
Selling FS on the Web – Accept the Unpalatable to Make it Work 

The impending impact of RDR has led many organisations to re-consider their distribution strategies 
with an increasing number looking to de-risk the future by owning more of the value chain 
themselves. This has in turn led to an uplift in the assessment of the potential for new Direct to 
Consumer offerings. The new models are based upon the belief that the on-line channel will be 
made to function successfully in some way, bringing with it low costs and efficient self processing.  

However, whenever the direct channel is considered, the critical internal response is ‘the statistics 
show that outside of distress purchases and basic savings consumers do not like buying financial 
products on-line’ which on the face of it is reasonable, but actually it is short-sighted.  Apart from 
complex portfolio holders and hobbyists, consumers just do not like buying financial services 
products full-stop.  

In an age when the concept of deferred fulfilment is a virtual unknown, expecting people to 
voluntarily search out investment and protection is unlikely to be successful. 

The universal truth that such products are sold not bought is just that, a truth. Where enthusiasts of 
on-line distribution are misguided in opposing this fact is in a belief that its veracity diminishes the 
potential of on-line distribution. Our view is quite contrary to this, we believe that on-line 
distribution of products has huge potential AND we believe products are sold not bought. The trick is 
to bring the required elements of a physical world sale to the virtual world. 

In the physical world the sale of financial services products has been characterised as ‘the nudge’. 
Consumers know in general what they should be doing but the subject matter and the product 
specifications are so dull and the cost for no immediate reward so unattractive it’s unlikely they will 
act voluntarily. Into this space steps the adviser who encourages the consumer through the creation 
of rapport, engagement and trust and focuses on outcomes and emotions rather than product 
features to nudge the consumer into action. This level of engagement not only brings about a sale 
but often provides on-going reinforcement to sustain the sale. 

Thus for financial services companies to succeed on-line they must acknowledge that their products 
are to the general consumer boring and expensive and to overcome this on-line they need a virtual 
world nudge. So let us look again at the components of the nudge 

- Rapport 
- Engagement 
- Trust 
- Emotion 

and assess where this is replicated on the web. The answer is in on-line communities. On-line 
communities flourish where transparency and the provision of information and mutual help exist. In 
these environments the elements of rapport, engagement, trust and emotions are at the heart of 
why the community exists – they are the community. If a Financial Services company can understand 
this and can build an on-line community then the on-line nudge can become a reality with its 
associated business benefits.  In fact once a true community is developed the monetisation of such 
an environment spreads beyond the confines of financial products. 

So what is an on-line community? In our definition it is the coming together of individuals and 
organisations who share a common interest to meet, learn, discuss and support each other. The 
areas of focus of such communities are as numerous as the needs and interests of the general public 
but they do have common characteristics and their development is a structured activity that is 
fuelled by content and social media interaction. 



So am I suggesting Financial Services organisations build general financial information websites? Not 
at all. For the vast majority of consumers interest in financial services is based upon outcomes e.g. 
saving for a specific objective, lifestyle after retirement etc. so communities could be built around 
any relevant subject matter such that at some stage individuals would consider personal financing of 
future plans. This offers a very wide landscape to go at -  in fact choosing the focus will be one of 
your hardest tasks!  

If all of this seems a long way from our traditional product led world then you would be right, it is a 
different world. But not so different as to be inaccessible and organisations can make the move into 
this new engagement model , a move now being actively considered/pursued by a number of 
‘traditional’ organisations . 

If you would like to receive a copy of our Community Development White Paper please contact Paul 
Martin on paul.martin@bluerock-consulting.com 0r 07734308429 
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