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Executive Summary

Fair4All Finance welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Access to Banking Services Review Call for
Evidence. We have three key points:

« The decline of in-person banking services is already contributing to financial exclusion and
consumer detriment. Access to banking should be treated as a core financial inclusion issue, not
simply a question about the future of branches.

« In-person banking services provide real value, particularly for people who are digitally excluded,
financially vulnerable, disabled, older, on low or variable incomes, or facing moments of high
need. This includes support with fraud, payment issues, bereavement, power of attorney, account
access, financial difficulty and other situations where a purely digital or remote journey may not be
suitable.

« Access to banking cannot be separated from wider financial inclusion. Bank branches and other
in-person channels are an essential route into wider financial products, support and advice.

Physical banking infrastructure is shrinking at the same time as cash and in-person support remain
important for many people. Branch closures, declining cash use and the shift to digital channels create a
particular challenge for people who rely on cash, lack digital confidence, face accessibility barriers, or
need human support at moments of stress or complexity.

Essential in-person banking should therefore be defined more broadly than cash withdrawal and deposit.
People may need support to resolve payment problems, report fraud, deal with account access issues,
manage bereavement or power of attorney, explain changes in circumstances, access credit or financial
difficulty support, or be referred to debt advice, affordable credit, credit unions, CDFls and specialist
vulnerability support. Research suggests this is already creating significant financial exclusion and
consumer detriment. This includes people lacking in-person support turning to risky and informal
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arrangements, with nearly one in five UK adults helping someone else with digital banking task, creating
an informal support system worth almost £4 billion a year and raising risks around privacy, security, fraud,

coercion and liability.

Reduced access does not affect everyone equally. The greatest impact is often felt by people already
facing barriers to financial services, including people in poor health, older people, disabled people, people
with low financial resilience, people with low financial or digital capability, rural communities and people
who have recently experienced a difficult life event. For these groups, reduced in-person access can

make it harder to manage money, resolve problems early and stay financially independent.

Current provision is important but incomplete. Bank branches, Post Office banking services, banking
hubs, ATMs, cashback without purchase, mobile branches and digital banking all play a role, but together
they do not yet provide a clear or consistent minimum standard for wider in-person banking. Future
access policy should protect cash and in-person routes for those who need them, while ensuring
innovation such as digital wallets, open banking, account-to-account payments, digital identity and Al

expands access rather than deepens exclusion.

Fair4All Finance recommends an access framework that includes a broad definition of essential services,
a stronger and properly funded role for Post Office banking and banking hubs, and long term funding
certainty for these routes enabling investments and an effective transition. The current arrangement of
short-term five-year settlements for Post Office in particular, are not effective and do not enable scaled
change and investment. We also support continued protection of non-digital routes, investment in

assisted digital support, and referral pathways into wider financial inclusion support.

About Fair4All Finance

Fair4All Finance is a not for profit organisation set up through government in 2019 to increase financial
inclusion. We work across three key areas to make sure financial services provide what people need to
manage their money, build their resilience and lead richer lives:

+ Influence key actors across the system to prioritise, enable and deliver financial inclusion
« Transform the market to test and deliver the right products for all customers who need them

« Scale fair and affordable products to meet the needs of millions of customers

Current provision and market trends

The UK's banking landscape is changing quickly. More people are using digital banking, card payments,
mobile wallets and remote channels. For many consumers, these changes are convenient and positive.

But financial inclusion must be assessed by whether all people can manage their money safely,

" Devon Fields Consulting, 2026, Hidden Heroes
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confidently and independently in a way that is most appropriate for them.

The scale of bank branch closures is significant. Which? tracking of branch closures record that 6,871
bank or building society branches have closed since 2015 - this amounts to 69% of all branches that were
open at the start of 2015.2 This is happening alongside a continued decline in cash use. UK Finance data
shows that cash payments fell to 4.4 billion payments in 2024, down from 6 billion in 2023, with cash
falling from 12% to 9% of all UK payments.® Whilst this trend is likely to continue, it does not mean that the
UK is becoming cash free, and for many people cash remains an important part of how they manage their
finances. Indeed, data suggests that 25% of people still use cash for at least half of their transactions, and

more than three quarters, 77%, use cash at least monthly.*

Taken together, this points to a dual access challenge: physical banking infrastructure is shrinking at the
same time as cash use is becoming more concentrated among people and situations where cash
continues to play an important role. Access policy therefore needs to protect cash and in-person banking
routes for those who need them, while also ensuring that digital innovation does not leave financially

vulnerable consumers without practical alternatives.

For people in financially vulnerable circumstances, access to a bank branch, banking hub or other in-
person channel can provide independence, confidence, dignity, safety and the ability to resolve problems
before they escalate. For these customers, the loss of local in-person support can mean longer travel
times, higher costs, reliance on others, delayed problem resolution, reduced privacy, or being pushed
towards channels they cannot use confidently.

This objective is not to resist digital change, but to ensure that digital change does not leave some people
unable to access essential services. A digitally enabled system will be exclusionary if it does not provide
effective alternatives for people who cannot use digital channels, cannot afford the required technology,
lack confidence, have accessibility needs, or need human support at moments of stress or complexity. It
should also be resilient and sufficiently sovereign, ensuring that access to essential banking and payment
services is not overly dependent on a narrow set of global technology platforms, operating systems,
devices or commercial infrastructures that may not be designed around the needs of financially

vulnerable consumers.

In parallel, the lending market has changed significantly, leaving many lower-income and financially
excluded consumers with fewer appropriate options. The combined share of high-cost short-term credit,
home credit and rent-to-own outstanding loans fell from 4.0% of UK outstanding consumer credit in 2013
t0 0.3% in 2023, while credit unions in Great Britain lending increased only from 0.6% to 1.1% over the

2Which?, 2026, Bank branch closures: is your local bank closing?
3 UK Finance, 2025, UK Payment Markets 2025
“Post Office, 2026, Delivery in Partnership
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same period.® This suggests that community finance has grown, but not at the scale needed to fill the gap

left by the retreat of high-cost lenders.

The scale of unmet need remains significant. 20.3 million people are now in financially vulnerable

circumstances.® Further analysis of the non-standard credit market estimates a £2 billion commercially
viable supply gap.” Branch closures and reduced in-person support are therefore happening alongside a
wider shortfall in appropriate credit provision. Access to in-person banking should be seen not only as a
transaction issue, but as part of the wider financial inclusion infrastructure needed to connect people to

safe, affordable and appropriate financial services.

Unmet customer needs

In person banking

Essential in-person banking should not be limited to cash withdrawal and deposit. Cash access is vital, but
itis only one part of the wider access challenge. People also need banking services to resolve problems,
manage risk, respond to changes in their circumstances and access support when digital or remote

channels are not suitable.

A broader definition is supported by evidence on how people use and value in-person banking. Research
from WPI Economics, commissioned by the Post Office, found that nearly half of the UK public, 48%, use
in-person banking at least once a month, and 68% want to keep access close to home. The same research
found strong demand for support beyond cash, with 60% of people wanting to report a scam or fraud in
person and 53% wanting help with payment issues in person.®

This matters because payment problems, fraud and account access issues can cause immediate harm if
they are not resolved quickly. A consumer who has been scammed, locked out of digital banking, has had a
payment fail, or cannot understand a disputed transaction may need trusted human support, not only a
digital customer service bot or call centre queue. In-person provision can be particularly important where
someone is distressed, has low digital confidence, faces accessibility barriers, or needs help explaining
what has happened.

There is also a strong case for including bereavement, power of attorney and support needs within
essential in-person banking. These are moments where people may be dealing with stress, grief, caring
responsibilities or aloss of independence. They often involve sensitive information, complex processes
and a need for privacy. A purely remote or digital journey can be difficult for people who are not confident
online, who lack documentation, or who need someone to talk them through the process.

5 Fair4All Finance, 2026, analysis using Bank of England, Money and Credit: May 2026, FCA, 2017, FS17/2
Technical Annex, and FCA PSD006 2024.

8 Fair4All Finance, 2026, Customer Segmentation

7LEK, 2023, Improving Access to Lending for the Financially Vulnerable

8 Post Office, 2026, Delivery in Partnership
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Finally, essential in-person banking should include routes into wider help, including financial difficulty
support, debt advice, income maximisation, affordable credit, credit unions, CDFls and specialist
vulnerability support. For people in financially vulnerable circumstances, a narrow banking issue may be
linked to wider challenges such as low savings, unstable income, problem debt, poor health or digital

exclusion.

A broad definition of essential services does not mean every location must operate like a full-service bank
branch. It does mean that the access framework should be built around the real situations in which people
need help: getting cash, resolving payment issues, reporting fraud, opening or maintaining an account,
managing difficult life events, accessing support needs and being referred to appropriate help when

financial problems are wider than banking and access to cash alone.

Recent FCA findings on basic bank accounts show why practical, in-person support also matters for
account opening and account access. In its mystery shopping exercise with basic bank account providers,
the FCA found that only 28% of interactions were rated good or very good, while 34% were rated poor or
very poor. The weaknesses were most acute for people who may already face barriers to mainstream
banking: firms did not always raise basic bank accounts early enough, often failed to explain alternative
identification options for people without standard ID or a fixed address, and did not consistently
recognise or respond to vulnerability or accessibility needs. The impact is that people can be delayed,
redirected or left without a clear route to an appropriate account, making it harder to receive income, pay
bills and participate in everyday financial life.®

Supply gap for key services

Unmet customer need is not limited to cash or transactional banking. Small-sum credit is also a key gap,
particularly for people with low savings, thin credit files, variable incomes or short-term essential costs.
Around 16 million people are poorly served by mainstream credit, and there is an estimated £2 billion
commercially viable credit supply gap for consumers who are currently underserved.™

The consequences of this gap can be significant. Without access to affordable credit, people may go
without essentials, be unable to pay bills, borrow from friends and family, pawn or sell goods, or become
vulnerable toillegal lenders. Research by IPSOS found that up to 1.9 million people had borrowed from an
unlicensed or unauthorised money lender in the last year."

Referral pathways can help, but they are not yet widespread. Fair4All Finance, Lloyds Banking Group and
NestEqgg tested a direct lending pathway for Lloyds and Halifax customers who had been declined for a
personal loan in branch but may still have been eligible for an affordable loan from a local credit union. The

9FCA, 2026, Basic Bank Accounts: The problems we found and how industry is committing to change
0 LEK, 2023, Improving Access to Lending for the Financially Vulnerable
"Fair4All Finance, 2025, The rising tide of illegal money lending
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pilot identified a usable pathway but identified a need for referrals at a larger scale.

Where banks cannot lend safely within their own risk appetite, customers should not simply reach a dead
end. Access points should provide clear routes into appropriate alternatives, including credit unions,
CDFls, debt advice and income maximisation support. This should sit alongside wider action by banks and
building societies to explore alternative data sources, open banking and more flexible underwriting

models, so that more customers can be served directly where it is safe and appropriate to do so.
Relationship based loyalty expectations

Long-standing banking relationships can shape what people expect from their provider when they
experience financial stress or a major life event. Although current account switching has increased, often
supported by financial incentives, many people do not experience their bank as a purely transactional
provider. Where someone has held a mortgage, current account or savings account with the same
institution for many years, they often expect that relationship to count for something at moments of
financial stress and need. Fair4All Finance regularly hears from people who are frustrated that years of
loyalty do not appear to translate into more thoughtful consideration of their circumstances.

We spoke to one customer who described having to sell her home after experiencing domestic and
economic abuse in order to pay off coerced debt. She then had to secure rented accommodation, but her
income was not sufficient to cover all essential costs, including childcare. This led to further borrowing
and repeated attempts to ask her bank to consolidate multiple debts into more manageable repayments,
each of which was immediately rejected. The situation ultimately resulted in a CCJ and left the customer
feeling that she was not treated as an individual person, but as a collection of debts.

This does not mean long-standing relationships should override affordability or responsible lending
requirements. However, they should help trigger more contextual support, including human review, better
consideration of vulnerability and life events, and clear routes to alternative help where the bank cannot
lend safely. For customers in vulnerable circumstances, being told “no” without explanation, support or
referral can feel like a sharp breach of trust, particularly where they have stayed with the same provider

for many years.

Groups requiring in-person access

Reduced access to in-person banking does not affect everyone equally. The greatest impact is often felt
by people who already face barriers to financial services, including people in poor health, older people,
disabled people, people with low financial resilience, people with low financial or digital capability, rural

communities and those who have recently experienced a difficult life event.

Data from the FCA Financial Lives survey shows that 17% of UK adults found it difficult to get to a bank,
building society or credit union in 2024. This rose to 40% among people in poor health, 26% among people

2 Fair4All Finance, 2025, Access to Affordable Credit: Providing Pathways into Community Finance
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aged 75+, 24% among people with low financial capability and 23% among people with low financial
resilience.” This suggests that reduced access to in-person banking is not simply an issue of
convenience. For many people, it can make it harder to manage money, resolve problems, access support

and stay financially independent.

Digital exclusion is a key part of this challenge. Ofcom’s 2025 analysis found that almost 2 million UK
individuals aged 16+ do not use the internet at all, with non-users more likely to be older, in DE social
grades, living in social housing, retired or in smaller households.™ Older people are particularly exposed to
exclusion by digital-only provision. Age UK found that 19% of people aged 65+, equivalent to 2.4 million
people, used the internet less than once a month or never used it for personal use.”

These barriers often overlap. The Government’s Financial Inclusion Strategy recognises that digital
exclusion can make it harder for people to access day-to-day banking, shop around for financial products
or contact their provider when they need support. The FCA’s Financial Lives Survey found that 0.9 million
people remained unbanked in 2024, while 3.3 million day-to-day account holders did not bank online or
use a mobile app.'™®

The detriment from reduced in-person banking is often cumulative. It can build over time through longer
journeys, transport costs, reduced independence, lower confidence, delayed problem resolution and
greater reliance on informal support. Research from WPI Economics, commissioned by the Post Office,
found that 33% of people would struggle to access their finances without their local Post Office, while
18% of those who had recently lost a bank branch turned to a Post Office to access their account.”

Some of this access gap is already being absorbed by families, friends and neighbours. A recent report
found that the “shadow infrastructure” of informal support provided by nearly one in five UK adults
amounts to almost £4 billion in unpaid support to the financial industry each year." This may preserve
access in the short term, but it can create risks around privacy, security, fraud, coercion and consumer
protection, particularly where people share passwords, security codes or devices.

Reduced in-person access can also increase harm where consumers are dealing with fraud or scams. UK
Finance’s Annual Fraud Report 2026 found that criminals stole almost £1.3 billion through payment fraud
in 2025 and described fraud as operating on an industrial scale.” For someone who is distressed, unsure
whether they have been scammed, or unable to navigate remote reporting channels, being able to speak
to atrusted person can be critical.

BFCA, 2024, Financial Lives 2024 Survey: Financial Inclusion Selected Findings

“0fcom, 2025, A demographic deep dive into internet use

'® Age UK, 2025, Facts and figures about digital inclusion and older people

8 FCA, 2025, Financial Lives 2024V

7 Post Office, 2026, Delivery in Partnership

1 Devon Fields Consulting, 2026, Hidden Heroes

9 UK Finance, 2026, Fraud remains a national security threat as criminals steal almost £1.3 billion
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Physical accessibility should be part of any assessment of meaningful access. Banking hubs may provide
an important replacement where branches have closed, but they will not work for disabled people, older
people, people with mobility issues or carers if the building, private room, queueing arrangements,
opening hours or transport links are not accessible in practice. Providers should ensure reasonable
adjustments are built in, including step-free access, clear signage, seating, privacy and staff trained to

support different access needs.

The wider risk is that people who are already less well served by mainstream financial services are pushed
further away from the help, products and protections they need. Without trusted in-person support,
barriers such as digital exclusion, low savings, poor health, limited access to affordable credit and low

confidence dealing with firms can reinforce one another and deepen financial exclusion.

Current provision is important but incomplete

The current access landscape includes bank branches, Post Office banking services, banking hubs, ATMs,
cashback without purchase, mobile branches and digital banking. Each plays an important role, but
together they do not yet provide a clear or consistent minimum standard for wider in-person banking.

The FCA’'s access to cash regime is an important development.? However, the FCA is clear that its powers
focus on cash access, rather than wider banking services, and do not prevent bank branches from closing.
This leaves a gap for people who need more than cash withdrawal or deposit, such as help with fraud,
payments, account problems, bereavement, power of attorney, financial difficulty or assisted digital
support.

Banking hubs are a welcome part of the solution. These hubs can provide valuable, shared infrastructure,
particularly in communities where individual bank branches are no longer commercially viable. However,
banking hubs cannot be the only answer. Their usefulness depends on where they are located, how easily
people can travel to them, whether they are open at suitable times, which services are available, and
whether someone’s own bank is represented on the day they need support. For some consumers,
especially those in rural areas, with mobility needs, poor health, low confidence or complex problems, a
banking hub may still be difficult to access or may not provide the right kind of help at the right time.

The Post Office is also a critical part of the current access model. Through Post Office everyday banking
services, many customers can withdraw and deposit cash, deposit cheques and check their balance at
thousands of branches across the UK. But Post Office banking is not the same as full in-person banking.
Many branches are not designed for sensitive or complex financial conversations, and provision can be
constrained by privacy, staff capacity, queues, training, technology and the commercial pressures facing
postmasters. If the Post Office is expected to play a larger role, that role needs to be properly funded and
supported, with clear service standards, private spaces where needed, appropriate staff training and

20 FCA, 2026, Access to Cash
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clear accountability between banks, the Post Office and other providers. We would like to see long term
funding certainty for these routes enabling investments and an effective transition. The current
arrangement of short-term five-year settlements for Post Office are not effective and do not enable

scaled change and investment.

Future trends and innovation

Access policy should anticipate the banking and payments system of the next decade, not simply
preserve the service model of the past. Innovation can improve inclusion where it gives people more
control, flexibility, confidence and choice. But it can also deepen exclusion if it assumes everyone has the

same digital access, devices, documentation, confidence or support networks.

Innovation must be judged on the outcomes it delivers for customers. The test should be whether new
models expand access, improve understanding, reduce harm, support people when circumstances

change, and preserve routes to human support where needed.
The use of cash and branches may decline, but will not disappear

Cash use has fallen steadily in recent years, but a fully cashless system would create serious exclusion
risks. UK Finance's Payment Markets 2025 report shows that cash accounted for 9% of UK paymentsiin
2024, down from 12% in 2023, but still forecasts around 2 billion cash payments in 2034.7'

For many people, cash remains a practical tool for budgeting, control and independence. It can help
people separate money for essentials, manage weekly or fluctuating income, avoid overspending, and
continue transacting when digital systems are unavailable or unsuitable. Cash is particularly important for
people who are digitally excluded, cannot afford data or devices, have accessibility needs, are managing
low or variable incomes, or do not feel confident using digital systems.

In the same way, in-person services will continue to be valued, particularly at points of high need. A
person who is distressed, locked out of their account, dealing with fraud, struggling with digital access,
facing bereavement or managing a sudden change in circumstances may need trusted human support,
not only an app or remote channel.

Digital services should therefore be seen as complementary to cash and in-person services, rather than
as areplacement. The access framework should protect cash for those who need it, and ensure that
digital change does not remove practical, human routes to support for people who need it.

Digital wallets and embedded payments will become more important

Digital wallets are becoming a more important part of the payments landscape. The FCA and PSR's
feedback statement on digital wallets highlights their rapid growth and their potential to support

2'UK Finance, 2025, UK Payment Markets 2025

9 Access to Banking Services Review: Fair4All Finance Review


https://www.ukfinance.org.uk/system/files/2025-10/Payment%20Markets%20Report%20Summary.pdf

fairgall
finance

convenience, security and innovation.?? It also notes that future functionality could extend beyond card
payments to areas such as account-to-account payments, open banking, digital identity, digital

credentials and more advanced financial management tools.

For people who can use them, digital wallets can be convenient and secure. However, they can also create
new forms of exclusion where people do not have a smartphone, reliable data, accessible technology,
suitable identification or confidence using mobile payments. As payments become more embedded and
less visible, consumers may also find it harder to understand which protections apply, who is responsible

when something goes wrong, and how to get help.
Open banking and account-to-account payments could support better control

Open banking and account-to-account payments could support better outcomes if designed well,
particularly if a VRP product is effectively deployed and widely utilised.

For people on low or variable incomes, these tools could be particularly valuable. Payment arrangements
that allow people to set limits, manage timing, see permissions clearly and avoid sharing card details
could give consumers more control than rigid payment models and provide a similar level of control and
friction that cash provides. However, these benefits will only be realised if consent, redress, fraud
protections, accessibility and customer support are built in from the outset.

There is also a wider inclusion challenge for banks themselves. Open banking has enabled authorised third
parties to use banking data to build tools that help people understand, manage and move their money. But
banks should also be using the insights they already hold to support inclusion more directly: identifying
early signs of financial difficulty, offering timely support, helping customers avoid failed payments, and
improving access to appropriate products. The opportunity is not only to share data safely with others,
but to use data responsibly within banks to improve outcomes for underserved customers.

Digital identity could improve access, but must not become a barrier

The possible development of a digital identity scheme has the potential to improve onboarding, account
opening, fraud prevention and account recovery. However, digital identity should not become a de facto
requirement for access to essential banking services. People without smartphones, stable
documentation, fixed addresses, digital confidence or the ability to pass automated checks may be at risk
of exclusion. Any future access framework should protect alternative routes for identity verification,
account recovery and support.

Al and automation must preserve human escalation

Al could improve service quality, fraud detection, triage and personalised support. Combined with data
enabled through Open Banking, and over time, Open Finance, it could help firms identify financial

difficulty and challenges in affordability. There could also be potential for Al to leverage data and

22FCA, 2025, Big tech and digital wallets - Feedback Statement
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automation to provide products that better meet the needs of financially excluded consumers.

However, Al should support human contact, not replace it. The test should be whether it helps firms
identify need earlier, design more inclusive products and respond more appropriately, not simply whether
it reduces cost. Customers should still have access to human escalation where they are vulnerable,
distressed, unable to use digital channels, facing financial difficulty, reporting fraud, dealing with

bereavement, or unable to resolve an issue through automated routes
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