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"FINANCIAL ADVICE PROVIDED BY NON-PROFIT ENTITIES TO 
CONSUMERS" 

 
 
 

Vice-President Pittella,  
 
Honourable Members of Parliament,  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 
I am very pleased to be here this afternoon to participate 
in this important event on financial advice provided to 
consumers by non-profit entities.  
 
Let me first underline that the consumer dimension, and 
in particular the drive to achieve fairness and welfare 
gains for consumers, should underpin our discussions on 
financial advice. 
 
We all know that bad, misleading or biased advice can 
have a devastating effect on the life of consumers.  We 
are all aware of horror stories where bad financial choices 
have led to consumers losing their homes or to finding 
themselves saddled with debt for the rest of their lives.  
 
This is what we want to avoid.  
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We want to see aware and empowered consumers, who 
can make the choices best suited to meet their needs and 
circumstances.    
 
Good financial advice from trusted sources can help 
make the right decisions.   
 
One important aspect to take into consideration is the 
level of consumer skill in this area.  From our recent 
surveys we found that 45% of Europeans could not 
calculate 6% of a 50 thousand Euro loan.  
 
Consumers recognise that financial services can be 
complex and difficult to understand.  For example, 50% 
would like to see simplification of a number of financial 
products, including pensions and mortgages. 
 
Financial literacy and education from an early age are key 
to enable consumers to understand the basics of financial 
services.   
 
In addition to literacy and education, consumers also 
need to have all the right information and advice before 
embarking on a financial project, as the problems usually 
arise at the time of purchasing a financial product. 
 
European legislation already provides for some 
requirements as regards information.  For example, the 
Consumer Credit Directive requires standardised, 
comparable information as a mandatory tool to inform 
consumers before concluding a credit agreement. 
 
But information alone is often not enough.  Consumers 
ask for advice and are easily influenced by advisors 
whom they perceive as experts.  
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A recent study on behavioural economics provides us 
with important insights into consumer behaviour in this 
respect.  The “standard” model of a rational self-
interested economic agent does not adequately describe 
human decision-making.  
 
Consumers’ reliance on advice makes issues of trust and 
persuasion of key importance in the retail financial 
market.  
 
Many consumers trust their advisor as they would trust 
their closest friend.  Personal advice is therefore the main 
driver for consumers' decisions to buy a specific financial 
product.  
 
Advisers should, of course, act honestly and fairly.  They 
should provide advice that is appropriate to the consumer. 
 They should have thorough knowledge of the products 
they sell and match them to the needs of the individual 
consumer.  
 
Yet, the reality is often different.  There is considerable 
evidence that consumers often do not receive suitable 
advice on financial services.  
 
A recent market study on retail investment indicated that 
less than 10% of advisors adhered to the guidelines 
mapped under the requirements of European legislation – 
namely the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive.  
 
Advisers appeared to be more interested in the amount 
that the client is able to invest, rather than in examining 
whether the investment is suitable to the client's financial 
situation.  
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Why should that be the case?  The answer is that bank 
employees and intermediaries are not always experts in 
relation to the products they sell.  Furthermore, there is 
also an inherent conflict of interest arising from how they 
are paid.  
 
When advisors gain the most from selling specific 
products, they might be tempted to propose these 
products to consumers even if they are not the most 
appropriate for them. 
 
Consumers need advice which takes into account their 
own personal financial situation and profile.  But they not 
always receive it – and are thus at risk of suffering losses. 
 
This is where non-profit entities, such as consumer 
organisations or family advice bureaux, can play an active 
role.  
 
Advice from such entities can be independent and in tune 
with consumers' needs.  
 
Consumers may also respond more openly than to 
financial advisors.  The perceived authority of 
professionals may make consumers reluctant to ask 
questions or to fully reveal their circumstances.  
 
But such advice also needs to be accurate and 
comprehensive.   
 
We need to distinguish the advice provided by these 
entities from that provided by standard financial providers. 
 The former does not lead to a recommendation of 
specific products or providers.  
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Advice from non-profit entities needs to focus instead on 
personalised information guiding consumers on the 
general characteristics of different products and services; 
and providing help on some of the pitfalls relating to the 
purchase of financial products.  
 
We know that it is not always easy for these entities to 
undertake the task of providing financial advice.  In a 
recently conducted mapping study, some entities told us 
that the demand for their services is high but they do not 
have the necessary resources to fully meet consumers' 
requests. 
 
They also often lack the right training and expertise.  70% 
told us that they would like to receive further training in 
order to provide a better service. 
 
Responding to this need, we have launched a two-year 
pilot project to provide training to non-profit entities giving 
financial advice to consumers.   
 
Let me take this opportunity to thank the European 
Parliament for its support and for providing funding for this 
project. 
 
We hear from the entities themselves that any EU-
oriented training would need to take into consideration 
language barriers, differences in training needs and in the 
characteristics of financial markets across the Member 
States. 
 
Indeed – this project takes full account of these factors.  A 
more detailed presentation will follow later, but let me 
outline a couple of aspects of this project which I consider 
to be of particular importance. 
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First, its purpose is to provide training courses to all kinds 
of non-profit entities that give financial advice to 
consumers.  To do that, we need to go local.  Training 
courses will take place in each Member State, in its 
official language or languages.  
 
Second, each course will be tailored to the training needs 
of the entities in the Member States.  We have identified 
some of these needs in the mapping study I have 
mentioned. 
 
The training courses will enable the non-profit entities to 
find out more about financial services and how best to 
provide advice in this specific field, as well as encourage 
them to act as multipliers in their own country.  
 
In many areas, Brussels-based policies can only do so 
much.  But as well as providing overarching European 
principles, we can also steer and support decentralised 
actions.  
 
In addition, we hope that the project will act as a catalyst 
and will inspire similar initiatives in the future. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Let me conclude by re-stating that good advice is a 
fundamental aspect of consumer financial welfare.  My 
hope is that this project will contribute to strengthening 
the provision of sound advice and to empowering 
consumers to make the right financial choices.  
 
I trust that I can count on your support to promote and 
disseminate this project, and help us to make it a 
resounding success.  
 
Thank you. 


