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BACKGROUND
The emergence of Price Comparison Websites (PCWs) has had a huge im-
pact on the home insurance industry – affecting consumers, providers and 
financial advisers in many different ways. 

• Consumers now switch insurers with startling regularity  
(73% of home insurance customers shop around at renewal)1 

• Providers have never been so focused on price  
(Property insurance premiums have fallen by 9% between 2012 and 
2015)2  

• Advisers need to re-establish their position in what has become an in-
creasingly marginalised market (more than 2,000 advisers have left the 
GI market  
since 2011)3

KEY MESSAGES 
This paper examines the rise to prominence of comparison sites within the 
home insurance market. It considers the perceived benefits, the industry’s 
increasing focus on price and the concern that service and value for money 
are being sacrificed for the sake of convenience and short term savings. 

• In less than a decade PCWs have moved from relative obscurity into  
leading financial services brands

• The home insurance industry has become fixated on price
• Consumers are attracted by the convenience of PCWs, without ques-

tioning value for money
• Some providers are struggling to retain customers
• The ‘Big Four’ PCWs don’t all provide quotes from the same insurers  

on their sites
• Some providers are adapting their products just to get noticed on  

PCWs at the expense of customer transparency 
• Industry bodies are not convinced that PCWs are in the public interest 
• Financial Advisers have an important role to play in the home insurance 

market

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1http://m.insurancetimes.co.uk/analysis-aggregators-take-bigger-bite-of-home-insurance-market/1416275.article  2ABI – UK Insurance & Long Term Savings Key Facts 2015
3http://www.fca.org.uk/static/documents/famr-cfi.pdf



RISE TO FAME
Price Comparison Websites 
(PCWs) have been around almost 
as long as the Internet, but it’s 
only in the last 10 years that 
brands like Moneysupermarket, 
GoCompare, Confused.com and 
Comparethemarket have become 
widely known throughout the 
UK. These ‘Big Four’ sites are 
now household names and with 
MoneySupermarket recently 
valued at over £1 billion4, they’re 
big business too.

What’s interesting is that the 
rise to prominence of PCWs 
coincided rather conspicuously 
with the financial crisis, global 
recession and collapse of the 
property market. Technological 
advancements and improved 
software may well have paved the 
way for the emergence of these 
sites, but the economic situation 
and a lack of trust in the finance 
industry as a whole, certainly 
helped to seal their success. 
Financial Services consumers 
had previously been reluctant to 
try new things, but in this case, 
being disenchanted with the 
market, it made attracting new 
customers a whole lot easier.

4www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/insurance/10894742/Are-price-comparison-websites-too-powerful.html

CAPTURING THE IMAGINATION OF CUSTOMERS
The perceived benefits of PCWs are that they save visitors time, effort and money. Rather than 
spending hours researching different insurers and haggling over cost, customers see a ready-made 
list of providers, with succinct benefit comparisons and appropriate products ranked in price order. 
You could almost be forgiven for thinking that it sounds too good to be true. 

Of course, the only problem with services that sound too good to be true is that they usually are. And 
like many ‘all-singing-all-dancing’ solutions, when you delve a little deeper into PCWs, you soon start 
to see the cracks. On closer examination, they are not quite the financial panacea they appear to be.
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A FALSE SENSE OF SECURITY

RISKY ASSUMPTIONS
In 2014 the FCA conducted extensive 
consumer research5 that highlighted 
a number of concerns with PCWs. 
One of the key observations was that 
they create a false sense of security 
for customers – described by the 
FCA as a ‘halo effect’ borne out of 
brand familiarity. 

It seems that people make a 
number of assumptions about 
these sites that puts them in a 
favourable light without any real 
justification. For example, there's 
a common belief that as long as 
questions are answered accurately 
and honestly, the products matched 
will always provide appropriate 
cover. However, this simply isn’t true. 
Every product is different and there 
are no guarantees that features and 
benefits will be aligned to customer 
needs. 

LIKE FOR LIKE 
COMPARISONS
Despite an array of well-designed 
tick boxes, like-for-like comparisons 
are also few and far between. 
Many consumers think that home 
insurance is all the same and 
therefore the products they find on 
PCWs are all pretty much identical 
other than the price, but they can 
vary enormously – both in their 
function and application.6 

   In reality, all a comparison site 
gives us is a list of potential options 
that still need validation and the 
onus is always on the customer to 
undertake the necessary checks on 
the insurer and the product they 
choose to make sure it meets their 
needs.

Other than the odd ‘further 
information’ link, the notion of 
advice is nowhere to be seen. And 
what’s worrying is that customers 
don’t appear overly concerned 
by this. They either assume that 
they're told everything they need to 
know or that advice is unwarranted 
because the products are so similar.

Fortunately, the FCA is a little 
more concerned about product 
transparency than consumers. In 
April 2015 it published a discussion 
paper in order to make it clear that 
the value of financial products 
such as home insurance, can be 
measured in different ways. To help 
consumers make well-informed 
decisions, it wants providers to 
publish key data as part of the sales 
process, such as the breadth of cover 
and claims payment ratios. 

This will make it much harder for 
comparison sites to focus all their 
attention on price. Plus, it will be a 
great endorsement of professional 
advisers who already try to fulfil a 
similar role. 

5www.fca.org.uk/static/documents/research/price-comparison-website-consumer-research.pdf (page 12) 6www.fca.org.uk/news/tr14-11-price-comparison-web-
sites-in-the-general-insurance-sector

“One of 
the key 
observations 
was that 
they create a 
false sense of 
security for 
customers”
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CONVENIENCE BEFORE ADVICE
It’s not that consumers don’t want 
advice. When surveyed, 54% of 
consumers wanted advice about 
purchasing home insurance7. And 
when completing comparison site 
fact finds, they're often uncertain 
about the various add-ons, whether 
to increase their excess and what is or 
isn’t covered. They just see advice as 
slightly less of a priority than the need 
for convenience.  

Common questions such as ‘What 
is the rebuild cost of your property?’ 
regularly cause confusion. But 
despite having a significant impact 
on premiums, most people tend to 
carry on regardless of whether they 
know the answer. Instead of asking for 
help, they prefer to make an educated 
guess based on the re-sale value 
of the property – even though the 
rebuild cost is typically much lower8. 

The upshot is that many homeowners 
are ending up with the wrong level 
of cover. So much so that more 
than a third of UK home insurance 
policies are judged to be incorrect. 
A 2010 study by the Building Cost 
Information Service (BICS) estimated 
that 58% of people over-insure their 
property and pay an average of £140 
more than they need to, while 21% 
are under-insured with an average 
shortfall of £40,0009.  

More recently, Confused.com has 
admitted in its own research that 
around 10.8% of customers searching 
for buildings insurance enter a ‘cost of 
rebuilding the property’ that is equal 
to the market re-sale value10. They 
deserve credit for pointing this out, 
but it’s worth questioning whether 
enough is being done by PCWs to 
help consumers identify the right 
information. 

The problem with a comparison site 
is that even if the information is on 
there, the consumer has to find it. An 
adviser, on the other hand, would pick 
this up as part of the fact find process.

FIXATED ON PRICE
When customers complete an online 
‘fact find’ using a comparison site, 
there isn’t the same opportunity 
to stop and ask questions. Missing 
answers only delay the process 
so most people prefer to rely on 
a little bit of guesswork. They're 
then faced with a list of insurance 
products in price order – starting 
with the cheapest. Many choose 
the insurer with the lowest price 
because ultimately that’s what they’re 
interested in. But unless they do a 
little background research, this can 
often turn out to be false economy 
further down the line. After all, the 
cheapest products don’t necessarily 
reflect the best value for money.  

Consumer organisations such as the 
Money Advice Service have warned 
us to take special care in this area, 
pointing out that cheapest isn’t 
always best11.  Instead, they suggest 
that the emphasis should be on 
finding a product that matches the 
individual’s specific requirements. 

The FCA shares this viewpoint and 
has made it very clear that far from 
helping people choose the right 
insurance policies, price comparison 
sites may well be confusing them 
further. In July 2014 it issued a press 
release12 expressing concern about 
how much consumers focus on 
headline price, believing that this 
could distract them from crucial 
product features. It also felt uneasy 
about the fact that some consumers 
believe PCWs actually assess product 
suitability and provide quotes based 
on individual needs.

The sites themselves may well argue 
that they don’t claim to review the 
full features and benefits of products; 
they simply identify which options 
are cheapest. But by default, many 
consumers do make a leap of faith. 
So in the interest of transparency it 

would be better for all concerned if 
the sites were to at least warn visitors 
that some of the more expensive 
alternatives may be more relevant 
to their situation – or better still, to 
recommend they speak to a financial 
adviser.

RECOGNISING OTHER 
PRODUCT BENEFITS
Not all consumers are oblivious to 
the risk of basing purchases entirely 
on price. Some try to temper it by 
choosing the cheapest recognisable 
brand in the hope that a household 
name is perhaps a little more 
trustworthy than the unknown. This 
may not be scientific, but it does at 
least acknowledge that there’s more 
to the purchase than price alone. 
Unfortunately, it misses the point that 
product features and benefits are 
often very different and need to be 
matched to the specific needs of the 
individual.

More savvy consumers play the 
system a little better. They use PCWs 
to help narrow down their search 
before calling insurers directly or 
getting recommendations off friends 
and family13. This allows them to save 
time and weigh up their options 
more carefully – using price as only 
one part of the decision process. Of 
course, what they're trying to do here 
is imitate the job of a financial adviser, 
which in itself is a rather dangerous 
pursuit. Speaking to providers directly 
without knowing the right questions 
is fraught with problems and hardly 
going to result in an unbiased 
response. So it begs the question 
‘Why not let an adviser do it instead?’ 
Besides being free, it would save a 
great deal of time and effort, while 
offering genuine reassurance. 

7https://www.abi.org.uk/Insurance-and-savings/Industry-data/Key-Facts-2014/General-Insurance 8www.abi.org.uk/Insurance-and-savings/Products/Home-insurance/
Buildings-insurance/Calculating-your-rebuild-cost  9www.insuranceage.co.uk/insurance-age/news/1728773/bcis-study-reveals-nearly-uk-home-insurance-policies-incorrect 
10www.houseweb.co.uk/house/article/Article-11-confused.html 11www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/how-to-buy-insurance-using-comparison-sites 12www.fca.org.uk/
news/price-comparison-websites-failing-to-meet-fca-expectations 13www.citizensadvice.org.uk/global/migrated_documents/corporate/price-comparison-website-accredi-
tation-research-report.pdf
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THE 
CUSTOMER 
RETENTION 
QUANDARY

SHIFT IN BEHAVIOUR
The new-found freedom that PCWs 
have given to customers makes it 
easier than ever to switch insurers. 
As a result, the consumer apathy 
that was once a provider’s best 
friend, has been turned on its head 
with retention figures changing 
dramatically in recent years. 

According to research conducted by 
Insurance Times in November 201514 
almost three-quarters (73%) of home 
insurance consumers now shop 
around at renewal, with 80% of them 
using price comparison websites to 
receive quotes. Significantly, 35% of 
policyholders switch providers, with 
PCWs accounting for 45% of new 
business sales. 

Rightly or wrongly, price plays an 
enormous part in the decision 
process. Only 7% of consumers 
consider service a good enough 
reason to turn down a cheaper 
quote and only 3% choose to stay 

with their existing provider after a 
positive claims experience. It’s up 
for debate whether this is down to a 
lack of insight or a lack of guidance. 
But either way, it’s a little alarming 
that consumers are more focused on 
price than whether the product is fit 
for purpose.

MONEY TALKS
While it’s widely accepted that 
advisers receive commission from 
providers when they recommend a 
product, it’s worth mentioning that 
PCWs also get around £50 for every 
sale that goes through their site15 - 
even though the service they offer 
is nowhere near as complex. This is 
well hidden on most web pages and 
often a surprise to customers who 
don’t always see PCWs and providers 
as allies. It’s hard to tell whether this 
would deter anyone from switching 
at renewal, but it would no doubt 
surprise one or two people to hear 
that PCWs receive more than £650 
million a year in commission.16  

14http://m.insurancetimes.co.uk/analysis-aggregators-take-bigger-bite-of-home-insurance-market/1416275.article 15www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/insur-
ance/10894742/Are-price-comparison-websites-too-powerful.html 16www.moneywise.co.uk/cut-your-costs/shop-smart/the-truth-about-comparison-websites

Source: Consumer Intelligence Datagraphic: Insurance Times (see footnote 14)

HOME FROM HOME: THE MOST IMPORTANT 
REASONS GIVEN FOR STAYING WITH AN INSURER



A MASK TELLS US MORE THAN A 
FACE
The idea of keeping things simple isn’t new in today’s 
society. The immediacy of the Internet has made people 
impatient with at-a-glance information expected as a 
matter of course when purchasing online. So it makes 
sense that the strategy of PCWs has been to promote 
homogenous products and reduce home insurance options 
to the simple matter of price. But not only does this one-
dimensional approach belittle the importance of service and 
product benefits, it also creates a slightly distorted view of 
how these sites are set up. 

The general assumption is that the Big Four PCWs list 
all the same products and premiums on their sites, with 
only their own branding distinguishing them from one 
another. This certainly explains why they spend so much 
money on (highly successful) advertising campaigns and 
marketing gimmicks to help differentiate themselves from 
competitors. 

Ironically, these brands aren't quite as similar as they first 
appear; it’s just that the points of differentiation aren’t 
necessarily in areas they would want to shout about. For 
example, it’s very unlikely that a product comparison search 
would ever elicit the same results across all four portals – 
partly because different sites list different providers and 
partly because the deals and relationships between insurers 
and PCWs are rarely the same. 

Obviously, the fact that prices vary across the main sites isn’t 
a great message for consumers in search of simplicity and 
convenience.  The reason they visit PCWs in the first place 
is to avoid shopping around different insurance providers. 
So they certainly won’t want to replace that by shopping 
around different PCWs instead.  

A POTENTIAL CONFLICT OF 
INTEREST
Interestingly enough, one similarity that PCWs do have 
in common is that they're often owned by some of the 
same insurance companies that are listed on their sites. 
People are often surprised to hear that Confused.com is 
owned by Admiral, GoCompare is part of the esure group 
and Compare the Market is owned by Budget Insurance. 
MoneySupermarket is slightly different in that it is an 
independent FTSE listed company, but in 2012 it purchased 
the MoneySavingExpert site, which to some might also 
seem a little suspect.

All these companies are, of course, run as independent 
organisations and the relationships aren’t hidden. But it’s 
worth considering whether customers would be quite 
as confident in their selections if the close links between 
providers and PCWs was more widely publicised.  
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AGGRESSIVE PRICING  
AND MARKETING 

LOW PRICES AT THE 
EXPENSE OF SERVICE 
AND TRANSPARENCY
Perhaps the biggest indication that 
comparison sites have transformed 
the home insurance market is 
the influence they now have on 
providers. With customer retention 
figures in tatters, some 
insurers have turned 
to aggressive pricing 
strategies in an attempt 
to get back on track. 
While a competitive 
industry is generally good 
news for consumers, there 
is a very real concern here 
that service and product 
transparency are starting 
to suffer.

For example, a growing 
number of providers have 
introduced compulsory 
excesses on their home 
insurance products to make the 
up-front price look more appealing. 
This certainly gets them noticed 
on comparison sites, but it can 
also be misleading. A voluntary 
excess is a more customer-focused 
idea as it leaves the element of 
choice firmly with the consumer. 
The only problem is that a lot of 
people struggle to understand the 
full implications of what an excess 
actually means or which one to 
choose.  This is where an adviser can 
help and why advice is so important 
in today’s market. 

Optional extra cover is another bone 
of contention. In the mad scramble 
to rise to the top of comparison sites, 
many insurers strip products down 

to their bare essentials. Customers 
are purchasing these products 
in good faith and then finding 
themselves out on a limb when they 
need to make a claim. Some insurers 
have tried flipping this on its head 
by offering a range of extras for free 
in an attempt to steal a march on 
competitors. But customers still 

need to know that these types of 
incentive are only designed to last 
for a year and when it’s time to 
renew, their premiums are likely to 
go up.  
To help protect consumers, the FCA 
has said that from 1st April 2016 all 
add-ons (free or otherwise) must 
be included on an ‘opt-in’ basis (as 
opposed to the current opt-out 
format). So it’s clearly a confusing 
area. But again, this is where an 
adviser can add a lot of value, by 
explaining how the add-ons work 
and which benefits are worth 
keeping.17  

A SHIFT IN EMPHASIS
The obvious concern for consumers 
is that product development is 
suddenly playing second fiddle to 
provider pricing strategies. And with 
all the pre-sales clamour, features 
and benefits are getting lost along 
the way. It’s no secret that people 
want to pay as little as possible for 

their insurance, but price 
can sometimes be a red 
herring. What customers 
really want is the right 
product and the right 
service at the right price. 
In other words, value for 
money.

Some of the less traditional 
providers (such as high 
street retailers) have 
started to realise that 
service and product 
benefits can still have a big 
influence on customers. 
They have set their stall 

out accordingly and it seems to be 
working. Consumer intelligence 
from the Insurance Times has 
confirmed that the top 10 home 
insurance providers for claims 
satisfaction is no longer reserved 
exclusively for the big financial 
brands. There are now up-and-
coming providers in there who are 
gaining ground by using strong 
service as a unique selling point.18 

It seems that while customers will 
always have one eye open for cost 
savings, the other remains firmly on 
service. A comparison site may be 
able help with the first aspect, but 
only financial advisers are equipped 
to deal with the latter.

17 http://www.which.co.uk/money/money-saving-tips/guides/price-comparison-sites/price-comparison-site-pitfalls/   18www.insurancetimes.co.uk/analysis-insurers-must-shift-
their-focus-from-price-to-value/1416975.article
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CONCLUSION:  
THE IMPORTANCE  
OF GOOD ADVICE
FILLING THE GAP
It’s been a tough decade for financial advisers. The home insurance market 
has never been the same since the credit crunch permanently changed the 
financial landscape throughout the UK. And in some ways comparison sites 
have provided the ultimate sucker punch – hitting firms hard when they 
were already on their knees. But there is still a lot of evidence to suggest 
that advisers have an important role to play in a market that has been 
marginalised these last few years.

Most industry experts believe that advice is the one significant gap in 
today’s market and that as an industry we need to shift our focus onto value. 
The FCA concerns mentioned earlier are a case in point19.  The problem is 
that the number of GI advisers are continuing to fall (from 26,000 in 2011 to 
24,000 in 2014) when they’re needed most. With the ABI confirming that 
more than 75% of home insurance is still advised in some form or other20,  it 
really should be going in the opposite direction. 

Simon Jones is a financial adviser at Irlam Estates in Manchester and he sees 
home insurance as an essential part of the end-to-end mortgage process. 
He remembers the impact that the recession had on his business and is 
very aware that comparison sites are here to stay. But he firmly believes that 
advisers will always be able to add more value than any website and be just 
as convenient:

‘I can’t understand why people don’t do it’ he admits. ‘If you’re doing a 
mortgage there are certain legal requirements, which we notify customers 
about. Insurance is one of them –  I just take the hassle away. I say that as 
part of the process obviously I’ll look at your home insurance for you and 9 
times out of 10 customers are extremely grateful.’

When asked if he felt threatened by comparison sites, Simon didn’t seem 
overly concerned. ‘I simply explain to my clients that they get a better 
market comparison through me.’ 

These views are echoed by Dave Forrest, an adviser for Myriad Mortgage 
Services in Liverpool. When asked about the competition from online 
comparison sites he remained very upbeat ‘I don’t come across it as much 
as I did. I have examples of claims that have paid out and this makes a 
difference. Clients know they’re getting genuine advice.’

 19 www.fca.org.uk/news/price-comparison-websites-failing-to-meet-fca-expectations   
20https://www.abi.org.uk/~/media/Files/Documents/Publications/Public/2015/Statistics/Key%20Facts%202015.pdf
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IT’S A QUESTION OF VALUE FOR MONEY
When people talk about the impact of price comparison websites on 
the market, it’s often in the context of whether advisers can continue to 
compete with technology and justify their role with consumers. But the 
truth is, comparison sites do a very different job and neglect some of the 
most important considerations.

So while comparison sites throw significant amounts of money at 
positioning themselves as the ‘go to’ place to buy insurance, they clearly 
do not have all the answers, nor can they take the place of an adviser.  For 
a start, they don’t talk customers through their options before making a 
recommendation; they just give a list of alternatives. Rather than assessing 
affordability, they focus on price. And instead of matching features and 
benefits to the specific needs of the individual, they simply refer customers 
to provider websites. It’s hardly a reassuring process for consumers who are 
looking to protect what is likely to be the biggest investment they'll ever 
make.

Then there’s the small matter of after sales support. PCWs don’t get involved 
in service, claims or queries. And you certainly wouldn’t expect a comparison 
site to arbitrate on your behalf if you don’t get the decision you were hoping 
for when making a claim. 

The point is, consumers can trust advisers. They might not spend millions 
of pounds on advertising each year or send out cuddly toys to help retain 
clients. But they do validate their recommendations, justify their advice 
and remain accountable if things go wrong. Comparison sites may try to 
replicate trust with endorsements from consumer bodies like Defaqto, 
but they are a long way from replicating the level of detail you get from an 
adviser.
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