people with
mental health problems who are more likely to be in financial difficulty and on low incomes,®
these costs can be significant.

“When | tried to arrange [to take a support worker] in regards to an appointment about my
debt/money issues, | realised that our local branch in our town has closed. To visit a branch |
would have to go to a bigger town around 40 minutes away, or the nearest city (also 40
minutes away). Accessing both of these locations is difficult for me. | have mental health issues
including anxiety, PTSD and OCD and am autistic. And it causes difficulty for two different sets
of reasons. 1: the mental side of things... 2: Cost - | would have to attend with my support
worker. My care is charged at £27 an hour, and so an appointment would cost me 3 times as
much if it was in another town (£81) than it would to have an hour of support in my own town,
and that's not including the extra mileage I'd have to pay the care company. For me the cost
would be prohibitive because | wanted to talk about debt and | already don't have enough
money, or would take support hours away from other things | need to do like go for a food
shop, attend medical appointments or get help with managing my medication.” Expert by
experience

The other financial impact of not being able to access in-person banking is that respondents
were unable to deal with or get support for a financial matter or complete an important financial
task. Without access to in-person banking customers are essentially forced to use other
channels. While they might technically be able to do these tasks through telephone or digital
alternatives, as set out previously, these are not always accessible for people with mental health
problems or not provide the support someone might need, for example, online chat being
limited. This means that people either struggle to do what they need to on these channels or

% Holkar M. Debt and mental health: a statistical update. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2019;
and Lees C and Stacey B. Always on your mind. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2024.

Contact: chris.lees@moneyvandmentalhealth.org 19



https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/debt-and-mental-health-policy-note.pdf
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Always-On-Your-Mind-March-2024.pdf
mailto:chris.lees@moneyandmentalhealth.org

O
QP BT

avoid engaging with their finances altogether. This can expose people to fraud and scams as
they can feel less confident spotting them.

“I opened my bank account with [bank] because it had a branch close to where | live. That’s
now closed. The nearest is in the city centre which means | have to use public transport and |
can’t do this independently because of my mental health, | have to have someone to go with
me. It is really stressful to organise and especially when something goes wrong and | can’t
access my funds it’s just so difficult and stressful.” Expert by experience

“Either too far away or the banks aren't set up for face to face business. It has caused me years
of stress and anxiety about something going wrong with my card or fraudsters accessing my
account without me knowing. No face to the service. | suffer with chronic headaches and all
this stress only makes things worse.” Expert by experience

Additionally, as we have outlined, being able to speak to someone in person to talk through
finances or products can be very beneficial to lots of people with mental health problems.
Although people can read key information in digital banking, mental health problems can mean
it is hard to process this information easily and so a staff member talking through and checking
the customer’s understanding in real time can be very helpful. Having to use digital alternatives
rather than in-person banking could lead to customers taking out products that they don’t fully
understand or are not right for their situation.

“My dad has anxiety and depression. He has dyslexia and he also has reading and writing
issues. He is an 80 year old pensioner and has few IT skills. He does not drive. He needs in
person banking to access and discuss his finances. His local branch closed. He knew all the
staff and they were very supportive. He also knows many of the staff in the town centre branch.
Then this closed for refurbishment and did not reopen. Now he has to travel by two buses to
his bank. He knows less staff members there so therefore has less support. He is unable to use
a cash machine properly so he relies on friends and neighbours to help him to withdraw money.
This leaves him more vulnerable to exploitation and fraud.” Expert by experience

These challenges are not just limited to people with mental health problems and often the
drivers of these vulnerable circumstances will overlap. This means it is very likely that those who
are most impacted by a loss of access to in-person banking are already those who are most
likely to be financially excluded. Given the focus from the government on financial inclusion,
through its recent strategy, it’s clear that access to banking firmly sits in this area.

“There are limited banks and ones that | don't have access to so the money | make gets
frittered away because | cannot easily access a bank; if | had bank access then | would save it
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but because | don't, my mental health condition and my addictive personality [mean] | spend it.”
Expert by experience

Our previous analysis of FCA data on access to cash found that the population who live within
one kilometer of banking services beyond cash withdrawals and deposits was highest at 94%
in London, dropping to below three quarters for regions like Wales and the South West and
falling down to only 60% for Northern Ireland. However, a lack of local banking services is not
the only issue particular parts of the country are facing. They also often have lower employment
rates or higher waiting times for mental health services. This can all combine to worsen
people’s mental health and finances.

Current Provision and Market Trends

The role alternative channels play in providing services and their effectiveness
As part of our Research Community survey we asked respondents what type of in-person
banking they had used in the last year. The majority (81%) of those who'd used in-person
banking had visited a branch.?® Over a third (36%) had used a Post Office and only a smalll
number of people had used a banking hub or seen bank staff in an alternate location like a
library.

The Post Office

While the Post Office does allow customers to do a range of banking activities, these can be
quite basic. Most Research Community respondents who had used the Post Office talked
about how it had been helpful for those basic banking activities, like withdrawing money. Some
mentioned how it had been very helpful to have not had to travel long distances to have done
these tasks at a branch instead.

“Depositing at a post office has been positive. It’s local, the servers are a little familiar to me |
feel less anxious like | used to at my local bank” Expert by experience

However, respondents did also flag how they couldn’t do anything more complex at the Post
Office which they would have liked to do in-person rather than through another channel. Others
mentioned that staff often weren’t the most helpful beyond helping with the basic activity.

"However, the Post Office can only help with very basic tasks. It cannot support me with more
complex banking needs, such as high-value payments, verification issues, or situations where |
need reassurance or to explain my circumstances. So while the Post Office is useful for
withdrawing cash safely, it is not a replacement for a bank branch.” Expert by experience

% Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Base
for this question: 130 people with mental health problems who had used in-person banking in the last
year.
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Some Research Community respondents also explained how they felt nervous using the Post
Office for financial transactions as it felt less secure than a branch.

“l use the post office. As outlined already, the security provision is significantly less than a bank
branch. | definitely feel more nervous when paying in large sums of money or withdrawing cash.
| do prefer cash as | find it easier to track my spending and be less impulsive but | feel pushed
into a corner to use chip and pin services instead due to the difficulties in accessing cash.”
Expert by experience

Additionally, staff at Post Offices are unlikely to have had training to deal with financial matters
or supporting vulnerable customers. Given the continued closure of local branches, Post Office
staff will likely come into contact with more vulnerable customers who have no other alternative.

Banking hubs

The small number of Research Community respondents who had used a banking hub had
mixed experiences. Some liked that it was quiet and the staff were helpful. However, others had
a poor experience and came across unhelpful staff.

“Terrible service from the banking hub with my grandad. No one else there and huffing at his
questions 'which could have been done online'” Expert by experience

Compared to a Post Office, there is a greater number of banking activities that can be done at a
banking hub. In particular, customers can have the opportunity to speak to a representative
from their bank, known as a community banker. The list of services that the community banker
can provide does cover a number of areas that Research Community members value having
in-person support with, such as managing cards, fraud and scam support and disclosing
additional needs.?” However, this support can be limited to one day a week and some banks
won’t be represented at every location. Some respondents mentioned in the survey that their
banking hub didn’t have hours that worked for them, particularly for when their community
banker would be there.

“We have learnt that there is now a community banking hub in our town where a representative
visits once a week on a Thursday. We do plan to go there in a couple of weeks but because the
representative is only there once a week and not on a usual support day for me, it'll take a while
to get a Thursday support slot with my support worker. We are unsure what services the
community banking hub offers on these representative days, there is a tick list of services for
the banking hub, but there isn't one that fits my specific situation or need, so it will be going
down there and seeing.” Expert by experience

27 https://www.cashaccess.co.uk/hubs/community-banker-services/.
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Although being able to access a banking hub and speak to a bank representative can be
beneficial, there is currently a significant gap in the level of support that someone could expect
at a hub compared to a branch. This is because banking hubs are owned by Cash Access UK,
a not for profit organisation, and operated by the Post Office. This means that staff who are
there everyday, other than the community bankers, are not covered by the FCA’s Consumer
Duty or vulnerability guidance. The Consumer Duty puts a higher expectation on banking firms
to provide good outcomes for customers and to respond to their needs. This gap means that
there is no requirement for everyday banking hub staff to identify and support customers in
vulnerable circumstances. Additionally, if a customer of one bank goes in on the day a
community banker from a different firm is there, the Consumer Duty does not compel the
community banker to support that customer to help them get good outcomes.

Other venues

The Research Community member who had met staff in a different venue liked being able to
speak to someone knowledgeable but found the experience slightly strange. Having mobile or
pop-up branches could be very helpful for customers living in an in-person banking desert but
the survey suggests these are not very common or not well known about.

How alternative in-banking services could be improved

While alternative in-person banking services can play an important role, the lower percentage of
respondents using them and their mixed experiences point to these services not fully meeting
the gap that has been left by branches closing. A particular missing piece is the ability to
consistently speak to a trained staff member who can support them when they need support or
when something goes wrong.

If alternative in-person banking channels are to play even more of a role in the future, there is a
need to expand their provision so that they better meet the needs of people who rely on
in-person banking or need to use it to speak to someone or for when things go wrong. For
banking hubs, this includes increasing the availability of community bankers, which should also
include representatives from digital-only banks. Community bankers should also be allowed to
discuss wider products and services with customers. There should also be more expectations
on banking hub staff and community bankers to support customers of all banks, with the same
standard of support and good outcomes expected under the Consumer Duty. More widely,
there should be more banking hubs to serve areas where there are significant gaps in provision
of in-person banking.

For the Post Office there should also be more expectations on staff to support customers in

vulnerable circumstances who need additional support, including letting them know about
alternative provision.
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Banks should also continue to consider how they could provide mobile or pop-up branches, or
co-locate with other local support services, so that they can meet the needs of customers who
don’t currently have access to a local branch. Banks should ensure that this is well advertised
so that customers are aware of where to go and when.

These steps are particularly important as the need to use alternal in-person settings will
increase as both the number of branches continues to decrease and people’s circumstances
change with the development of new technologies, increasing prevalence of mental health
problems and an ageing population.

“I like the idea of hubs - it makes good sense - however, people with mental health problems
would have to compete with older or less IT proficient customers for those appointments on the
one day a week they are on site” Expert by experience

Future Trajectory and Innovation

The likely future of in-person banking services provision under current regulation
and what needs to change

It is likely that under the current regulation, branches will continue to close, banking hubs will
not open at the rate that is needed to fill this gap and other in-person alternatives will not meet
the needs of those who can’t access branches or banking hubs. While there are access to
cash protections in legislation and regulation, this does not mean that a bank cannot close a
branch. Additionally, there is guidance from the FCA on branch closures and conversions which
includes key steps around banks considering what alternative provision could exist before
closing a branch, but it does not prevent a closure. The challenges members of our Research
Community members have continued to experience across a range of channels also suggests
that this is not being followed as closely as it could by banks.

We believe that there is a need to change the existing regulation and legislation to better protect
access to in-person banking. The access to cash protections should be expanded to also
include access to wider in-person banking. The protections are based on existing geographic
provision, such as the percentage of customers in urban or rural areas who live within a certain
distance of a cash service, which includes branches, banking hubs, Post Offices and wider
ATMs. Protecting access to in-person banking could follow a similar approach, but should
include some minimum requirements for what could be done at the in-person location. This
should aim to more effectively replicate the services previously offered by branches. As part of
this new regime, the government should increase the number of banking hubs to serve areas
where there are significant gaps in provision.
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As part of its current review of the access to cash regime, the FCA should also consider how
effective the bank closures guidance has been and the extent to which banks have been
following it and the impact that it has had on customer outcomes in a local area.

As set out earlier, the provision of banking hubs should also be expanded so that there is more
availability of community bankers, including from digital-only providers. Additionally community
bankers should support customers in other areas beyond the existing list of services, such as
discussing other products and services. There should also be a review of whether the services
that everyday banking hub staff provide could be expanded, such as supporting customers to
use digital banking. Key elements of the Consumer Duty and vulnerability guidance should also
apply to everyday banking hub staff, such as identifying and supporting customers in vulnerable
circumstances. There should also be more expectations on community bankers to help support
customers of all banks who use banking hubs to achieve good outcomes. Extending the
Consumer Duty in these ways would likely require regulatory or even legislative changes. In the
interim, specific requirements could be introduced.

We also believe that staff in Post Offices should have to follow key requirements around
supporting customers in vulnerable circumstances within their current roles, such as letting
customers know about where they can access more in-depth in-person banking or where they
could get wider support for their situation. Banks and building societies recently renewed the
five year partnership with the Post Office through Banking Framework 4. It was a missed
opportunity to not expand the Post Office’s remit in this way before the agreement was
finalised. However, it was welcome to see the government support collaboration between the
Post Office and the banking sector,?® and this review provides the right opportunity to formalise
this further.

New developments that could potentially offer solutions

The research that we have conducted across our different workstreams has often highlighted a
key issue - that support services that have been set up to help someone with their finances or
their mental health are rarely joined up. This means that someone will often get support with
their financial situation but are unable to make the most of it because their mental health
problem continues to get worse. Or they will get support with their mental health but their
worsening financial situation will slow down any recovery.

Banks, especially in-person banking staff, will often interact with customers with a range of
different issues and circumstances, including poor health and financial difficulty. The Consumer
Duty and the vulnerable customer guidance means that banks have to do what they can to
support customers, including letting them know about alternative support. While it is now more
routine to signpost individuals to other support services, this relies on someone being well

28 Department for Business and Trade. Government response: Future of the Post Office. 2026.
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enough and having the time to act on that information. Mental health problems often mean that
this is not the case and so the customer continues to miss out on support.?® Co-locating
support services, including in-person banking, would make a significant difference to people’s
lives and ensure that they get more holistic support through a no wrong door approach. The
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) recently proposed a Neighbourhood Health
Framework which sets out ambitions to create centres where a wide range of health needs
could be met.*® We believe that it’s essential that debt advice and wider support with people’s
finances be part of this model.*' As part of this review, the Treasury should engage with DHSC
to consider how this could be done in the context of in-person banking.

The role digital, hybrid, and assisted digital models can play in the provision of
in-person banking services

Our research has highlighted that people with mental health problems can have a range of
preferences and needs when it comes to banking channels. For many, digital banking can meet
their needs, but some will then need to use in-person banking when something goes wrong or
they need to speak to someone. Protecting in-person banking services would mean that this
group of customers don’t lose out in vital moments. Some find in-person banking too
overwhelming but still need to use it occasionally, therefore making in-person settings more
receptive to their needs would allow them to use in-person when they need to. For others, they
need to use a branch because digital banking is too difficult to use or they find it too
overwhelming. Designing digital services in a more inclusive way with a range of accessible
banking tools or assisting these customers to use digital banking when they need to, could help
support them to meet their financial objectives in new ways.

As we have set out earlier in our response, many people with mental health problems are using
iNn-person services, like accessing cash, because they feel that it better meets their needs and
supports them to manage their finances when they are unwell. Conversely digital alternatives
that can reduce friction around payments or have too much information to take in, can
sometimes combine negatively with common symptoms of mental health problems. Banks
could support this group of customers to use digital alternatives by making them more
accessible by design, for example providing pause points or simplifying layouts. Banks could
also build tools that match what they like about cash, such as spending blocks or clear
budgeting tools, as well as building in positive friction into key journeys like taking out credit.
Creating more flexible needs based third party access tools, like carers cards or notifications,
would also help support people with mental health problems to access digital banking. There is

2Clarke T. From pillar to post: why signposting is not enough. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute.

2017,

% Department of Health and Social Care. neighbourhood health framework. 2026.
31 Smith F. It takes a neighbourhood. Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2026.
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a real opportunity with this review to create an agreed core package of accessibility tools for
customers in vulnerable circumstances.

Beyond better design, banks could also do more to support customers to use digital
alternatives. This could be through sessions at in-person banking settings or community groups
and services. Additionally, there should be more opportunities for customers to get guided
support in-person, at a branch or banking hub, when they want to use digital alternatives.
Banks could also monitor analytics about how customers are navigating their digital services
and build in prompts to ask the customer if they need support to complete a journey.

“It would also help if digital services were easier to navigate, with simpler layouts and the option
for staff to guide people through tasks in real time. Overall, | need both digital and in-person
banking, but in-person support remains essential for me. Some tasks simply cannot be
completed safely without a supportive member of staff.” Expert by experience

As set out elsewhere in our response, the gap between preferring to use in-person banking and
not being able to because of a lack of branches is being filled by telephone banking. However,
telephone banking often does not work for people with mental health problems. Banks could
make significant improvements to these experiences, such as making it easier to get through to
the right department and providing more expectation management when queuing. Additionally,
banks should ensure frontline staff have received adequate training to allow them to best
support customers with mental health problems. Banks could also consider creating pathways
for customers to be able to speak to a specific trusted staff member when they need to.

Additionally, banks should ensure that online chat is able to meet people’s needs and allow
them to speak to a range of teams, including specialist teams, and complete a range of
journeys without having to switch channels. Banks should also ensure that any Al chatbots are
able to respond to a range of needs and that there is an easy way to speak to a person if
preferred. Banks should also use other channels like video chat for those who do want to
speak to someone and see them visually, but do not want or cannot go into a branch.

“Banks are leaning into Al based chatbots and voicebots over phone banking systems (press 1
fo x) | think particularly for mental health and neurodivergent users this is potentially a major
concern - and a human in the loop will be required to handle some cases.” Expert by
experience

These issues and the need to solve them cut across different types of banking channels and
show that this is not simply about protecting in-person banking but improving the whole
customer experience. Ultimately our Research Community felt that people’s right to choose
their channel and for it to meet their needs should be protected.
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The role of digital challenger banks and traditional retail banks given the potential
risks of further reductions to in-person access

There are some key differences in the ways that digital challenger banks and traditional retail
banks are set up and function. Digital challenger banks can be more nimble as they don’t have
legacy systems set up over many years and serving significant numbers of customers. This
means that they have often been the first to introduce some of the tools that we think would
help support people with mental health problems using digital alternatives. For example,
creating the first gambling block.** However, this does not mean that traditional retail banks
have not created their own tools. Within a few years of the first gambling block being
introduced, 90% of current account customers were able to access one®®. More broadly, when
we looked at which banks offer their customers a needs based third party tool, while they were
rare, they were offered by both types of bank.**

“I really like online banking and apps - [digital bank] has great features and | use it almost
exclusively" Expert by experience

It’s not a simple digital-only vs traditional high-street divide

A common belief is that digital challenger banks serve younger and more savvy customers and
traditional retail banks serve older and more vulnerable customers. However, our survey with
our Research Community of people with mental health problems, showed that respondents
were often customers of both digital challenger banks and traditional banks, and that they
didn’t have a simple preference for digital or in-person banking. Instead, they reflected the
wider Research Community, needing to use different channels for different reasons. This does
suggest that traditional retail banks are taking the demand for in-person banking from digital
challenger banks.

There might be an increased demand for in-person banking

Additionally, there could be an increased demand for in-person banking given technological
and demographic trends. While those who use digital banks may like the current design, they
could become frustrated as their bank increasingly uses Al instead of staff members. Recent
issues with several banks’ digital systems becoming unavailable because of system faults also
highlights that in-person banking can act as a back-stop when needed. The prevalence of
mental health problems has also increased,* which means more people might find it difficult to

%2 Undy H. Another campaign win - a bank that lets vou block gambling. Money and Mental Health Policy
Institute. 2018.

% Collings D. Collard S and Evans J. Bank card gambling blockers: a story of progress. Personal Finance
Research Centre for Money and Mental Health Policy Institute. 2020.

% NHS England. Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey: Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing. England
2023/4. 2025.
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use digital alternatives because of common symptoms without support. More widely, as the

population becomes older, there could be an increase in prevalence of associated conditions
like dementia, and sight and hearing loss, which will likely increase the need for support with

accessing financial services. As the FCA sets out in its Consumer Duty, customers can have

changing needs, and as their circumstances change the channels they need to access might
also change.

However, the trend is currently for in-person banking to become less, rather than more,
accessible. If this trend continues, there will be growing numbers of customers who will
become isolated and unable to use banking services or struggle to achieve their financial
objectives. This will either be because they don’t want to use digital alternatives, for example
due to privacy concerns, or because they cannot.

The move to digital banking is not the only technological change

Beyond current digital banking, there are also technological developments that will impact how
people interact with financial services and manage their money, with likely varying levels of
comfort and confidence. This includes Open Banking, the development of Open Finance and
the creation of Smart Data schemes that share data in other sectors. We at Money and Mental
Health are currently exploring what this means for people with mental health problems and will
be publishing a report in Autumn. Initial findings highlight that there is a lot of concern around
financial data sharing and potential accessibility challenges which means there will be people
who will not and cannot use the future systems. However, there is a potential future where
people can only access the best deals or get support by sharing their financial data.
Additionally Al will only become more prevalent in financial services. Again there are those who
do not or cannot use Al related products and services, and as the recent Mills Review
highlighted, there is the risk of a two-tier financial market.*

These developments show that the lack of in-person banking is not an isolated experience, but
is part of a wider shift in how financial services and markets operate. Collectively, this will mean
that there will be a group of consumers who will be increasingly financially excluded and unable
to meet their financial objectives.

The need to protect in-person banking

This highlights the real need for access to in-person banking needs to be protected. This
should be done by reducing the number of branches closing by extending access to cash
requirements to include in-person banking. At the same time, there needs to be an increase in
the availability of banking hubs and widening their provision. Given that many customers of
digital challenge banks do want to use in-person banking for certain activities, it would be
beneficial to have staff from these banks represented at the hubs in some way.

3¢ Mills S. Al and the future of retail financial services. 2026.
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“I think a bank still needs to be local. No matter how big they are. People still need to be able to
talk with qualified professionals that can be trusted. This is all the more so for those of us who
have mental health conditions. There is a small peace of mind from someone in that position.
Anything that supports an individual's peace of mind, especially when struggling is of great
value. At times it can be a lighthouse in a storm” Expert by experience

Protecting in-person banking will come with a cost. Our Research Community overwhelmingly
believed that banks should pay for this - over eight in ten (83%) selected banks from a list
which also included the government (through taxation), individuals paying to use and everyone
paying through a current account fee.®” Respondents felt that banks should have to provide a
service to their customers and they could pay for it through their profits. Respondents were
particularly opposed to the idea of those who need to use in-person banking having to pay for it
as this felt unfair and even discriminatory. Some banks and building societies have already
committed to not closing their branches for a certain time period.* The current access to cash
regime is funded through fees paid by designated banks and building societies. However, this
cost should not just be limited to banks that currently provide in-person banking services but
also digital challenger banks whose customers are often using in-person banking from other
firms when they need to. Any cost should take into account the number of branches that a
bank currently has so that banks who have done more to keep their branches open are not
incentivised to change their approach and banks with fewer or no branches help to fund an
increased number of banking hubs.

“The government should bring in laws that force the banks to swallow the costs of keeping
branches open instead of allowing them to remove essential services in favour of boosting their
already exorbitant profits.” Expert by experience

“l ordered the options this way because | believe banks should take responsibility for funding
in-person banking. They provide the service and should make sure it is accessible to everyone,
including people who cannot manage digital banking due to mental health difficulties. If banks
cannot cover all the costs, the government could contribute because access to banking is an
essential public service. | did not put options where individuals pay at the top because it would
be unfair to charge people extra for needing in-person support. Many rely on branches because
of health or accessibility needs, not by choice, and they should not be penalised for that.”
Expert by experience

% Money and Mental Health survey of 203 people with lived experience of mental health problems. Base
for this question: 198 people with mental health problems.
% For example https://www.nationwide.co.uk/about-us/branch-promise/.
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Cross-Cutting Themes
There are a number of interactions with wider financial services policy and regulation.

Interactions with the Consumer Duty

A key piece of regulation is the FCA’s Consumer Duty which puts expectations on banks to
deliver good outcomes for customers and avoid foreseeable harm.® There are four main
outcomes, with products and services being particularly relevant. The FCA expects firms to
“ensure that the design of the product or service meets the needs, characteristics and
objectives of customers in the identified target market”. Additionally there must be a distribution
strategy that is appropriate for a bank’s target customers. Another relevant outcome is around
consumer support. This includes ensuring that: “customers can use their products as
reasonably anticipated”; “ customers do not face unreasonable barriers during the lifecycle of a
product or service”; and “they do not disadvantage particular groups of customers, including
those with characteristics of vulnerability”. While the FCA says it does not prescribe which
channels should be provided, it does say that consumer harm can arise due to channels of
support that do not meet the needs of customers, as well as from phone systems, menus or
webchats that are difficult to navigate. The FCA also sets out expectations for firms that only
provide support through one channel which includes ensuring that the channel works effectively
without unreasonable barriers, that firms should be able to deal with non-standard issues, and
support should continue even if there is an issue like a cyber-attack. Crucially in the context of
increasing prevalence of mental health problems and an ageing population, the FCA expects
firms with one channel to be able respond to customers with changing needs. Underneath the
Consumer Duty sits the FCA’s guidance on the fair treatment of customers in vulnerable
circumstances.*° There are a range of relevant requirements, but in particular it includes
expectations on firms to make sure that frontline staff have been trained to recognise and
respond to disclosure or signs that someone is in vulnerable circumstances.

While there are many positive experiences among our Research Community, the poor
experiences across a range of channels suggest that the Consumer Duty and vulnerability
guidance are not being embedded enough. It is also hard to see how the combination of
branches being closed in significant numbers, forcing customers to get stuck in phone loops or
not providing a range of tools in digital banking is meeting the aims of the Consumer Duty. The
FCA should ensure that firms are following the Consumer Duty and helping achieve good
outcomes when it comes to accessing banking services.

% Financial Conduct Authority. FG22/5 Final non-Handbook Guidance for firms on the Consumer Duty.

2022,
40 Financial Conduct Authority. FG21/1 Guidance for firms on the fair treatment of vulnerable customers.

2021.
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As highlighted previously, there is a current gap in the provision of the Consumer Duty and
vulnerability guidance when it comes to in-person banking - banking hubs. This gap and the
continued decline of branches means that the Consumer Duty, in particular the facilitation of
good outcomes, is effectively being undermined. Bringing banking hubs into the scope of the
Consumer Duty and vulnerability guidance would help improve the experiences of customers
with mental health problems who need to use in-person banking. It would mean that everyday
banking hub staff will be trained in vulnerability and will have greater expectations on them
around supporting customers in vulnerable circumstances. Community bankers would also
have to do more to support customers who bank with a different provider. Given the role of
banking hubs, not all parts of the Consumer Duty or vulnerability guidance would be relevant
but applying key parts such as around consumer understanding and consumer support would
make a big difference to people’s experiences. This will likely need regulatory or legislative
changes which will take time, so the review should consider how interim requirements could be
put in place.

Interactions with the access to cash regime

A key part of in-person banking is access to cash. There are already existing rules and
guidance around access to cash. For example, the government set out its policy in 2023 that
access to cash should be maintained at the existing provision, with the vast majority of people
in urban areas having access to cash within one mile of where they live and three miles for
those living in predominantly rural areas. Additionally the FCA was given powers to ensure the
reasonable provision of cash access services for fourteen designated firms. These firms were
required to identify gaps in provision, assess a wide range of local needs and provide additional
cash services if they identified significant gaps. Importantly this doesn’t just apply to their own
services, but rather the needs of the local community. The government should consider
creating similar rules for in-person banking, such as a geographic target, minimum
requirements and requiring firms to consider the needs of the community in terms of the
provision of in-person banking services.

There is also guidance from the FCA on branch and ATM closures and conversions. As part of
this guidance firms should consider whether customers can access alternative sites or use
alternative channels and what alternative provision could be made. This includes providing pop
up branches, supporting customers to use digital and telephony channels or developing other
innovative solutions. There are other elements that would help support customers with mental
health problems. However, the experiences of our Research Community suggest that when
branches are closed in their local area, there is not the supply of visible alternatives or adequate
support to access digital alternatives. The FCA should consider whether the guidance is being
effective in achieving good outcomes for customers in local areas and whether more needs to
be done.
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Interactions with wider technological developments

There are also a number of developments in technology and wider financial services policy that
are relevant. Firstly, the development of Open Finance and Smart Data. While this could bring
benefits to people with mental health problems, as we set out earlier, there are many people
who have concerns or would be wary about using these systems. There’s also the increased
prevalence of Al in financial services and beyond, which again can bring benefits but also raises
key concerns for people with mental health problems. Additionally the government has a
National Payments Vision which aims to ensure consumers have a choice of payment methods
to meet their needs.*' It’s crucial that cash remains part of that choice of payment methods.
More broadly, there is also the government’s Digital Inclusion Action Plan. Given some of the
barriers that people with mental health problems face to using digital alternatives because of
digital exclusion or low digital confidence, it’s essential that the government connects the work
on access to banking with its work on digital inclusion.

Interaction with the financial inclusion strategy

The government’s financial inclusion strategy also heavily links into access to banking services.
[t was welcome to see the government include steps to both improve access to in-person
banking through opening more banking hubs, and improve access to digital banking through
inclusive digital design.*> However, the strategy does rely on voluntary action from a number of
stakeholders, including banks and building societies. The issues that we have raised in this
response will not be fixed by voluntary action alone, and the government needs to be prepared
to be bolder in order to ensure financial inclusion for customers who need to access in-person
banking services.

41

HM Treasury. National Payments Vision. Updated 2026.
42 HM Treasury. Financial Inclusion Strategy. 2026.
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