
D E L I V E R I N G  C L A R I T Y

Using behavioural science 
concepts to optimise clarity and 
cut through of communications
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Clear and engaging communications are vital 
and form a key pillar of the new Consumer 
Duty rules.

We communicate to be understood. 
Clear messages and communications build trust and integrity 
between the customer and an organisation. Well-written and 
designed communication define goals, identify problems and 
arrive at solutions.

It might seem very obvious but there is a 
lot to consider, and it’s not always easy to 
get it right.

In financial services, written communications are often the 
key or only tangible take-away for intangible products and 
services.
Written communications of all types fall under the ‘consumer 
understanding outcome’ of the new Consumer Duty rules 
which will come into force in July 2023. The consumer 
understanding outcome requires that firms’ communications 
are tailored to enable all customers to make informed 
decisions. Literature must be clear, fair and not misleading 
but also tailored to take into account customer characteristics.
As part of our Delivering Clarity series, we explore the  
key behavioural science-based concepts that represent  
useful tools for optimising cut through and understanding  
of communications. 
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THE  CHALLENGE  IN 
F INANC IAL SERV ICES

In financial services 
markets there are a 
plethora of written 
communications sitting 
alongside the brand, 
products and services.

Brand Marketing 
comms: Newsletters, 
brochures, white 
papers, thought 
leadership

Application forms

Quotations/illustrations

Contracts

Terms & conditions

Website content

Although each piece of comms needs to be assessed on its 
own merits, establishing some guidelines or principles to 
create an authentic, consistent brand experience and 
ensure clarity is important.

In the financial sector, effective communications speak to 
both system 1 and system 2 thinking. 

1
Saliency and 
chunking

2
Cognitive 
ease

3
Framing and 
anchoring

4
Social norms

Using behavioural science-based concepts can help 
overcome communciation challenges.

SYSTEM 1
Intuition & instinct

SYSTEM 2
Rational thinking

Unconscious
Fast

Associative
Automatic pilot

Takes effort
Slow

Logical
Indecisive

Each written 
communication is 
designed to play a 
different role and 
communications can 
include the delivery of 
“good” news, “bad” news 
or information only. But 
every communication 
contributes to customer 
experience and impacts 
brand perceptions. 
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1. CUSTOMER  ENGAGEMENT: 
SAL I ENCY AND  CHUNK ING

Cutting through a 
customer’s small attention 
window is a challenge 
for any financial services 
organisation. 

We know most people scan 
read from left to right 
and look for visual cues. 
We only pay attention 
when we force ourselves 
to concentrate so key 
messages need to stand 
out and disrupt our 
thinking to grab attention. 

This is where the 
principles of saliency 
and chunking need to 
be considered so that 
customers can quickly and 
easily understand the key 
messages and purpose of 
a communication.

We pay attention to what 
catches our eye through:
• Imagery and visuals
• Colour
• Bolder fonts
• Symbols

Keep communications concise
• Avoid large blocks of text
• Keep sentences short
• Section paragraphs
• Highlight important information, key take outs
• Summarise and summarise again

Before

1

2

3

Time: Customers are time poor

Interest: Financial services is often a low involvement 
area

Pollution: Customers receive too many communications

Cutting through is a challenge
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1. CUSTOMER  ENGAGEMENT: 
SAL I ENCY AND  CHUNK ING

Before

The original letter is not 
customer friendly and 
is less likely to keep the 
customer’s attention.  

✗ Big block of text
✗ Long sentences
✗ Too much detail
✗ No call to action
✗ No signposting

Before

AfterAfter

After applying the 
concepts of saliency and 
chunking, the letter is 
much more customer 
friendly and likely to cut 
through.

✓ Bitesize chunks
✓ Shorter sentences
✓ Section headings
✓ Clear signposting
✓ Call to action
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2. CUSTOMER 
UNDERSTAND ING: 
COGN IT IVE  EASE

Financial products 
and services are 
often unavoidably 
complex and technical. 
Communications need 
to be designed for 
cognitive ease. The more 
information is presented 
in a manner that allows 
automatic, intuitive and 
effortless absorption, the 
more likely customers are 
to engage.

It’s important to know 
your audience, think 
hard about who is on 
the receiving end of the 
communications, and 
tailor accordingly.

It’s not one size fits all: customers 
and prospects have varying levels of 
knowledge and sophistication.
Communication must be clear and understandable to the lowest 
level of customer knowledge and sophistication but not patronise 
the highest.

Use plain English and avoid or 
minimise the use of jargon and acronyms.
Where use of jargon or acronyms is unavoidable, ensure there are 
definitions or glossaries to enhance reader understanding.

Structure the flow of communications 
in a logical manner for the customer.
The flow or structure should reflect the customer thought process.

Customers can be overwhelmed and 
turned off by large amounts of text.
Keep communications succinct. For longer communications the 
principles of saliency and chunking can help break communications 
into bite-sized chunks to improve cognitive ease.

Consider the tone of the 
communication in the context of the message 
being delivered and the overall brand.
Tone should suit the role of the communication but also needs to 
reflect the overall brand.
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3. FRAM ING  
AND  ANCHOR ING

Failure to quickly and 
easily understand a 
communication can 
result from a lack of 
contextualisation. 

Messages can be framed 
in various ways and so it’s 
beneficial to think of how 
messages can be reframed 
to improve understanding. 
Reframing can be a 
powerful and effective 
way of communicating 
particularly when you are 
competing for attention or 
acceptance. 

People react differently to 
the same scenario if it’s 
presented in a different 
way. When the frame 
of a message is shifted, 
the meaning changes and 
thinking and behaviour 
often change along with it.

Anchoring is another 
useful tool to aid 
comprehension. Consider 
whether use of reference 
points or anchors can 
be used to improve 
understanding.

Framing

We are sorry to 
inform you your 
application for 

increased lending 
has been declined. 

Please call us if 
you would like any 

further information. 

Original message

Thank you for your application to 
increase your loan. Although we are 
unable to increase your lending facility 
by as much as you have applied for, we 
would like to discuss alternative options 
that may be available. Please call us at 
your earliest convenience on the number 
below to discuss how we can help. 

Reframing

➲

Anchoring

“As a result of 
our recent risk 

assessment 
your premium 
will increase 
to £200 from 

1st March 
2021”

Original 
message

“As a result of 
our recent risk 
assessment your 
premium will 
increase from 
£190 to £200 
from 1st March 
2021”

Addition of 
anchor

➲

Impact

Adding an anchor point 
of the customers’ 
current premium 
provides a clearer and 
quicker understanding 
of the what the 
proposed premium 
increase represents.
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4. SOC IAL NORMS

People typically feel 
more comfortable 
with conforming to 
behaviours of peers. If 
people are uncertain or 
underconfident about a 
course of action they will 
look to clues from others 
to guide them. 

The use of social norms 
can be a powerful 
tool in reinforcing 
the call to action of a 
communication.

Injunctive social norms tell 
us what we should be doing
“You should switch to mobile payments as it’s 
considered a safer and more secure way to pay 
for goods and services”

Descriptive social norms 
tell us what others are doing
“More than 80% of customers have switched to 
mobile payments as they consider it a safer and 
more secure way to pay for goods and services”

Dynamic social norms 
describe a change in behaviour 
over time
“Over the past year, the number of customers 
using mobile payments to pay for goods and 
services has more than tripled”
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F INAL THOUGHTS… 

In this paper, we have discussed some key behavioural science 
concepts that can be readily applied to communication design 
to increase engagement and cognitive ease. Clearly each piece 
of communication needs to be looked at individually as there 
are other cognitive biases and nuances that will come into play 
in different scenarios.

The concepts discussed represent useful tools for optimising 
clarity and cut through but are not necessarily a substitute for 
testing first-hand how your communications are landing with 
your customers.

At Citrine Research, we have extensive experience of  
working with clients in the financial services sector to test  
and help refine communications. We have spent more 
than 1,000 hours interviewing consumers, businesses 
and intermediaries to establish real (rather than stated) 
understanding and uncover gaps. 

We have particular experience reviewing and testing 
communications in light of the new Consumer Duty rules among 
all types of customers with different characteristics. Our 
systematic approach reviews literature to check it is clearly 
communicating in a way that is fair and not misleading, Our 
research has been used by clients to demonstrate customer 
understanding as part of their review and improvement 
programme.

Please do not hesitate to get in touch with us for more 
information or to discuss your individual communication needs 
in more detail.
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