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ARE WE BECOMING SERIAL WARNERS?

Good afternoon
I was reading the label on a carton of Tescos double cream a week or so back
OK
I know it’s a bit sad
But someone has to
Anyway
There I was reading this double cream label
And I came across the words
Allergy advice
Contains milk
Now I was so excited by this that for the next few days 
Nothing could stop me reading every label I could put my hands on
And it’s amazing to see the advances this Country  has made in consumer protection
The Fruit and Nut bar which warns “contains nuts”
 The plastic coffee cups which warn “may be hot”
And the loaf of sliced bread
Which warns you it contains wheat
And then I happened to be walking past the milk aisle
And I stopped 
And I thought

Oh no they can’t
Oh yes they can
Yep
Allergy advice: contains milk
It was all a bit of a blur after that
But the next thing I can remember I was in the nut aisle
Yep
Allergy Advice
Contains nuts
Just imagine for a moment you were an alien on your way from Alpha Centauri five
To visit your in-laws on whatever planet they are currently on
And you had just stopped off on Earth to fill up the tank
Warning “Inflammable”
And buy some crisps for the kids
Warning “May contain Garry Lineker”
And I suspect you couldn’t help feeling impressed
At a society which has reached such a high degree of sophistication that it can warn you 
That a cup of coffee may contain hot liquid 
Or a milk bottle contains milk
It is obviously one that has cracked the problems that have beset all other civilisations 
Such as hunger, poverty, disease and illiteracy
This obviously isn’t a Society where thousands of patients could be allowed to die each year through hospital acquired infections
Or where old people may have to wait three years for a hearing aid

Or where six and a half thousand people die each year from alcohol related disease so the Government introduces 24 hour drinking
Or where there are 18 month waiting lists for operations
Or where the elderly can retire without adequate pensions     
   Unless of course they are in the Public sector
Or where the Government of the day exempts itself from its own Health and Safety regulations
No you would immediately realise that this is a Society which has reached the pinnacle of development
An example to the rest of the Galaxy
Now admittedly there were one or two labels I wasn’t too sure about
For example the mouth wash which warns “avoid contact with polystyrene”
Which is an abbreviated way of saying
It’s fine to stick this stuff in your mouth
Gargle violently for several minutes
And swallow some of it
But don’t whatever you do put it in a polystyrene cup
But the one that really caught my attention was the one on the deodorant spray
Now remember this is the stuff people spray on their bodies
And for all I know a lot of you here may have done so this morning before coming here
And bearing in mind how many of us there are in this fairly confined space
I would just like to thank those of you who were thoughtful enough to do so

But in case you didn’t have the chance to read everything on the label before you put it on
Can I just read you these bits
“Do not spray or place on painted or polished surfaces”
“Do not spray on a naked flame”
“Or any incandescent material”
“Keep away from sources of ignition
No smoking during or shortly after use
Use in a well ventilated space”
Now I don’t want to cause panic
But I do think, in the interests of health and safety, all of you who have used a deodorant today
Should be particularly careful as you leave 
To avoid contact with all those sad smokers who will be hanging around outside the door
And if you are a smoker yourself
I think you’ve just found a good reason to give up
Surely though the real point is that you and I expect the manufacturer of all these sprays
To make sure the bloody things are safe
If they aren’t
It’s no good printing warnings in very small letters on the label 
They just shouldn’t be selling them
But lets be fair

Warnings aren’t of course just limited to the manufacturing sector
The financial industry hasn’t been slow in coming forward when it comes to warnings
If in doubt put a warning on it
Preferably somewhere half way through whatever document the poor unsuspecting customer is being sent
 
The IDD


Or KFI


Or Mortgage offer 

Or whatever
And then there are financial advertisements
Now I don’t know about you
But there is nothing that excites me more than reading the small print at the bottom of financial ads
As you will know to make it even more interesting some providers
Now put all the small print at the top instead
You now even see them on TV ads
There is one on at the moment, which I’ve only seen four times
But I’m already down to line 5 of the conditions
And I can’t wait to see how they end up
Now I don’t want you to think I’m suggesting we’ve all become
Serial warners
I am
But I’ll come to that in a minute
But we do seem to have adopted a policy that if in doubt add a few more pages
Cover any eventuality
Put in lots of warnings
It doesn’t matter how the product performs  
So long as the customer has been given the right information
And you’ve kept a record
Nowadays it’s called advice
Not that long ago it was called passing the buck
So as I wasn’t suggesting 
Are we all becoming serial warners?
Are we adding another few pages on to everything just to be on the safe side
Have we got into a
“The longer the document 
The better it is”
Mentality
In fairness it isn’t just Government and Regulators
It is a mind set we have all drifted in to
But it hasn’t always been like this
I remember the Halifax Building Society as it then was reviewing every single piece of documentation it produced
So as to cut it down to the absolute minimum
They pruned the mortgage offer down to 2 pages
The mortgage instructions were the same

And they reduced the mortgage to a single two page piece of A4
Nowadays in total the house buying borrower can expect to be presented with around 200 pages to read
And that will go up to at least 300 pages
More in the case of leaseholds
When Home Information Packs come in
Isn’t it time we asked who all this paperwork is here for
It doesn’t help the lender to lend which is their job

It doesn’t help the Intermediary to sell which is their job
And all the evidence is that the borrower is just confused by and in the main ignores it
Which brings me to Woods’s law
Everyone hopes for a touch of immortality so I give you Woods’s Law in the hope that people will still be quoting it in 100 years time
Without of course having a clue who or what Woods was
They will probably think its something to do with all the trees we cut down to produce all this paper
Woods’s Law is simply 
The more paperwork there is
The less it is read
I was given a 40 page document to read recently in connection with my personal pension
If it had been one and a half pages I could have read it
At 40 pages there wasn’t a chance

So I just said sod it 
And signed it as instructed
And sent it back
God knows what was in it
The only reason I mention all that
Is because if any thing does​ go wrong with that policy
It is nice to know I’ve now got 850 witnesses who can corroborate my story
Don’t worry I know who you are
As an innovation
For this year’s speech
I’ve decided to introduce a helpful hints section
Which I hope you will all find useful
Today’s helpful hint is:-
If you want the customer to read something
Send them one page
If you’ve got something to hide
Send them ten
The fact is a lot of customers find the vast amount of new paperwork threatening not reassuring
In the last few years
We have concentrated so much effort on all this paper work
That we’ve lost sight of what we are all supposed to be doing
And that is to encourage

Not discourage
As many people as possible to buy their own home, save, insure and invest for their future
But you will all say
That’s all very well
But it isn’t the point
It is inevitable that organisations will want to protect themselves
Cover every eventuality however unlikely
Everyone does it
You can’t put the clock back
It’s a sad fact
But bugger what the customer wants
It’s the Lawyers the Regulator and the Ombudsman we are worried about
OK
All of you who have changed your premises and your lifts
To comply with the Disability Discrimination Act
And put in hearing loops
And stair lifts
And loads of disabled signs
And redesigned your website for the partially sighted
Have you given any thought to those people who just can’t read
We worry about warnings 
And Advice

And treating the customer fairly
And we are solemnly required to send anyone buying financial products page after page of documentation
Without anyone having a clue whether they can read it
Which bearing in mind nearly 25% of the population is either illiterate
Or has reading difficulties
And a further five percent have eye sight difficulties
Isn’t entirely theoretical
And more to the point
Even if they can read
How many people are there who can actually take in and understand this amount of paper work 
Even more to the point 
How many of us can?
So finally I leave you with this thought 
If we do go on as we are
We mustn’t be surprised if in its next report
The Inter Planetary Regulator
Known affectionately throughout the Galaxy
As Offplan
May summarise us in one short sentence
Warning
May contain nuts

Just to keep you for a moment longer
I would like to end by saying how privileged Moneyfacts Group is to have sponsored this lunch over the years
I sincerely hope we will have the privilege to continue to sponsor them for many more years to come
The success of the event is of course a tribute to Michael Coogan and to Julia Jepps and her wonderful team
And of course to all the staff here at the Hilton and to John Hollingsworth our Master of Ceremonies

THANK YOU
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