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Aims and Objectives

This independent research has been sponsored by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC). The ESRC is an independent organisation, established by the Royal Charter and funds research and training in social and economic issues. It has an international reputation both for providing high quality research on issues of importance to business, the public sector and government. The ESRC’s budget of more than £100 million, received mostly through the Office of Science and Technology, funds over 2, 500 researchers in academic institutions and policy research institutes throughout the UK. The quality of life and economic well-being of the UK and its citizens are just two of the many, policy-relevant issues addressed by the ESRC’s portfolio of research and training activities. 

This particular research (ESRC reference number: R42200134428) is aligned to the broad aims and objectives of the ESRC. In the wider context of global finance and everyday economic practices, this research critically examines the privatisation of pensions in the UK. Research on Equitable Life is placed alongside two other investigations into Stakeholder pensions and Final Salary pensions. Of particular concern to this project as a whole, is the notion that privatised pensions and pro-market regulation can avoid cases of miss-selling, while at the same time facilitate social inclusion and fairness through the marketisation of various saving practices (short, medium and long). The Sandler suite of simplified investment products is an endorsement of this pro-market approach, which is an attempt to popularise saving practices in accordance with the views of the Turner report. Current economic and regulatory debates tend to view Equitable Life as an abnormal blip in the development of a much more sophisticated approach to risk-preventative regulation. Therefore, the trend towards privatised pensions tends to be de-politicised without any real understanding or debate with regard to how financial institutions (such as Equitable Life) have sustained their investment practices or how this has had social consequences. In contrast, this research takes the view that Equitable Life and the processes that sustained this institution over time, can contribute a great deal of understanding with regard to how financial institutions relate to savers and how regulation can prevent cases of malfeasance and miss-selling. 

The intention of this research is to investigate the origins and impacts of Policyholder’s (Reasonable) Expectations (PRE) in relation to Equitable Life. PRE refers to a statutory concept provided by the Insurance Companies Act of 1982 which provided a loose and ad hoc framework for defining what constituted Policyholder Reasonable Expectations. This allowed companies such as Equitable Life to provide a unique approach to bonus information, allowing investment strategies to be underpinned by loose approaches to regulatory capital. PRE is not only important because it benefited Equitable’s approach to marketing, it was actually pivotal to its core financial and business strategy for the time. Set in this context, this research explores the institutional relationship between Policyholders and Equitable Life in the wider economic and political context of deregulation and privatisation. This will consider the reasons for saving with Equitable Life within different contexts, but it will also consider how and why Policyholders sustained their saving practices with Equitable over time. There is therefore an attempt to understand how Policyholder’s Reasonable Expectations were constructed, how expectations were sustained and how this had an impact on Equitable’s financial and marketing strategies. 

The emphasis on PRE is important to this study because it demonstrates the importance of taking seriously an aspect of regulation called ‘Conduct of Business’. The Financial Services Authority (FSA) has recently made this an important part of its regulatory strategy. But there is a danger that Conduct of Business regulation becomes undermined by attempts to popularise sophisticated retail financial products to the public through innovation and de-polarisation. A critical examination of Equitable Life that will consider the importance of PRE is an important aspect of challenging de-regulation and the philosophy that underpins it. 

All of the questions in this enquiry are broad and qualitative. They are designed to be open to the interpretation of individuals, who are free to disclose as much or as little information as they feel necessary. Most of the questions rely heavily on memory and in particular, this questionnaire is unique in asking individuals to remember how they ‘felt at the time’. The author of this research asks that participants try to consider why they had particular feelings or opinions towards their financial decision-making in relation to Equitable Life. The ‘why’ question is important because it asks participants to consider how their expectations were derived and how their expectations influenced their individual economic decision-making in relation to particular information conditions. Participants may feel that their expectations drew upon the following: (1) information from Independent Financial Advice (IFAs); (2) adverts on TV; (3) marketing campaigns; (4) the direct administrative relationship with Equitable Life; (5) tax concessions and implicit government backing; (6); feelings of trust. 

This questionnaire is anonymous for all participants. It is highly confidential and independent research. However, participants must be aware that all of the information will be used in the publication of research, which follows the broad directive set out above. This research is aimed for publication within Economy and Society, a peer reviewed journal that is at the top of its class in research and excellence. 

As the author will be working at home over the summer period, could all participants please send their completed questionnaires to the personal address below. Any queries or problems, please do not hesitate to call or e-mail using the contact information provided below:

Personal Address:

Personal Contact

E-mail:

Adam M. Stephenson

(01661) 827262


M.A.Stephenson@ncl.ac.uk

67 Runnymede Road

07736113823

Darras Hall, 

Ponteland, 

Newcastle upon Tyne

NE20 9HJ

Thank you for your participation,

Adam M. Stephenson

Section A: Background information

	


1. Could you please specify your Age, Gender, Occupation or Previous Occupation?

a. Age:



…………………………………………………..


b. Gender:


…………………………………………………..

c. Occupation:


…………………………………………………..

d. Previous occupation:
…………………………………………………..

2. Could you please indicate the nature of your current involvement and interest in Equitable Life? Please tick or specify your interest and involvement. 

a. Litigant (go to question three):

………………………………………………………………………………….

………………………………………………………………………………….

………………………………………………………………………………….

b. Complainant (go to question three):

…………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………..

c. Non-complainant (go to question four):


…………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………..


…………………………………………………………………………………..

3. If you describe yourself as either a litigant or a complainant could you please indicate the nature of your case and its current status? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

4. Are you currently a member of an action group or organisation that represents the concerns or interests of Equitable Life’s policyholders? If so, can you specify the organisation and your involvement in this organisation? (If you are a member please see question five. If not, please go to section B).
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

5. With regard to question four, to what extent have Equitable Life’s Action Groups made an impact on current regulatory policy in relation to private pensions?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Section B: Saving with Equitable Life: the origins

Brief:

This section is designed to understand the reasons why individuals were attracted to Equitable Life. It is understood that many of the questions in this section rely on long-term memory. If it is possible, please try to answer the questions with an understanding of how you felt at the time and what factors influenced your decision to save with Equitable. 


6. What particular policy or policies did you take out with Equitable Life?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

7. How did you find out about it/them?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

8. On what date did you take out your policy or policies with Equitable Life?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

9. Why did you save with Equitable Life?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

10. As far as you can remember, what specific factors influenced your decision to save with Equitable Life?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….

11. Did you shop around before making a financial decision to save with Equitable? If not why? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………

12. What was remarkable or unique about Equitable Life that made this financial institution so attractive to you? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

13. How did you differentiate between Equitable and other financial institutions? What factors informed this differentiation?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

14 Did you receive help before making your decision to save with Equitable? If so, what organisation was it and what kind of advice was given?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

15. Did you assess the level of financial risk attached to your policy with Equitable Life before you confirmed your policy? If so, how did you assess financial risk? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

16. Were you aware that there were risks attached to saving with Equitable Life? If not, why not? If yes, why did you save with Equitable?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

17. In your experience with Equitable Life, did you ever come across or learn of Equitable’s Free Asset Ratio (FAR) or their policy of ‘full distribution’ without the backing of an estate? If so, how did this effect your perception of/reaction to Equitable Life?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Section C: Equitable Life, Information and Expectations

Brief

This section is designed to understand the relationship that operated between policyholders and Equitable Life. The wider aim is to understand how Equitable Life maintained expectations and what affect this was to have on its financial and marketing strategies. The following questions therefore try to understand how Equitable Life made policyholders feel, but also try to understand how the wider commercial environment influenced individuals in their relationship with Equitable. This section is intended to understand events before Equitable Life’s financial situation became fully exposed. 


18. When you took out your policy with Equitable, can you sum up how you felt about it and what expectations you had towards your financial future? Secondly, what were your feelings based on? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

19. Did you make regular contributions to Equitable Life or were there instances when you saved more or less? (If there were, please indicate any possible connection with your answer to question 12). 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

20. What other factors influenced you to increase or decrease your contributions?

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

21. Can you please describe or sum up how your policy values and/or bonus information made you feel about your financial future? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

22. What particular bonus information did you focus on and why?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

23. Can you describe any instances where you felt assured that your decision to save with Equitable Life was the right one? What in particular assured you?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

24. In the time that you held your policy with Equitable and before news of Equitable’s troubled status, was there any time when you double-checked the security of your finances with Equitable Life? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

25. If not, can you please explain why you didn’t make an enquiry? If yes, can you please explain why you made such an enquiry, what information/advice you drew upon and what the outcome of this was? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

………………………………………………………………………………………….

26. In line with the brief outlined above, can you contribute anything else that would help an understanding of how Equitable Life and the wider commercial environment influenced, firstly, your ‘initial’ decision to save with Equitable Life and secondly, your decision to maintain contributions to Equitable Life?

……………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Section D: Learning of Equitable Life’s financial situation

Brief:

This section is concerned with the asymmetry between policyholder’s expectations and Equitable Life’s real financial situation. The aim is to assess how policyholders became aware of Equitable Life’s financial situation and how policyholders reacted to it, what advice they received during this time, and what final decisions were made based on information conditions at the time. 


27. When did you first become concerned towards Equitable Life and what in particular concerned you? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

28. What information specifically did you draw upon and where did this information come from? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

29. How did this make you feel?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

30. How did you react to your concerns?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

31. What was your final decision towards your relationship with Equitable Life? How was this decision informed and why did you make this decision? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Section E: Other

Brief:

You are invited to comment on anything extra that has not been taken into account and which is significant to the overall ‘Aims and Objectives’ set out on page two above. 


32. Additional Comments:

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
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