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Executive Summary
As we outline in this report, savings rates are not equivalent for all groups, and we explain why many Black 
and minority ethnic people struggle to build up adequate savings. Working with the quantitative data on 
ethnicity and savings we set out in our earlier reports (Khan 2008, 2010a), in this report we provide and 
explore more qualitative evidence in our efforts to understand why these data persist. By interviewing 
more than 60 people, including Bangladeshi, Caribbean and Chinese people, but also ‘experts’ such 
as money advisers and other researchers, we are able to situate the existing quantitative data, and offer 
suggestions as to how policymakers and researchers might improve savings among BME people. Our 
recommendations provide pointers towards action that could yield positive outcomes. We have eight specific 
recommendations, though some require multiple responses.

Recommendations
1. Because a disproportionate number of BME 
people live below the poverty line (including 
in-work poverty), it isn’t always realistic for them 
to save in any great volume. Evidence that BME 
people continue to be disadvantaged in accessing 
the labour market, even where they have strong 
educational qualifications, that they earn less, and 
that they face barriers to progression, are all too 
persistent to ignore.

Recommendation 1: Increasing BME savings 
requires addressing labour market disadvantage 
and poverty. Requiring employers to anonymise 
CVs would improve BME access to the 
labour market. Targeted apprenticeships and 
training can also lift BME employees out of the 
persistently low-paid sectors.

2. One of the most striking findings was the level 
of distrust or perhaps apprehension regarding 
financial institutions. This was most notable 
among Black Caribbean people, but there was 
a significantly reduced engagement with formal 
or mainstream financial institutions for all three 
groups. Most researchers and policymakers 
assume that a key lever for increasing saving rates 
and financial inclusion is to get people to take 
up more formal products, but this may not prove 
successful for BME and other people distrustful 
of the institutions that offer those products. One 
way to address ‘access’ barriers is to provide 
translation services.

Recommendation 2: Banks should do more 
to provide translation in key languages. Two 
suggestions are offering language speakers 
at key locations, and providing translated 
documents on bank websites as a relatively 
low-cost way to increase access for BME people. 
Both initiatives would also expand markets for 
financial institutions. 

3. Our interviewees did not seem to require 
better knowledge or understanding. Most people 
were familiar with the key savings products, and 
generally our interviewees were more likely to 
reject mainstream bank practices rather than to 
misunderstand them. Among some Muslims, this 
derived from the prohibition on interest, where no 
amount of information is likely to change attitudes. 
But even among non-Muslim Caribbeans and 
a smaller number of Chinese and Bangladeshi 
people, credit was viewed as something to avoid, 
an attitude often based on personal experiences of 
debt.

Many others undoubtedly reject some of the 
principles underlying banking, whether interest 
or statistical risk calculations. That many of us 
engage in the financial mainstream despite these 
apprehensions (and in a ‘suboptimal’ way) is 
perhaps as much because we have no choice 
rather than because we don’t understand key 
concepts or particular products. The dominance of 
high street banks in the UK has arguably resulted 
in financial inclusion being defined as holding 
financial products in these institutions. This is 
undesirable, and government should consider how 
best to enable a more diverse range of institutions 
and products. 

Recommendation 3: Policymakers should 
recognize that some people reject the practices 
of the financial mainstream. This means that 
financial inclusion needs to move beyond 
engaging everyone with high street banks. More 
support should be provided for community or 
local banking, and the post office. This does not 
mean less regulation, but different regulation 
(perhaps more on-site visits but fewer capital 
requirements).
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4. As we have previously agued, an alternative 
way of enhancing savings is to extend community 
ownership schemes that build upon positive 
attitudes towards home ownership. (Khan 2010a) 
Although there has been some discussion of 
John Lewis-style partnerships, this idea needs 
to be more ambitious, and involve shareholders 
more directly in decision-making, to ensure 
accountability and to encourage the most uptake.

Recommendation 4: Policy should be more 
ambitious in applying shared-ownership ideas. 
For these to be effective, everyone should have 
a ‘stake’ or ‘share’ and there must be some kind 
of collective decision-making. (See also our Why 
Do Assets Matter? recommendations)

5. Better financial education is necessary to 
enable people to make better decisions. It is 
disappointing that financial education is not part 
of the curriculum, but more also needs to be done 
to improve financial capability among adults. In 
this context, we repeat our recommendations 
for the new free impartial money advice service 
(Mawhinney 2010a). A free impartial service might 
override some of the distrust of formal institutions, 
but we cannot assume that better financial 
capability will result in everyone saving more.

Recommendation 5: Financial education should 
be mandatory in the curriculum, from age 11. 
There should also be increased provision for 
financial education among adults, and it should 
include material targeted at new migrants and 
those who do not speak English. (See our 
recommendations in Seeking Sound Advice)

6. For many low-income people, existing 
products are unattractive or inappropriate. It is 
hardly unreasonable to pay 150% APR when 
the alternatives are 5000% or selling valuable 
possessions in a pawnshop. So while we concur 
with researchers that argue that existing products 
are not attractive enough, there is currently a 
market limit to how far mainstream institutions can 
go in offering competitive and affordable products 
for low-income people. We therefore endorse the 
Saving Gateway, and further suggest expanding 
the Social Fund (recommended in Collard & 
Kempson 2005). The former programme has been 
cut, but the evidence suggests that matched 
schemes (as in the scrapped Saving Gateway) are 
one of the only proven ways of motivating low-
income people to save. 

Recommendation 6: The Saving Gateway would 
have been valuable to many low-income people. 
If they wish to encourage low-income households 
to save more, the government should reconsider 
the SG or a similar matched-rate policy, at 
least as soon as public finances improve. To 
make credit more affordable, the government 
should consider expanding the Social Fund, and 
consider supporting credit products that offer 
interest rates of up to 50% APR.

7. Because we have not systematically interviewed 
people across every ethnic group in the UK, we 
are unable to assess whether and how distinctive 
these attitudes are. This raises a point we have 
considered elsewhere, namely that we need 
to understand better how people’s behaviour 
may vary by ethnicity (Khan 2008, 2010b). 
Given increasing policy interest in ‘behavioural 
economics’ and the idea of ‘nudging’ people 
in a particular direction, we need a better 
understanding of people’s actual behaviour. 

Recommendation 7: Further research is needed 
in terms of people’s attitudes and behaviour, 
especially as policymakers consider applying 
‘behavioural economics’. First, to  understand 
why people do not use mainstream products 
and institutions, particularly if they self-exclude. 
Second, to understand if and when different 
groups have different preferences or behaviours. 
Finally, we should not give up on educating 
people towards changing behaviour and 
preferences, especially where existing behaviour 
makes people worse off or leads to unjust outcomes.

8. Our interviews and also practices in wider 
society suggest that financial activity may have 
a wider value, in particular its contribution to 
community. People may share goods or resources 
– or offer each other discounted loans – because 
they feel it is an important way to affirm communal 
ties. These motivations are apparent in Christmas 
club or pardna saving schemes, which offer no 
interest but promise security.

Recommendation 8: Financial and community 
considerations may not be easily combined, 
but people often support each other financially 
without having a profit-seeking motive. Given 
the popularity of community savings and even 
Christmas clubs, policymakers should consider 
how the value of community – a value that clearly 
motivates saving – might be leveraged to design 
alternative products or better support institutions 
that already provide these products.
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The idea that it is necessary to save for the future is 
not simply a financial consideration, but reflects a 
deeper human response to uncertainty and long-
term thinking. Even in pre-modern societies people 
understood that agricultural surpluses might need 
to be saved for years of drought, plague or famine. 
So although financial products have become 
increasingly complex and varied, savings continue 
to ‘smooth out’ the personal economic highs and 
lows we all experience in both the long and the 
short term. 

Household and indeed national saving rates have 
long been a standard topic for economic theorists 
and for policymakers. The suggestion that ‘bad 
debt’ was a key cause of the recent recession 
has only further highlighted the importance of 
savings. From ‘subprime’ mortgages of 100% 
(or more) of the value of a house to credit card 
debt that outstrips income, too many people in 
Britain use credit in place of savings to cover 
their consumption. Without reversing this trend 
and increasing their savings, it is hard to see how 
people can avoid continuing to turn to credit. At the 
same time, it is important to recognize that credit is 
a vital aspect of our economy, even for those who 
already have adequate savings.1

While greater savings might have lessened the 
extent and impact of the economic downturn, 
their importance extends beyond macroeconomic 
stability. Indeed, most people who save do so 
for individual or family reasons. Savings are often 
distinguished by their various aims. Most people 
at least distinguish short-term and long-term 
savings, with the latter being particularly important 
for avoiding poverty in retirement. In many cases 
these savings are channelled into pensions, while 
property, stocks or cash are also used to provide 
long-term savings, for others such as children or 
family members as well as for oneself.

Another common distinction exists between saving 
for specific items (presents for a birthday or for 
other celebrations), and emergency or ‘rainy day 
savings’ (Kempson & Finney 2009). Everyone 
knows that they will at some point need money to 
pay for an unexpected expense, but it is very hard 
to predict what that expense will be. Research 

1 For a good summary of credit among low-income people, see 
Collard & Kempson (2005)

1. Introduction

has suggested that while low-income people are 
no worse than the average in being able to save 
for specific items, they find it harder to save for 
an indeterminate item, or indeed for the long term 
(Dolphin 2009). This is perhaps less because those 
on low incomes are worse at long-term thinking, or 
because they discount the risks associated with 
uncertainty, but rather because it is more costly for 
low-income people to act on these considerations. 
That is, saving necessarily involves foregoing some 
consumption today, and many people are not in a 
position to forego very much without harming their 
current level of wellbeing (Emmerson & Wakefield 
2001).

1.1 Savings, policy and 
financial inclusion
The financial inclusion agenda developed out of 
research in the early 2000s as a particular aspect 
of social inclusion (HMT 2001a). As with social 
inclusion, the policy focused more on ensuring 
better access to existing institutions (in this case 
financial institutions) than in widespread reform 
of those institutions. However, there is also 
recognition that financial services providers may 
need to design products that better suit the needs 
and preferences of those currently excluded (HMT 
2007). In previous research, Runnymede and 
others have argued that being financially excluded 
deeply affects a person’s wider social inclusion, 
their ability to participate in markets, and lead a 
fulfilling life (Khan 2008).

Five areas were specified in financial inclusion 
policy documents: 

• banking
• credit
• insurance
• advice 
• savings

Research has emphasized the importance of 
savings for financial inclusion generally. Without 
savings, people are more vulnerable to changed 
circumstances, or ups and downs in the labour 
markets, and they will also find it more difficult to 
get credit. Furthermore, even if people are able to 
get credit, they are likely to pay more for it, as with 



Saving Beyond the High Street 5

a person who makes a smaller downpayment on a 
mortgage and so faces higher interest repayments. 
Savings therefore are crucial to enhancing financial 
inclusion and economic wellbeing more broadly.

As we have already explained, people save 
in different ways and for different reasons. But 
whatever the reasons for a particular person to 
save, policymakers have also studied and focused 
on the behavioural aspects of savings (Sherraden 
1991; HMT 2001a; Khan 2010b). The idea is that 
people who get into the ‘savings habit’ are not 
only more likely to continue to save, but that they 
are more likely to adopt a long-term approach to 
risk and uncertainty, and to make good financial 
decisions more broadly.

Of course not everyone is able to save: as many 
as one in seven have never done so (NS&I survey, 
reported in Evans 2010). Elaine Kempson and 
Andrea Finney have recently written a good 
overview of saving among low-income people 
(Kempson & Finney 2009), and the barriers they 
identify – barriers which include ensuring that 
people save more frequently and more formally – 
remain a challenge for policymakers, including in 
the area of ethnicity. Their research is also helpful 
for thinking about whether different attitudinal 
or behavioural responses explain the variation 
in savings among people with otherwise similar 
incomes. That some people never save is a 
particular challenge for policymakers, but so too 
is identifying whether institutional barriers (such as 
poor product design or perceived discrimination), 
income-related factors, or attitudinal factors (such 
as distrust or apathy) explain lack of savings. We 
return to these questions in the conclusion.

Both to enhance financial inclusion (especially in 
more formal institutions) and economic wellbeing, 
and to motivate people to adopt a savings habit, 
the previous government introduced the ‘Saving 
Gateway’ for low-income people in 2009. Before 
briefly explaining this policy (and its scrapping 
by the current government), it is worth mentioning 
another saving policy currently being developed 
– a pensions product for low-income people, 
called NEST. This is potentially of great benefit 
to Black and minority ethnic people given their 
lower income levels, higher self-employment rates 
(for new migrants, Bangladeshis, Chinese and 
Pakistanis), and younger age profile (over 40% of 
people under 35 do not have a pension).2 However, 
NEST is currently being reviewed by the new 

2 http://uk.biz.yahoo.com/05122007/398/40-under-35s-pension.
html)

coalition government, and we did not explicitly ask 
participants about it.

The Saving Gateway (SG) scheme was first piloted 
in 2002/4, followed by a second pilot in 2005/6 
(Kempson et al. 2005; Emmerson et al. 2007).3 It 
has been scrapped without much fanfare by the 
new coalition government just as it was due to be 
introduced. The scheme was based on the idea of 
‘matched savings’ (rather than interest payments), 
building on the ‘Individual Development Accounts’ 
(IDAs) developed in the United States (Sherraden 
1991; Schreiner, Clancy & Sherraden 2002). 
Interest rates cannot always be intuitive in terms of 
likely returns, especially for those unfamiliar with 
financial products and services, whereas matched 
savings are more straightforward to calculate and 
predict, and typically offer larger increases for 
a consistent saver (e.g. £1 for every £2 saved). 
One important aspect of the scheme is that it 
incentivises consistent saving, in that those who 
save for, say, 10 or more months in a year can 
expect greater returns. We hope that the current 
government will at least reconsider this scheme – 
one of the few known to increase saving for low-
income people – as public finances improve.

Evaluation of the SG pilots found no specific 
concerns relating to ethnicity. This of course does 
not mean that there are no specific experiences, 
barriers or preferences for BME savers. Although 
we accept that other factors may be equally 
important for explaining the variance in savings 
rates, this research highlights where ethnicity 
may be a factor, which is important not simply for 
understanding the experiences or behaviour of 
BME people, but for designing effective policy that 
will benefit everyone. Whether that policy is the 
Saving Gateway or some other scheme, effective 
policy must respond to the actual needs and 
behaviour of the people it seeks to benefit, and do 
so in a way that actually works to increase saving.

1.2 Savings and ethnicity: 
summarizing the data
As we’ve already suggested, people’s savings 
levels vary widely. Data show that Black and 
minority ethnic people in particular have low 
levels of savings. Over 60% of Asian and Black 
British people have no savings at all, twice the 
rate for White British people (Khan 2010a; DWP 

3 For the then-Government’s explanation, see: http://
webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http://www.hm-treasury.
gov.uk/documents/financial_services/savings/topics_savings_
gateway.cfm
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2008). Furthermore, even where BME people have 
savings, they are likely to have smaller amounts 
and hold them in less diverse products: Ipsos-
MORI survey data found that BME groups held 
anywhere from one-eighth to one-third as many 
investment types as white groups (see Khan 2008).

ONS data suggests that less than 5% of BME 
people have savings of more than £20,000 
(this compares to 13% for the wider population) 
(ONS 2005, in Khan 2008, 2010a). Whether it’s a 
question of cash savings, ISAs, Premium Bonds or 
Stocks and Shares, all BME groups are much less 
likely to have savings than white groups (see Khan 
2010a: 15). 

Datasets including the DWP Family Resources 
Survey, the Ipsos-MORI Financial Services Survey 
and the ONS Wealth and Assets Survey all confirm 
the lower levels and diversity of savings among 
BME groups. However, we don’t know why these 
significantly unequal savings rates for different 
ethnic groups persist, and this is one of the major 
aims of this research. One important point is that 
these data apply only to formal savings and, as 
our research suggests, BME people may have 
greater savings than surveys indicate, specifically 
in the case of the informal practices identified in 
this research. Furthermore, while we agree with 
Kempson & Finney (2009) that we don’t really know 
the extent to which BME people have different 
behaviours or barriers to saving, this research 
contributes to our understanding of BME attitudes 
towards financial services more generally.

1.3 Methodology
For this report we interviewed a range of people 
from Black and minority ethnic backgrounds to 
investigate their reasons for saving, as well as 
their broader attitudes towards and experiences 
of managing their money. In the interests of 
uncovering some significant generalizations, we 
focused on three particular ethnic groups in three 
particular locations, namely Chinese people in the 
North West of England, Black Caribbean people 
in Eastern England, and Bangladeshis in London. 

During the summer of 2009, two researchers 
conducted 35 semi-structured interviews with 
people in three BME groups, as well as with 11 
advice practitioners working in a range of voluntary 
sector advice organizations. 

As previous Runnymede research has shown, 
the ethnic population of the United Kingdom is 
increasingly diverse, and is becoming more so 
every year. Our focus on three different groups 
allowed us to consider variations in needs, 
experiences and preferences. Although the 
increasing diversity of ethnic groups in the UK 
makes it more difficult to generalize about the 
‘BME’ population, we were able to cover a broad 
range of experiences: from those of new migrants 
to what British-born men and women, old and 
young, from different religious backgrounds, non-
English speaking (interviewed through translators), 
employed and unemployed and of various income 
levels are confronting. 

Two further sources of data supplemented these 
face-to-face interviews. First, we set up ‘expert’ 
or ‘key informant’ interviews, with financial advice 
providers, community leaders and policymakers. 
Second, to supplement the interviews, we set up a 
short online ‘Money Survey’. This posed a number 
of closed questions on people’s desire for, and 
experiences of, money advice. It also included 
demographic questions, allowing analysis of 
answers by ethnic background, country of birth and 
gender. A request for completion of the survey was 
sent through Runnymede’s networks and advertised 
on Runnymede’s website. This method of recruitment 
is not completely random, as some respondents 
have existing links to Runnymede, but it does offer 
further insights into the experiences, attitudes 
and aspirations of people in the UK. In all, 110 
respondents completed the survey and the resulting 
data supplement our interview data, as do a range 
of government statistics from previous Runnymede-
commissioned research. (See Appendix for more 
detail of the research procedures.)

     _________________________________  
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Understanding how and why different ethnic 
groups in the UK save or don’t save requires some 
background explanation of BME experiences in 
the UK more generally. In this section we focus on 
wider social or institutional factors, conditions that 
affect a person’s level of saving. In sections 3 and 
4 we highlight the more individual or behavioural 
factors arising out of our research, including 
people’s different experiences, family background, 
migration history, skills and attitudes.

The legal, tax and regulatory environment, the size 
and nature of the financial services sector, or the 
immigration system, are relevant for understanding 
the saving impulse, but with the exception of the 
immigration system, these wider conditions do not 
affect BME people exclusively. And while factors 
such as employment, income, wealth, education 
and housing tenure of course affect everyone, 
many BME groups have distinctive experiences 
in these areas that may make them more or less 
likely to save. We outline the evidence on socio-
economic factors, housing, health and language, 
building on analysis we have already published 
(Khan 2008, 2010a; Mawhinney 2010a, 2010b).

2.1 Labour market 
outcomes
Different Black and minority ethnic groups have 
somewhat different experiences in the labour 

2. Background Conditions

market. However, on average, all BME people have 
lower employment rates, lower incomes, and poor 
attainment/progression in the workplace (Cabinet 
Office 2003). For example, while white male 
unemployment is 8.3%, the rate for BME males is 
12.8%, rising to 18.2% for black men (TUC 2009). 
These data are from 2009, and suggest that an 
earlier narrowing of the ‘employment gap’ has 
been reversed by the recession (Berthoud 2009; 
Hogarth et al. 2010; Li et al., 2008).

In fact, data analysis suggests that the apparent 
narrowing of the employment gap cannot be taken 
as evidence of a reduced ‘ethnic penalty’. As a 
recent comprehensive assessment explains:

Education protects against lower employment 
rates and earnings levels only to a certain degree, 
and some disadvantaged groups do not enjoy the 
returns to education that might be expected from 
their investment. This is clearly seen in the reported 
rates of job refusals and promotion blockages. 

(Li et al., 2008: iv)

Economic inactivity is also higher for all BME 
groups, and is particularly high for Bangladeshi 
and Pakistani women (over 70%). Yet even 
taking into account these high inactivity rates, 
BME women still have high unemployment rates, 
suggesting that even when they look for a job they 
have more difficulty finding one (see Table 1).

Table 1. Employment, unemployment and inactivity rates, by ethnicity and gender

Ethnic Group Men Women
Employed Unemployed Inactive Employed Unemployed Inactive

White 78.6 3.6 17.8 68.6 2.6 28.8

Black Caribbean 67.5 11.7 20.8 64.9* 5.3 29.8
Black African 65.6*** 9.9 24.5 48.4*** 5.7 45.9
Indian 74.4*** 4.5 21.1 58.1*** 2.9 39.0
Pakistani/Bangladeshi 60.8*** 8.2 31.0 22.9*** 4.4 72.7
Chinese 57.6*** 4.8 37.6 56.4*** 3.3 40.3

Source: Li et al. (2008: 74). Bivariate significance tests are carried out with White, non-disabled/ long-term illness and 
non-same-sex couples as reference categories respectively (* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001).
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Furthermore, Li et al. found little improvement 
between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s, especially 
when controlling for increased educational 
attainment:

At each level of education (in both 2003 and 2005), 
Black African men reported two to three times the 
incidence of job refusals and promotion blockages, 
with the next highest rate being among Black 
Caribbean men (Table 7). For women, Black Africans 
at each level of education also reported the highest 
incidence of unfair treatment (Figure 12). It is notable 
that all ethnic minority women perceived injustice 
in both survey years and that this perception was 
growing for the highly qualified (Figure 12). 

(Li et al. 2008: iv)

Unemployed people and the economically inactive 
obviously find it difficult to save. Many of these 
people depend on benefits, and benefit levels 
currently provide a single working-age adult with 

support that matches only 55% of the poverty level 
(measured as 60% of average income) as Table 2 
shows. This amounts to just over £64 per week, or 
£3340 per year. Though unemployed or inactive 
people also typically get other benefits, most of 
these – such as housing benefit – must be used for 
specific expenses or are not paid in cash and so 
cannot be used for savings. It is quite unlikely that 
people on benefits will be able to save very much 
of their cash benefits, or indeed that it is a good 
idea for them to do so given that their incomes 
typically fall significantly below the poverty line.

More generally, it may be inadvisable for low-
income people to save significant sums of money, 
especially those with children (Emmerson & 
Wakefield 2001). This argument also applies to 
employed people on low incomes. For example, 
58% of Bangladeshis and 47% of Pakistanis 
experience in-work poverty; this compares to 11% 
of White British people (see Fig 1). This means that 

Table 2. Benefits as a proportion of the poverty line, by family type

Family type Poverty
line

Benefits Difference Benefits as % 
of poverty line

Couple, no children £202 £100.95 –£101.05 50%

Single, no children £117 £64.30 –£52.70 55%

Couple, two children
(5 and 14)

£327 £230.59 –£96.41 70%

Lone parent, two children            
(5 and 14) £242 £193.94 –£48.06 80%

Source: Richard Exell, presentation to Runnymede Financial Inclusion Conference (2009).
Note: The poverty line is measured as 60% of average income.

Figure 1. In-wo rk poverty
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the head of these households earns less than 60% 
of the average wage, an income that precludes 
significant savings once basics such as food, 
clothing, rent and bills are covered.

One reason for these levels of in-work poverty 
can be explained by what economists call labour 
market ‘segmentation’. That is, BME people are 
particularly likely to work in certain sectors: one 
in three Bangladeshi men work in the catering 
sector, while one in seven Pakistani men work as 
taxi drivers or in related jobs (ONS 2001, Census 
analysis). These jobs are low-paid and less stable, 
and do not typically provide as many benefits as 
salaried jobs.

Each of the groups we interviewed affirmed that a 
low income was a major barrier to saving. This view 
was particularly prominent among our Bangladeshi 
interviewees.

◊Mushir: I would get paid, then on a day off I do 
my house shopping, Tesco shopping, and the 
halal shopping, meat, chicken, fish, vegetables. 
Then came some money paid to bills: electric 
bills, gas bills, telephone bills, TV licence, this 
that. How can I save?... [It’s] very hard to save.

Many of the Black people we interviewed also 
emphasized that lack of income was the major 
reason why many of their friends and family were 
unable to save. A few participants explicitly linked 
this to lack of opportunities in the job market, or 
working in ‘dead-end’ jobs:

◊Afia: I think a lot of people in the Black 
community want to save but just don’t have the 
means. A lot of people I know don’t have good 
jobs, they are applying but they just can’t get 
good jobs, so that’s the issue really. I don’t think 
it’s to do with …
Interviewer: Attitudes?
Afia: …yeah. You know, I’ve seen so many 
people apply for jobs and they never get 
it… That’s the reason why they can’t save: 
they’re not in the best financial situations, 
it’s not because banks are not giving them 
advice, it’s actually because they’re not offered 
employment or good jobs like managerial 
positions on a good salary. It’s always on a 
really low, like you’re scraping by, it’s just like a 
dead-end job, basically, I think that’s the issue.

Bangladeshi and Caribbean interviewees also 
highlighted the problems of low income. In both 
communities, a few interviewees suggested that 
people were uncomfortable or unwilling to discuss 

financial issues, partly because people were 
embarrassed that they were unable to save. 

◊Luke: I get the impression that most people 
don’t save, really … It’s not something that 
comes up in my work, so it’s just a feeling I get 
from speaking about money issues every now 
and then. I get the sense that people don’t have 
the extra money to save.

In the case of many Bangladeshi interviewees, 
debt was also highlighted as a particular reason 
why people were unable to save. 

◊Interviewer: Are there any money issues that 
are particularly common for Bengali people in 
London …?
Sati: Debt, people are in debt now, quite a lot of 
people. Recently they [thought] that what they 
get is not enough, so somewhere [they got a] 
personal loan from people, friends, or they go to 
bank.

In general the Chinese participants we interviewed 
were a somewhat better-off sample. However, 
we were unable to interview any waiters – partly 
because of their work hours and partly because 
of language barriers. But a few of our interviewees 
did explain that Chinese waiters find it more difficult 
to save, both because of low wages and because 
of language skills. Our interviewees further 
explained that many waiters work unsociable hours 
and a significant number gamble with each other 
after work. Gambling appears to be quite common 
among Chinese waiters in particular, and is likely to 
result in lower savings.

2.2 Housing
Housing is widely understood to relate to saving. 
For many people, their home is their greatest 
source of wealth. Home-ownership is obviously an 
important goal in British society, such that most 
younger people identify it as one of their prime 
aims in saving. In the following section we discuss 
how many BME groups are similarly interested in 
home-ownership, based on our interviews with 
Chinese people in Manchester, Bangladeshi 
people in London and Black Caribbean people in 
Norwich. 

Home-ownership grew steadily from 23% in 1918 
to 32% in 1953 to 43% in 1961 to 57% in 1980. 
At this point, the Right to Buy policy helped push 
home-ownership rates to 67.5% in 1997, a figure 
which continued to rise more modestly to peak at 
71% in 2006. The proportion of home-owners has 
since fallen to 68%, more or less the same rate as 



Runnymede Financial Inclusion Report10

in 1998 (2008/09 English Housing Survey). As the 
housing market picks up again, rates of ownership 
are likely to rise as well, although the previous data 
and experience perhaps also suggest that rates 
may not exceed 75–80%.

Rates of ownership vary significantly by ethnic 
group (see Table 3). In general, more recent 
migrants are less likely to be owners, but some 
groups with large British-born populations 
(e.g. Black Caribbeans) have fairly low rates of 
ownership. Indian people are the only group to 
match the White British rate of home-ownership 
(73%), with Pakistanis (64%) being the next 
highest. Other BME groups have much lower 
rates, with only about one-third of Bangladeshi and 
Black African households being owner-occupied. 
Somewhat surprisingly, it appears that most of these 
figures have decreased since the 1991 Census. 

Table 3. Homes ownership, by ethnic group

Ethnic 
Group

Owner 
occupied

Rented 
from social 
sector

Rented 
privately

White British 73 17 10
Mixed 44 35 22
Indian 73 8 19
Pakistani 64 17 18
Bangladeshi 37 49 14
Black 
Caribbean

48 43 9

Black 
African

31 41 29

Chinese 53 7 39
Other ethnic 
group

40 24 35

All 70 18 12

Data are at Q2 (April–June) and are not seasonally 
adjusted (see Appendix, Part 4: Labour Force Survey).
Chinese estimates have a large sampling error because 
of their small sample sizes and, for Bangladeshis, the 
clustering of the Bangladeshi population.
Source: Communities and Local Government from the 
Labour Force Survey.

On the other hand, Black African, Black Caribbean 
and Bangladeshi people are more likely to live 
in accommodation rented from the social sector. 
This of course means that they are unable to build 
up equity in a home, and thereby achieve the 
most significant asset for most Britons. Housing 
represents over half of all asset-holding in the UK, 
and the lower half of the population hold almost no 
other assets (Khan 2010a).

Even where BME people are likely to own 
their homes, these may be in less desirable 
areas with lower property values. Furthermore, 
among Black African, Bangladeshi, Indian and 
Pakistani households, home-ownership rates 
have decreased since 1991. Together their lower 
home-ownership rates and lower property values 
explain the lower wealth holdings for BME groups 
as reported in the National Equality Report. For 
example, while White British households had on 
average £221,000 in assets, Black African and 
Bangladeshis held only £15,000 and £21,000 
respectively, with Black Caribbean only slightly 
higher at £76,000 (National Equality Panel 2010; 
the sample size did not allow for comparison with 
Chinese people).

In this report we focus primarily on cash savings 
and savings held in stocks and shares, ISAs 
and related products. In a previous report (Khan 
2010a) we explored the importance of assets 
specifically, but here we simply highlight how 
savings and assets provide leverage for further 
financial products and services. This is most 
obvious in the case of credit, but home-ownership 
typically reduces the price of a variety of insurance 
products as well.

2.3 Health
Most BME groups are on record as reporting poorer 
health than white groups. South Asian groups have 
higher rates of diabetes and heart disease, while 
Pakistani and Bangladeshis are significantly more 
likely to have a long-term limiting illness.14

Experiences of ill-health impact on a person’s 
capacity to work or to work a full working week. 
But ill-health can be quite ‘costly’ for people 
independently of consequences in the labour 
market. There may be a ‘vicious circle’ of financial 
difficulty and depression: people who become 
unemployed or fall behind with their credit 
payments often experience depression as a result, 
and people who experience depression often find 
it difficult to participate fully in the labour market.

In this context it is worth pointing out that BME 
people are more likely to be diagnosed with mental 
health problems. This may relate to experiences 
of poverty or racism, and Asian and Caribbean 
people appear more likely to be diagnosed with 
some severe mental health illnesses. Whatever 
the reasons for these outcomes, mental health 
concerns make it more difficult for people to build 
up savings.

4 http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=464
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2.4 Language
Language has been identified as a serious barrier 
to financial inclusion (Atkinson 2006). In a recent 
report based on the same interviews as this 
one, we explained why language barriers make 
it difficult for people to take up financial advice 
(Mawhinney 2010a). These barriers also apply 
to savings and investment, and we found some 
evidence that people asked their children, other 
family members or community financial advisers to 
assist them, including when buying a home.

In the case of the Chinese community in 
Manchester, people suggested that Mandarin-
speaking staff at the Bank of China encouraged 
many people to bank there. More generally, people 
also made use of leaflets produced by banks, and 
these might be translated and made available 
more widely, including on websites. Maggie, 
speaking through a translator, explained that she 
became aware of ISA accounts with HSBC through 
leaflets, but that these were in English. 

◊Interviewer: And were those leaflets written in 
English or Mandarin or Cantonese?
Maggie (through translator): All in English…She 
would ask her daughter because her daughter 
knows more about this.

Using translators or community financial advisers 
can increase financial inclusion and saving rates, 
but it may also involve costs. This could result 

in people saving less than they otherwise might. 
While a few interviewees suggested that financial 
advisers might be taking advantage of people who 
didn’t speak English, some advisers suggested 
that Bangladeshi and Chinese people have 
different preferences and expectations in terms 
of savings and investment. One particular area of 
concern is that people who don’t speak English 
may not realize their full pensions and other benefit 
entitlement.

◊Cathy: We got a lot of people who had no 
entitlement [to pensions]. They didn’t know they 
had to pay to have an entitlement to pension, 
so we work with the pension people who come 
here every Thursday. We have a translator; it 
costs me more to have a translator. 

As with remittances (discussed in section 4.6), 
language highlights significant differences 
within the ‘BME’ population – and indeed within 
the Bangladeshi, Caribbean and Chinese 
communities we interviewed. Place of birth, 
labour market experience, age structure and ties 
to other countries vary significantly within these 
communities. One key difference is generational: 
older people are more likely to have been born 
overseas, to maintain links with those countries, 
and continue the financial practices they first 
experienced where they were born; they are also 
much less likely to speak English well. All of this 
affects the nature of their financial life, and how far 
they may be described as ‘financially included’.

     _________________________________  
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3. Attitudes to Saving

Having set out some of the wider social factors 
affecting BME people’s savings rate, we now turn 
to more individual or personal experiences, based 
principally on our qualitative interviews and survey 
findings. We found some distinctive experiences 
in each group; but similar or common themes as 
well. In this section we highlight more general 
background attitudes towards saving. In section 
4 we then explain how these attitudes affect BME 
people’s actual experiences of savings.

3.1 Apprehension and 
distrust
When policymakers focus on increasing savings 
rates, they have in mind savings products in 
mainstream financial institutions (HMT 2001a, 
2001b; Kempson & Finney 2009). However, many 
of our interviewees clearly expressed ambivalence, 
apprehension or even distrust of mainstream 
or formal providers. The idea that banks and 
other institutions aren’t for ‘people like me’ 
probably extends to other groups, but we found a 
surprisingly high level of distrust among the BME 
people we interviewed.

Distrust and even anger at mistreatment were most 
explicit among our Black Caribbean interviewees. 
Some explained that they always wore a suit when 
they went to the bank, made sure they had all their 
paperwork in meticulous order, and had prepared 
for any questions. A few interviewees felt that they 
were discriminated against by bank staff, and 
resented that they were treated as if they needed 
the bank’s permission to decide what to do with 
their own money.

Perhaps as a result of these experiences with bank 
staff, Black Caribbean interviewees seemed at 
best ambivalent and often distrustful of the motives 
and behaviour of banks generally. Sometimes 
this scepticism seemed to extend beyond any 
individual experiences of discrimination, and was 
based on a wider dissatisfaction with the ways 
banks operate.

◊Afia: I think they’re not truthful, banks, they’re 
not truthful. They’re not going to really tell you 
what situation is going to happen when you 
mess up. They’re really not going to do that. 
They want to lure you in to get your custom, 

make you a member and then use your money 
and that’s what it’s about: getting your custom, 
us[ing] … your money doing whatever they do 
… and then make money from your money.

◊Tamir: [Black people don’t have savings 
accounts] … because they just don’t trust the 
bank.
Interviewer: And do you think that’s got worse 
since the recession?
Tamir: Oh, most definitely because it’s 
confirmed a lot of people’s suspicions, for some 
people it’s like ‘whoa, now the cards are on 
the table!’ So, for some people if I want to get 
involved with this beast now, I know the nature 
of the relationship. I was suspicious of this 
nature – the bank never loses.

Among Chinese and Bangladeshi interviewees 
there was more unfamiliarity or hesitation than 
outright distrust of banks. This was particularly 
common among older interviewees, some of whom 
had their children explain financial issues to them. 
As one interviewee put it:

◊Sean: I think many people, especially Chinese 
or the elderly people, have got no idea about 
how the bank works.

While this report particularly addresses savings, 
sometimes it isn’t always possible to save up for a 
large or important expense. In those circumstances 
people typically seek a loan, and many of our 
interviewees were more likely to turn to friends or 
family for this, especially among Bangladeshis in 
London: 

◊Interviewer: What kinds of things, what kind of 
money issues, would you ask friends about?

Barraq (through translator): Normally what 
happens if he plans to go to Bangladesh and 
it’s a lot of expense sometimes he has asked for 
friends to support him or get a loan. He wanted 
to know how to like get some money together so 
that he can make a trip to Bangladesh …

Apprehension or distrust may result in people 
under-using financial products and services even 
where they have a bank account. Some of our 
interviewees said that they would rather go to 
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community members, friends or general advice 
providers to discuss financial matters. As we have 
explained these findings in greater detail in our 
report Seeking Sound Advice (Mawhinney 2010a), 
we simply note that many Chinese people seek 
advice on investment in particular, but often do not 
trust banks for impartial advice.

◊Nina: I think investment is something you have 
to study. You have to find out more but not just 
follow someone to buy something or just ask 
people to give you some advice … I don’t trust 
the bank because they tell you, of course they 
tell you, they give you opinions at the same time 
they can make money, so I wouldn’t 100% trust 
them to do the investment.
Interviewer: Okay, because they maybe give 
you advice that is weighted in their favour?
Nina: Yes. I don’t know how the logic goes but … 
I do know they can earn some money from that.

3.2 Attitudes to saving and 
investment
As this quote indicates, there was strong interest in 
saving among each of the groups we interviewed. 
We found few people with no disposition towards 
saving, though some people were of course 
more keen or able to do so, and our sample was 
perhaps unrepresentative in that our interviewees 
were willing to discuss their financial matters with 
a relative stranger. Nevertheless, it was striking 
that the Bangladeshi, Caribbean and Chinese 
communities all seemed to prefer investment 
opportunities, which in the case of Bangladeshis is 
often directed towards starting their own business, 
or supporting family members to do so.

Almost every Chinese participant emphasized the 
community’s interest in investing money, though 
they attributed somewhat different motives to this 
preference. Some suggested that Chinese people 
were particularly careful or cautious with money.

◊Grace: I find that people, I mean the Chinese, 
just tend to be careful with money, more careful 
with money. And I think they tend to earn money 
rather than thinking of how to spend money. I 
think this is something quite different from the 
wider society.

This interviewee expanded on this idea, suggesting 
that Chinese caution was particularly common 
among Hong Kong-born people, where the social 
security system doesn’t provide enough for people 
when they are older.

Grace: I was born and brought up in Hong 
Kong. I think that is a big thing because in Hong 
Kong the social security system is so poor, 
people are educated by our parents telling us 
that you have to survive and you have to save 
money for the future when you are old. Because 
the [Hong Kong] government is not able to help 
you and I think in a way it is good because then 
we really know the value of money, real money 
and to manage it properly. I mean to be careful 
with spending money, let me put it this way.

A number of participants suggested that Chinese 
people were especially interested in stocks and 
shares, with one going so far as to state almost 
everyone had shares in HSBC, and a student also 
indicating an interest in shares. This suggests a 
willingness to invest in stocks and shares, and 
arguably an acceptance of some degree of risk; 
it may also indicate a preference for investments 
linked to countries of birth.

◊Interviewer: Any thoughts you have on Chinese 
people in Manchester, if you think there’s any 
features of the community that are distinctive or 
different or …?
Sam: Well as for stocks I’m sure pretty much 
everyone from Hong Kong will have their money 
in HSBC stocks. That’s pretty much a fact.

◊Grace: In her [participant’s mother] generation, 
I know that lots of people, especially 
housewives, because they don’t have much to 
do sometimes, and because they want to gain 
some quick money, I know that a lot of Hong 
Kong people are very much into shares, buying 
shares and stocks.

◊Claire (student): I think if I do have money I 
would buy shares but I haven’t got the money at 
the moment.

Quite a few participants in the research felt this 
willingness to invest reflected a more general 
approach to risk. For these interviewees, Chinese 
people were more willing to take on risk, a finding 
that has arisen in previous Runnymede research 
using Ipsos-MORI data (Khan 2008), and has 
also been suggested as an explanation for the 
prevalence of gambling among some Chinese 
people.

◊Interviewer: Do you think there are any other 
different attitudes amongst Chinese people in 
Manchester versus, say, white groups or black 
groups or other groups?
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James: I think generally Chinese communities 
they tend to invest more or want to invest more 
– they might take more risks, even.
Interviewer: So you think more people are 
willing to take a risk?
James: Yes.

As we have suggested previously (Mawhinney 
2010a), Chinese people were much more likely to 
seek out advice about savings and investments, 
especially compared to other communities seeking 
advice on tax and benefits. However, in both cases 
(savings and investment; and tax and benefits), 
there was some unwillingness to seek advice 
outside of the community.

◊Interviewer: Who would you ask for advice [in 
investment in shares], who specifically?
Rachel: I would probably ask friends first. Some 
of my mum’s mates do buy shares and I know 
some of my friends they do buy shares as well. 
So I would just ask their opinion.
Interviewer: Okay, and are they friends within 
the Chinese community or …
Rachel: Yeah, they are.
Interviewer: And … thinking about the 
community, do you think people in the 
community ask other people in the community 
about these things? Do you think Chinese 
people … talk to people outside?
Rachel: I don’t think they want to talk to people 
outside, no. I don’t know why. They try and keep 
themselves to themselves, they don’t really want 
to talk to others, unless you’re close …

At the same time, a number of interviewees did 
seek out advice on savings and investment 
from formal institutions or independent financial 
advisers. Chinese people, especially those 
who required a translator, appeared to be more 
comfortable with talking about investments than 
other financial matters, perhaps because they 
were quite financially astute and held a number of 
investments already. 

◊Interviewer: Can you think of any times where 
you or your husband have needed some 
guidance or advice or anything and that you’ve 
gone somewhere for that help?
Sue (through translator): I think the last time I 
went for advice was, this year actually in May 
when I went to Halifax to meet the financial 
advisers to discuss [investment].

◊Maggie (through translator): She owns a 
property now, she owns a house, and she wants 
to buy another one and wants to know how 
she can do that ... They are very afraid that if 
they put the money aside they will have lost 
their money and on the other hand they would 
think about putting money aside [in terms of] 
how much I can get [in] how many years … 
So if there is something new, new ideas for 
investment they are very keen to know about it.

As we have already explained, many of our 
Caribbean interviewees stated that people in the 
community were unable to save because of low 
income or poor employment prospects. As we 
explain below, all of the people we interviewed 
were able to save, but this was often in informal or 
community-based practices. Having said that, a 
few of the people we interviewed were significantly 
better off, and each of these drew a distinction 
between saving (in a bank) and investing (in a 
start-up company, acquaintance’s business, 
property, transnational investments, or even 
commodities).

◊Imran: [My investment] has always been in 
a scheme, so for example someone would be 
buying something to send to Jamaica and I 
would invest some money in that and use the 
money in my account ... And my brother is there 
in Jamaica, doing business, so I might invest in 
something there. So not so much savings, it’s 
more investment in things.

Among Bangladeshis, the most common kind of 
savings and investment was in business, typically 
for family or close friends. This corresponds to 
evidence suggesting that Bangladeshis are more 
likely to be self-employed (Mawhinney 2010b), and 
we consistently found interest in ‘business’ even 
among less well-off interviewees.

◊Interviewer: What kind of things would 
[Bangladeshi people] save for? What would the 
reasons for their savings be?
Sati: It’s a historical or a cultural appreciation for 
Bangladeshis that they all want to do business. 
All of them, money or not (laughs!) they will 
try for it, so that’s why maybe you find lots of 
people in debt. They’re thinking ‘if I can borrow 
a few bob maybe I can start a business’. 

As this quote indicates, the strong preference 
for starting a business can be a cause of debt 
in the Bangladeshi community. Given previous 
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research by the Department of Trade and Industry 
(DTI 2007, quoted in Khan 2008: 31) that small 
BME businesses appear to be less likely to get a 
loan, debt may potentially cascade through the 
community as it extends the available capital to 
co-members.

◊Interviewer: What is the reason people take out 
loans? What do people need the money for?
Faraj (through translator): To start something 
like a little business or get house fixed … 

◊Yasir: But I guess, with any other community, 
if you fail to secure loan from the bank then I 
guess you would go to family member or friends 
and I think that’s fairly common practice within 
the community, asking for help.
Interviewer: What would the reason for those 
loans be?
Yasir: Oh, to start up a business, definitely.
Interviewer: So a lot of people who borrow 
money and get into debt, they’ve done that to 
try and start a business?
Yasir: Yes.

3.3 Financial capability 
and different saving aims
In this final sub-section on attitudes to saving, we 
address the financial capability of the people who 
participated in the research, and more specifically 
their attitude towards different types of savings and 
different objectives for saving.

Policymakers and researchers have suggested 
that saving may need to be incentivised in different 
ways depending on the reasons why people fail 
to save – or fail to save enough or with sufficient 
frequency (Kempson & Finney 2009). To the 
extent that short-term and long-term savings are 
motivated by different considerations, this too must 
play a role in designing products and policy.

Whatever the value of these distinctions in terms 
of policy, our interviewees often understood the 
difference between ‘rainy day’ and more targeted 
savings – and between short-term and long-term 
savings. A number of interviewees pointed out that 
they had a direct debit going from their current to 
their savings account, and explained that this was 
to ensure that they would save every month, even 
when it might be difficult to do so.

◊Interviewer: How important do you think it is to 
save money for yourself?

Afia: I think it’s really important to save because 
you never know when you’re going to need it, 
you never know what’s going to happen. But I 
find it hard to save. [laughs]
Interviewer: So, do you save?
Afia: I do, but I find it hard … I have a savings 
account, so it comes out of my direct debit. 
[Interviewee saves hundreds of pounds every 
month]

◊Interviewer: What is the reason why you don’t 
have a lot of money in your savings account?
Luke: It’s not urgent but I like the idea of saving 
for a rainy day. But I don’t have anything in 
particular that I’m saving for at the moment … 

Below (section 4.1) we explain how people in every 
community expressed a preference for owning 
their own home, and for using property as a long-
term investment strategy. We suggest that most 
prefer property to pensions, and at least among 
Caribbean interviewees this is partly because of 
scepticism about the security of pensions. Some 
also questioned the value of annuities, or whether 
the current generation of pensioners is the last one 
for whom pensions will be viable.

◊Interviewer: Are you interested in having a 
pension?

Henna: No.

Interviewer: Why not, just out of interest?

Henna: Because we did something on this at 
uni, and the amount of money you put in, and 
that whoever your employer is puts in as well, 
and at the end of the day you might not even 
see it. And if you die all that money you saved 
might not go to your spouse or your family and 
you think, what is the point in that? And I think if 
you’re smart enough as you get older you can 
invest your money.

◊Interviewer: Are you interested in having a 
pension?

Tamir: I had pensions. I cashed them in.

Interviewer: So what are your financial plans for 
retirement, if you don’t have a pension, what’s 
your sort of plan or do you have a plan?

Tamir: I don’t really have a plan for retirement … 
One thing I’ve learned from living in Bermuda 
and spending time in the UK, I’ve seen people 
spend a lot of time and effort planning for 
retirement and die achieving that plan, or their 
children come along and use it all up …
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Interviewer: So, you don’t really want a pension, 
though, it’s not something you’re interested in?
Tamir: I’m not interested in it because after my 
mother’s generation, my father’s generation, I 
really don’t think there’s going to be anything 
there for me. That’s my personal feeling … I’ve 
been inside the corporate structure but, as I 
said, I cashed it in. I took my chances.

Here again some attributed their dissatisfaction 
with pensions to a wider concern for financial 
institutions. Bank practices, including credit 
checks, and the possibility of high levels of interest, 
were particularly unpopular among Caribbean 
respondents. Some noted that while in the past 
Caribbeans always preferred saving for a purchase 
as opposed to getting credit even where they had 
little money, these practices were changing among 
younger people. Similar sentiments were found 
among some Chinese participants, though they felt 
that even younger people still felt uncomfortable 
with debt.

◊Syed: You generally find that the people in the 
Caribbean community are not really keen on 
borrowing money from banks. I mean, they will 
save … and they will put something aside and 
they will generally spend basically what they’ve 
got and will not really overstretch that much. 
If they can’t afford it you save up for it or you’ll 
do without, even though there’s a general trend 
to get a credit card. A lot of people are falling 
into those kind of traps at the moment but you 
generally find within the Caribbean community 
that people are generally more inclined to work, 
save a bit aside for a rainy day and spend what 
they’ve got.
Interviewer: Rather than borrow and get loans 
and things like that?
Syed: Yes. The younger generation they tend to 
want it all today so they tend to get themselves 
into a lot of trouble. [Discussion of being 
assimilated and losing Caribbean culture]

◊Imran: Things have moved towards getting a 
lot of credit, buy now, pay later and pay 125% 
... It’s surprising how, when you go to open a 
new bank account, they do a credit check to 
see if you can get credit. So it means if you’re 
not worthy of getting credit they don’t want you 
as a customer, which makes it more difficult, 
obviously, for poor people in society to get bank 
accounts.

Most of our respondents seemed quite able to 
manage their money. A Caribbean woman living in

London highlighted that saving was very important 
to her. Furthermore, she stated that she would not 
dip into her long-term savings (in this case an ISA), 
even where she might need rainy day savings. As 
with some other respondents, she recognized that 
she might be saving more than she could easily 
afford, but viewed long-term planning as vital for 
financial, but also emotional wellbeing.

◊Jodie: For all kinds of reasons, practical and 
emotional, it’s very important to save because 
I panic if I think I can’t pay the bills at the 
end of the month or get into trouble paying 
the mortgage. So I like the idea of having 
something there, especially in the case of an 
unforeseen emergency. Even if it’s a small 
amount, it’s quite important to me to save 
something … So, what I do, and this sounds 
completely mad, I save every month into my 
ISA. I probably put more into my ISA than I can 
really afford but at the time it was a suggested 
amount by my financial adviser and I said yes 
and it seemed like the right amount at the time. 
Of course I never get round to changing these 
things, it’s a standing order that just goes out 
every month. I prefer it that way, it’s easy to deal 
with. So I do that and then I try, and this is what 
is completely mad, I try to save some money 
in cash in addition. I try to do it weekly but it 
doesn’t always happen, so every time I see ‘oh, 
I’ve got five pounds more than I really need’, I 
put it in a box at home. So that’s an additional 
little safeguard for things that might happen 
like, I don’t know, the cooker breaks and I have 
to go and buy a new one because I don’t really 
want to have to take money out of my ISA in 
order to do those kinds of things as well and it’s 
surprising how much money it amounts to by 
the end of the year if I do it regularly.

Interviewer: Is there anything in particular your 
ISA or savings are for?

Jodie: My ISA in a funny kind of way acts a bit 
like life insurance because I’ve got a daughter. 
So I think of my ISA in the same way that I think 
of the few shares that I had in Halifax building 
society. Not really something I see myself 
spending but almost there as insurance.

Interviewer: So not even rainy day savings for 
yourself?

Jodie: No. I mean, obviously if there was a really 
big emergency I’d access it but it’s not at the 
forefront of my mind at the moment. So there’s 
that and as I say I’ve saved for deposits on 
property and occasionally I save for something I 
really want, a big item, but that tends to be 
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money given to me at Christmas or birthdays or 
whatever.

This description is probably familiar to most 
respondents, and indeed most readers of this 
report. The reasonable balance between saving 
and consumption is far from obvious, and people 
with different risk assessments – but also different 
capacities for reducing consumption – will judge 
how much they can afford quite differently.

We return to this theme in the conclusion, but the 
key point is that BME people do not seem to be 
particularly disadvantaged in terms of education or 
financial capability. While one respondent stated 
‘I just save for a rainy day … To me, the rainy day 
and the house pot is the same thing’, she also 
indicated that this was because she didn’t have a 
great deal of money to save. Generally speaking, 
among our interviewees, those who were unable 
to save as much as they wanted suggested 
they didn’t have enough money to do so. Nearly 
everyone agreed it was important to save actively. 
Indeed, one finding was that many interviewees 
– particularly in the Chinese community – do their 
own research when it comes to investing money.

◊Interviewer: Where did you find out about 
[pensions]?

Rachel: I just go on the internet and search 
because I have internet banking and things like 
that. They let you have a quote, so I just check 
how much I want to have when I’m 65.

Interviewer: So you’re quite comfortable using 
the internet to find out more about these kinds 
of things?

Rachel: Yes.

◊Interviewer: And how did you find out about 
ISAs?

Claire: How did I find out about ISAs? I find 
out from the financial advisories from online 
information. Because I do have online banking 
so I go to the website.

Interviewer: So you would actually do your own 
research, maybe rather than …

Claire: Mm, yes I think so because I prefer to 
do my own research first before and if I got any 
questions then I would go to the bank and ask 
the financial adviser.

     _________________________________  



Runnymede Financial Inclusion Report18

4. Experiences of Saving – 
Formal and Informal
In this section we report the experiences of savings 
that arose in our interviews with Bangladeshi, 
Black Caribbean and Chinese people. As we 
explained in the previous section, we found 
clear and consistent preferences for saving 
among all interviewees, but also apprehension 
and sometimes distrust of mainstream financial 
providers. This arguably relates to one obvious 
explanation for the lower savings reported in 
official data, i.e. that many BME groups have 
more ‘informal’ savings. This finding is a common 
theme of this section, confirming previous 
research on savings among low-income people 
generally (Kempson & Finney 2009). Informal 
savings may take the form of gold, jewellery or 
other commodities, or of overseas investments or 
savings products. We discuss the specific case 
of ‘community savings’ later, but we begin by 
highlighting how all three groups indicated a strong 
preference for perhaps the most popular formal 
saving product in the UK – property.

4.1 Investing in property
As with all communities, the Bangladeshi, 
Caribbean and Chinese people in this research 
expressed a strong preference for owning 
property. This included owning their own home, 
but also investing in property as a way of providing 
for oneself in later life. In fact, most participants 
agreed that ‘property will provide more than 
pensions when I get older’.

We interviewed a number of younger people (e.g. 
under 30), and while most of these did not currently 
own homes, all of them expressed a desire to 
do so. Most commented on the high price of 
properties, and all of them indicated ‘saving for a 
deposit’ as one of the major goals of their savings 
practice, especially among Black Caribbean 
interviewees.

◊Luke: I’m pretty sure the majority [of the 
community] rent – so, they just don’t have the 
finances to buy a house at the moment; prices 
are quite high. Those that have been here for 
longer probably do own houses, as prices were 
much cheaper in the past.

Interviewer: Do you have any particular plans 
for your money in terms of savings?

◊Afia: I do want to save for a house, I do, I want 
to buy a house.

◊Interviewer: So you would look to invest in 
property if you had …?

Tamir: Yes.

Many of the Black Caribbean respondents 
suggested that they would be unwilling or 
uncomfortable with the idea of a mortgage, and 
none was willing to pay an ‘interest only’ mortgage. 
A few suggested that the Asian practice of living 
in joint families was a sensible way of saving, and 
ultimately owning one’s own property. 

◊Tamir: If I do get [a mortgage] it’s that I can 
see when I can pay it off. Because that’s the old 
time West Indians; that’s what they do. If they 
can’t see the actual date when they can get 
the deeds, my family taught me ‘make sure the 
deeds are in sight’. If I can’t get the deeds off 
the bank then I don’t know if I’m going to leave it 
for my children to get the deeds.

◊Henna: When I got married, me and my 
husband we had our own place and we were 
like ‘this is crazy, we need to do it how the Asian 
people do it, they’ve got it so sussed out, stay 
at home with the parents until you get a bit of 
money behind you, rather than trying to save. 
You’re paying £800 a month for rent and then 
bills and all that kind of stuff and you don’t have 
anything left for yourself at all.’ So we moved in 
with my parents and it has been the best thing 
ever … Whatever we make we can save and 
you actually feel like you’re getting somewhere 
… And I’ve got some other friends who, this is 
when we decided that we’re going to so do it the 
way the Asian people do it, who all lived in one 
house, were all crammed in and I thought ‘how 
are you doing it, you’re so crammed in?’ But 
then they saved so much because everybody 
was working enough to buy a house … and now 
everybody’s got their own house.

Interviewer: And you think that’s prevalent 
among all Asian groups here? 

Henna: Yeah, Bangladeshis definitely, also the 
Pakistanis.
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Almost every better-off person we interviewed 
suggested that they had invested in additional 
properties. Most recognized that this was not open 
to everyone, but they also affirmed that property 
investment was more secure than getting a 
pension. 

◊Afia: I think property will [provide more security 
than pensions]. You can always rent it out and 
get a regular [income] or sell it. My parents 
aren’t pensioners, they deal in properties.
Interviewer: Okay and so that’s their plan for 
retirement?
Afia: Yes, that’s how they live, living off my step-
dad’s properties.
Interviewer: And would you say that’s common 
in the wider Black community?
Afia: No not everybody, because of different 
families, different backgrounds, different 
working ethos, some people are just not on that 
road.

Similar attitudes and experiences were also found 
in the Bangladeshi and Chinese groups. Among 
Chinese people, there was a slight difference in 
that people who came from the mainland were 
perceived to be better off compared to those who 
came from Hong Kong. This meant they were 
more able to buy a property, although interviewees 
affirmed that all Chinese people preferred this kind 
of investment. 

◊Owen: You see, traditionally the Chinese, you 
know, we more invest in the property market, 
because no matter what … the property will 
maintain or sustain growth so that’s why they 
might buy houses and rent them out.

◊Interviewer: And do a lot of people in the 
Chinese community that you know try and save 
money for property? Is that quite common or is 
that quite unusual?
Maggie (through translator): Yes, it’s normal. 
She also said that the main clients … [are] from 
mainland China because they got more money 
than people coming from Hong Kong. Mainland 
Chinese people … get enough money to buy 
property. 
Interviewer: And people from mainland China 
are more likely to buy property?

Maggie (through translator): Yeah. Because 
they got more money.
Interviewer: Because they got more money, 
right ok. But people from Hong Kong as well 
would like to buy property? In general, then, in 

the Chinese community, is property quite a big 
priority for people?
Maggie (through translator): Yes.

◊Grace: After I got married and recently my 
husband and I wanted to get some properties 
for ourselves and we bought our own house. At 
that time we wanted to ask for some advice but 
we find that people focus on mortgages, and 
encourage you to put more money in their bank.

Here too the interviewee raises the concern 
that some BME groups – and all the groups we 
interviewed – expressed about mortgages. We 
explain possible religious or ethical considerations 
for Muslim people below, but even among the 
Chinese there was a concern to raise as large a 
deposit as possible, larger than was necessary, 
perhaps some uncertainty about mortgages, and 
a scepticism about what is perceived as the British 
reliance on credit.

◊Sam: I think in the Chinese communities, when 
they get out a mortgage they tend to put down 
as much deposit as they can to bring down 
the overall cost of the mortgage. A friend of 
mine actually, she put down a deposit for her 
daughter’s mortgage just two months ago, put 
down 40%.

◊Interviewer: And in terms of property I get the 
impression that quite a few Chinese people 
aspire to own property. Why do people aspire to 
own property, what is the primary purpose for it?
Cathy: Because they want security and also 
they don’t understand the mortgage system so 
they will have saved the lump sum, to pay off 
the mortgage … They have different concepts 
than western society, they don’t like to have a 
mortgage, they don’t like debt, Chinese people 
hate debt.  

4.2 ‘Community’ saving: 
‘pardna’ and savings clubs
Previous research has suggested that community 
savings such as ‘kommittees’ (among Pakistanis) 
or ‘pardna’ (among Caribbeans) may provide an 
alternative or informal way for some ethnic groups 
to save (Atkinson 2006; Khan 2008). A group of 
people, typically no more than 20 in number, get 
together and agree to save a certain (usually 
relatively small) amount of money, and each 
participant has an opportunity to get the whole 
‘pot’. For example, if 10 people contribute £10 
each week, one person will get access to £100 
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every week, until at the end of the tenth week each 
member has received as a lump sum the £100 they 
have all put in incrementally. Some participants 
then ‘recycle’ this sum, or use it to join another 
pardna, though it appears much of this money is 
targeted towards short- and medium-term savings 
for particular purposes.

Pardna and similar practices require a high degree 
of trust within a particular community, and are 
perhaps particularly important for newer migrants. 
There is obviously no ‘return’ on the investment, 
and so it might appear more useful for people 
without access to mainstream institutions. However, 
in our interviews, particularly among the Black 
Caribbean community in Norwich, pardna savings 
clubs were very popular. A woman in her 20s 
explains the popularity of ‘pardnas’:

◊Interviewer: Pardnas were talked about a lot 
in the past and I didn’t know if people were still 
doing it.

Henna: Yeah, they still do it now.
Interviewer: And is it younger people too?
Henna: Younger people, definitely, British-born 
young people doing it.
Interviewer: And mainly black people?
Henna: Yes.
Interviewer: You’re not worried about pardnas in 
terms of people taking the money and running?
Henna: No!
Interviewer: So, you think the trust is quite high?
Henna: The trust is there, yeah. If they did that, I 
mean … No, I don’t think that’s ever happened. 
It would be something really huge to do that, so, 
no they wouldn’t do that.
Interviewer: And do people do that because 
they don’t trust the banks or just because they 
like that system?
Henna: I think they just like that system. A lot 
of young people are doing that actually. It’s the 
younger people and the older people that are 
doing it. My sister who is 12 is doing it.
Interviewer: Really?
Henna: Yes, so she puts in 10 pounds, or 5 
pounds, whatever she gets as pocket money, 
she puts that in and gets savings. She does it 
and she’s only 12.
Interviewer: So, do you think those people still 
also have regular bank accounts and this is just 
a different way of saving or do you think that all 
their money is in these sorts of savings?
Henna: Yeah, they all have bank accounts …

Interviewer: And they all have regular savings?
Henna: No, some of them do have regular 
savings but they’ll do pardnas too. 

Here and in other conversations it was clear that 
most people engaging in pardnas have access 
to ‘mainstream’ institutions and savings products. 
Pardnas are typically ‘thrown’ among a small 
number of people, and similar clubs operate in 
other communities. In the case of the Caribbean 
community, people use these funds for a variety of 
purposes, and people may even be engaging in 
more than one at a time. In general, however, these 
savings seem more short- to medium-term, and 
typically have a specific item in mind (rather than 
‘rainy day’ or long-term savings).

◊Syed: It’s common not just in the Caribbean 
community, it’s also common in African 
communities. And I’m sure it’s common in the 
Asian community as well.
Interviewer: And what do people put that money 
towards?
Syed: They can put it to whatever they want. So, 
if somebody wants to save towards a holiday 
he’ll get involved in a pardna and at the end 
of the pardna he’ll get his money and he can 
book his holiday. Or if he’s saving for a car ... 
There are people in the Caribbean community in 
London who are running three, four, five all at the 
same time with different groups of people, it’s all 
groups of people who all know each other, so it’s 
all based around trust. And if you bring anybody 
to it you’ve got to be responsible for that person 
defaulting on their part, and normally if a new 
person comes into it they would only get the last 
payment, they would never get the first or the 
second.

All of the participants in these schemes understood 
that it was an alternative to mainstream finance and 
that it didn’t offer interest or a return on saving. It 
is therefore a mistake to interpret pardna use as a 
straightforward indication of financial incapability 
or poor education. As with the Saving Gateway 
and the Treasury’s many financial inclusion policy 
documents, participants explicitly note that these 
schemes are as much about discipline or behaviour 
– what policymakers call the ‘savings habit’. There 
may be some difference in how people apprehend 
the value of money, but pardna schemes don’t 
reflect a lack of financial literacy, and can perhaps 
be compared to Christmas club savings schemes 
within the wider population. In addition to instilling 
‘discipline’ in the saver, the practice also reflects 
the value of community.
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◊Imran: You know the pardna schemes in 
Jamaica and so on, even the young generation, 
the British-born generation are still using those 
savings. So, therefore, there is still a cultural 
difference in how people perceive money. 
I’ve been involved in pardnas from school in 
Jamaica, where everybody pays the equivalent 
of around £10 a week … So obviously in terms 
of returns, it looks strange to people. You put 
in £100 and you get £100 and there’s no profit 
and in fact sometimes you give something to the 
banker for doing the banking as well. So, again 
it also shows that what’s important is the ability 
to save the money, as opposed to getting 10%, 
whereas I think, in the more English culture, 
which I think is very much more precise on 
exactly how much returns are … And then you 
find other people who are joining and at first it’s 
that question of, ‘well how much are you getting 
back? Oh!’ But then you realize it’s the discipline 
of saving is what it’s really for. What people 
traditionally want it for is to buy something in 
particular and why I think it’s coming back again 
is that, used smartly, you can get away from 
credit. Things have moved towards getting a lot 
of credit, buy now, pay later and pay 125%.

Community savings systems were clearly most 
prevalent among Caribbean interviewees, almost 
all of whom indicated that they had participated 
in a pardna. One participant also suggested that 
Africans engage in similar practices, but seemed 
to think that it was becoming slightly less common 
among British-born people, and that it wasn’t 
necessarily ‘financially savvy’:

◊Jodie: It’s funny I was thinking the other day 
about this thing that I didn’t really understand 
but my parents were always waiting for the 
pardna … So because that was quite a long 
time ago I didn’t think it existed anymore. But 
literally 6 months or so ago I went to a church, 
a mainly African church, and they did this thing 
which I didn’t really understand. They called 
out a month and people with their birthdays 
in that month proceeded up the aisle singing 
and dancing and put money into this hat and I 
was thinking ‘what are they doing?’ And then it 
turned out that the month that collected the most 
money, that money was divided between all of 
those people, so it was almost like a pardna. So 
I realised that all these traditional ways of saving, 
or investing are still very much alive. So this idea 
that we’re all terribly financially savvy and that we 
all have bank accounts and all is not true.

We also found informal community savings 
practices among the Chinese and Bangladeshi 
people we interviewed. These appeared more 
ad hoc, however, and at least in the case of 
the Chinese community were seen as a more 
traditional way of managing money that potentially 
carried more risk. This was because trust could be 
manipulated, occasionally by illegal ‘gangs’.

◊Owen: You see, this is a Chinese way of 
saving, they have a hat and everyone will 
contribute each week … A couple of hundred 
pound and then they will rotate when you pay 
the cut in – so you can use the money to invest 
and then repay on monthly basis. So … [it’s] 
some form of investment scheme but mostly 
they know each other very well, relatives or … 
But it’s also quite common in Hong Kong [for] 
gangs [to] disappear [with the money] … and 
here we also have a similar situation. 
Interviewer: Okay and so do those, does that 
saving system always end badly for people?
Owen: It can be high risk, it really hangs on who 
you know, who does the whole thing … But it is 
a very traditional way, within the old traditional 
village, that people like, they trust each other, 
that’s the problem. 

Bangladeshis in London consistently described 
familial or community savings schemes as well. 
We explain family-related saving below, but one 
younger participant suggested that collecting 
savings for distantly related or connected members 
of the community – sometimes for people living in 
Bangladesh – was relatively common. As with the 
Chinese case above, where a ‘hat’ is circulated 
among a familiar or related group of people, in this 
case a ‘bucket’ is sent around to different family 
members to collect a greater sum.

◊Jalal: I mean every month I get a request from 
my mother, for example, saying ‘this person has 
died’ or ‘that person has ended up in hospital 
back in Bangladesh’. I don’t keep in touch with 
distant relatives as much, my mother does 
obviously and every month we get a request 
from my mother saying, you know ‘this distant 
relative has passed away and, you know, left 
this amount of debt’ or ‘that distant relative is in 
the hospital and they can’t afford the medical, 
the healthcare’ or whatever. And then we go 
round with a bucket, around the different parts 
of the family here and we collect 50 pounds, 
100 pounds, whatever ... whatever people can 
afford, people chip in and then that money is 
paid, there’s no time limit or anything but it is 
eventually paid off. 
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4.3 Family support in the 
Bangladeshi community
Within London’s Bangladeshi community there was 
widespread discussion of collective savings for 
family members in particular. Typically this was for 
a significant event, most often a wedding, but also 
for a deposit on a home.

◊Jalal: But the other big expense in the Muslim 
community is weddings, it’s a huge expense 
in the Muslim community or the Bangladeshi 
community. A wedding will cost £20,000, 
anything between £15,000 to £20,000 minimum.

Interviewer: And how do people find that then?

Jalal: That again will come from family 
members. So my sister’s wedding it was £5000 
for each of the brothers. That kind of thing 
happens all the time.

This interviewee also highlighted a concern raised 
by a number of Bangladeshis, namely that the 
benefits system could make managing their money 
more difficult. Many of the participants indicated 
that their debt initially arose from overpayment of 
housing or other benefits, although in this case the 
interviewee suggested that children were worried 
that family-based savings (e.g. for a wedding) 
would compromise their parent’s ability to claim 
benefits. Here the parents were claiming benefits, 
but not their children. To ensure that savings for 
a sibling’s wedding were not spent in other ways, 
many wanted to place these savings in the control 
of their parents until the wedding. This perhaps 
suggests a more familial way of thinking about 
savings rather than the ‘household’-based statistics 
used by government and financial institutions.

◊Jalal: A family that has … two sons and a 
daughter, whatever it is, and the sons are 
working or the daughter’s working and the 
parents are not. So the parents will obviously 
be claiming benefits of some sort or other. Now, 
the children may be expected to contribute 
to the family, not because the family needs 
money immediately [e.g. for ‘groceries’] … But 
the children may be expected to contribute to 
some sort of savings pot, so if one of them gets 
married they have money there for a wedding. 
Now if that [child’s] contribution is put into 
some sort of mainstream savings product or 
organization, bank or whatever [in the name of 
the parents], then parents may be worried that 

that will impact on their ability to make certain 
claims, state benefit claims. 

For some Bangladeshis, family provided further 
financial benefits, particularly among older people. 
Although expectations that children will fully 
provide for parents in old age appear to have 
diminished, a number of respondents suggested 
that Bangladeshis – and Asians generally – had 
stronger family ties (this was even suggested by 
two Caribbean interviewees).

◊Rabar: I think the fabric of [white British] 
society is different; people are more isolated. 
Everybody, people in careers they don’t look 
after their older parents, they put them in 
nursing homes and things like that that have 
to be financed by selling their mortgage, the 
house they bought through their mortgage 
and so on. Whereas, [Bangladeshi] people 
tend to look after their elderly parents and live 
with them and things like that so it’s a different 
culture, it’s a cultural thing … I know of recent 
cases where people have stopped work to look 
after their parents.

This respondent clearly recognized the financial 
costs of looking after older parents (e.g. selling 
a home) for all people in the UK even as he 
suggested that Bangladeshis had different family 
expectations. One other feature that affects older 
Bangladeshis is that they may have moved to the 
UK later in life, either to work or to live with their 
children. As a consequence they are less likely 
to be able to claim a full state pension, requiring 
families to provide for their older members in 
a different way. One older Bangladeshi man 
explained that he was unable to work and to save 
for a pension because of a stroke he had suffered.

◊Interviewer: Did you ever save for a pension 
whenever you were working, saving money for 
retirement?

Mushir: Actually, I try to save money but 
unfortunately I can’t do it. Before I got like this 
[stroke], you know, I tried …

Interviewer: Okay. Do you receive a state 
pension? Do you mind me asking?

Mushir: No.

Interviewer: No? So, you’re just supported by 
your family?

Mushir: Yes. 
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4.4 Religious or ethical 
considerations
The above discussion of pardna and community 
savings practices raised concerns among some 
Caribbean participants that the receipt of interest 
violated their religious beliefs. Recall also that all 
groups suggested that they were nervous about 
large or interest-only mortgages. Most of our 
Black Caribbean interviewees in Norwich were 
Muslims, as were the Bangladeshis in London, and 
many noted that Islam is typically interpreted as 
prohibiting interest. Partly in response to research 
findings that religious prohibitions on interest 
may be a barrier to financial inclusion, including 
saving (Kempson 1998), policymakers have 
worked with banks to develop Shariah-compliant 
products (HMT 2008), such that the UK is now the 
biggest non-Muslim country in the market for these 
products.

A number of interviewees tried to avoid interest 
charges or payments wherever they could, 
including on savings accounts. This desire to avoid 
being paid interest was explicitly mentioned as a 
reason for engaging in community schemes such 
as the pardna. At the same time, many participants 
recognized that they lived in UK society and so 
could not easily avoid receiving interest if they 
wished to participate in British socio-economic life. 
Some also seemed unaware of Shariah-compliant 
options, or thought they were not easily available 
outside London.

◊Syed: In our religion we don’t believe in 
taking interest or paying interest. But the whole 
banking system is set up on that, so once you’re 
in that arena it becomes a little bit shaky for us 
in terms of our belief – and what we can avoid 
and what we can’t avoid – so we’re kind of stuck 
in having to deal with banks.

◊Interviewer: Do you feel that whenever people 
choose who to bank with there are any ethical 
or religious considerations that come into that 
decision of who to use?
Afia: Possibly, I mean especially with the Muslim 
community, although there just aren’t that many 
options available. So yeah, they probably think 
about it, like, for example, people don’t want to 
accept interest but whether or not the service is 
available to meet their needs is another issue.

As these quotes indicate, Muslims living in the UK 
are part of the wider socio-economic life in Britain. 
It isn’t easy to engage in the labour market, pay 

bills or get a mortgage without using mainstream 
institutions and products, and most people 
recognized this reality. However, despite concerns 
about the ethical status of interest, there was little 
take-up of Shariah-compliant products, either 
because of availability (in the case of Norwich), 
or of scepticism (one Muslim financial adviser 
claimed Shariah-compliant products were ‘bogus’) 
or unfamiliarity with those products, or because 
Shariah-compliant products were perceived as 
more costly or otherwise undesirable (compare the 
discussion in Butt 2007). 

Some of the scepticism towards banks in 
general therefore seems to apply to Shariah-
compliant products or more explicitly Islamic 
banks as well. It also appears that people may 
be investing in Shariah-compliant products that 
are not properly regulated and which therefore 
do not have protection from losses. As a result of 
these competing considerations people, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, seem to be pragmatic on the 
subject of meeting their religious or other ethical 
obligations. This is arguably also the case for the 
wider population, many of whom object to certain 
kinds of investments, but fewer of whom act on 
those objections (as found in our ‘Runnymede 
Money Survey’).

◊Jalal: People are finding alternative [Shariah] 
means of saving and investing that are not 
as secure, for example what happened with 
the transfer company, and that’s happening 
elsewhere. Recently again in the last six 
months, this wasn’t just specifically in the 
Bangladeshi community but it was more a 
Muslim community thing, there was quite a big 
company where a lot of devout Muslims had 
invested a lot of money. The company was 
dealing in currencies and the company went 
under with the current financial climate so a 
lot of people lost a lot of money. And I guess 
a lot of people have lost a lot of money across 
the board in finance but I think this was less 
regulated and less secure and people lost a lot 
of money quite easily without any possibilities of 
getting any of it back.

◊Interviewer: And when you say unease with 
banks, is that with their competence or their 
motives?
Tamir: Both, I think. I think probably firstly their 
motives and with the credit crunch definitely 
their competence as well. Specifically in the 
Muslim community there’s definitely an unease 
and a desire not to use banks where possible, 
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because of the issues around interest …
Interviewer: And is that something that most 
Muslims think about, the desire to avoid interest 
if possible?
Tamir: Yes, absolutely, because it is an 
obligation, it’s prohibited in the religion, but the 
issue is ‘what do I do about it?’ And people take 
their own stance on how to find alternatives to 
that.

It’s worth highlighting that Shariah-compliant 
products aren’t the only way in which religious 
considerations affect people’s savings. Among 
both Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean 
respondents, the religious requirement to visit 
Mecca (for ‘Haj’) was emphasized as a reason 
to save. One young Caribbean Muslim woman 
explained that saving for Haj was a common aim 
of pardna participants but also of saving more 
generally.

◊Afia: I’m Muslim so I’m planning on going on 
Haj pilgrimage so I do need to save for that.
Interviewer: And is that something that other 
Muslims would specifically save for?
Afia: Yeah, definitely, that costs anything from 
two and a half thousand to five thousand. It’s 
an obligation, as a Muslim, if you are financially 
able to do it. Obviously most Muslims want to 
do it so they want to get into a financial situation 
where they are able to do it. So, all the time I 
reckon some people are possibly putting some 
money away, in case that comes up.

Religious considerations were not the only reasons 
people expressed a concern with a particular 
product or provider. In the ‘Runnymede Money 
Survey’ most participants stated that they would 
be unwilling to invest in products that violated 
their principles in terms of weapons, oil, labour 
practices or the environment. In fact, a few 
Caribbean interviewees suggested a wider cultural 
rejection of interest, independently of any Islamic 
prohibitions on the practice. Finally, although few 
Chinese participants suggested that religious 
or other ethical considerations were important 
in investing, when asked about a company that 
made explicitly critical comments about China’s 
political system or human rights record (as during 
the Olympics), a number said they would refuse to 
invest in that company.

◊Jodie: I’m not quite sure why but in our 
house [where not everyone was a Muslim] hire 
purchase was not something that you did. You 
did not pay interest, you saved up and paid 
cash for things. So even though I know it’s not 

logical, that’s instilled in me, so I don’t buy 
things on credit on the whole.

◊Henna: I hardly keep anything in the bank 
and if I need something or if I’m saving for 
something or whatever, if I need to make a bank 
transfer then I’ll do that there.
Interviewer: Okay but is [distrust of banks] 
more something that’s common in the Islamic 
community than the Caribbean community, in a 
sense?
Henna: No, because the Caribbean community 
they always save through pardnas. I mean 
I’m sure my granny has got loads of money 
stuffed under her mattress or something, but 
actually the Caribbean community, especially 
the older generations, they never put their 
money in banks. They’ve always put it under 
the mattress and hidden in different places. I 
remember when I was younger and I was just in 
my granny’s house exploring and remembering 
just finding this stash of money and I was 
thinking, ‘what is this?’ It was underneath her 
sewing machine table, stashed somewhere 
underneath and I was looking at it thinking ‘I’m 
sure this is a goldmine’. And actually a friend of 
my mother’s mother died about four weeks ago 
and they found about £13,000 in their house. 
She had died and they were clearing out the 
house and they found these stashes of money, 
just £13,000, and now they’re thinking of ripping 
up the floorboards to find some more. So I don’t 
think they’ve ever trusted the bank.

Interviewer: So, you think it’s a trust matter?

Henna: Yes, definitely.

Interviewer: And not a religious consideration?

Henna: No, not at all. And actually I’ve known 
quite a lot of people who do that … 

4.5 Other informal 
investments, including 
commodities
The interview extract quoted above introduces a 
common theme among our interviewees, namely 
that many people engaged in informal savings. As 
this participant explained, much of this stemmed 
from distrust or apprehension about mainstream 
financial institutions. Stashing £13,000 or more in 
cash under the floorboards should not necessarily 
be interpreted as an indication of poor financial 
understanding, but rather a judgement that banks 
are either unsafe or generally unethical, or not 
places for people from certain backgrounds. 
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Whatever the validity of those views, they clearly 
continue to motivate some BME groups (and 
probably others) when it comes to savings.

Saving under the bed or the floorboards can hardly 
be described as ‘safe’ or ‘secure’. Nonetheless, 
we found evidence of this practice in all three 
communities. In the Chinese community, one 
interviewee suggested some informal savings 
might result from non-payment of taxes or national 
insurance contributions, especially among the self-
employed and older people.

◊Owen: [With] national insurance, they just pay 
the minimum for themselves, as owner. The 
older generation, they claim they pay for their 
employee but in most case they never [do].
Interviewer: So the employers don’t pay national 
insurance and sometimes they claim that they 
do?
Owen: Yes. Especially because they try to lower 
taxation. So we have cases before, especially 
those now approaching 65 or already retired, 
when they go to the benefit office to claim and 
they realize their account is blank, they have not 
been registered … I think we’re talking about 
older [people] …  I think since the last 10–15 
years everything’s changed, but if you don’t pay 
sufficient years of the pension [contributions] 
you will more or less have nothing at the end 
… You see what happens, because of the tax 
dodging, they try to invest this money. They 
might have plenty of cash at home, so he will 
put it in the lining of the bed. So they can’t get 
[interest on the whole amount] … so they just 
get out some money to get some interest. That’s 
the way they do things so they really rely on 
someone who is smart to invest the money and 
in most cases it can be very very risky without 
any legal protection.

One interviewee suggested that in the Caribbean 
community informal savings might be persisting 
among younger British-born people. He suggested 
that ‘hassle’ might explain this behaviour, though 
he had also earlier stated how rude he often 
thought bank staff were to him and other black 
people. People who find saving a ‘hassle’ might 
be what Kempson & Finney (2009) referred to as 
‘non-savers’, and identified as particularly difficult 
to incentivize.

◊Interviewer: And do people save, does anyone 
save informally? In other communities people … 
[may not] know how to use banks or aren’t very 
confident with them and so end up saving money 
at home. Is that something that happens?

Henna: Yeah, it’s funny you should say that, a 
fair few people still do that [save cash at home]. 
You have to remember the generation that aren’t 
… [used to] banking, or having to work and 
have a bank account, you will find that they will 
save under the bed, that kind of thing. There still 
is that element of saving, not so much anymore 
but there still is that.
Interviewer: And is it a generational thing, do 
you think?

Henna: Mm, not really actually. Not really.

Interviewer: I mean, why don’t these people just 
use a bank where it’s safer?

Henna: Hassle, I think they’ll think it’s hassle. 
There’s an element of ‘Well why? If this is my 
money I’m not really going to use it for anything 
banking-wise, then why bother with the banks?’ 
Do you know what I mean? No, it’s not always 
about age, some people I know first-hand find 
banking a bit irritating and a bit of a hassle, so 
why bother if they don’t have to? But it’s when 
people are forced to that they conform to it. But 
a lot of the time ‘oh, it’s just a hassle’. But when 
you want to make that move and you need a 
bank account then you have to. But generally 
I don’t think a lot of people would if they didn’t 
have to, you know, they might prefer the old 
system, storing their own thing in safes and 
vaults. There is still that element of having safes, 
yeah I was at a friend’s house and he had a safe.

Interviewer: Really?

Henna: There’s still that thing of storing stuff in 
safes, rather than banks. It’s not huge, I couldn’t 
tell you that everyone does it. But it’s still there. I 
know one guy does it because he finds banking 
a hassle … I reckon he has an account but 
takes it out and stores it [at home]. 

Saving and investment of the non-banking sort is 
not always insecure or completely informal. Saving 
in gold was a particularly common form of saving, 
particularly among the Muslim interviewees. Those 
in Norwich were most likely to use this model of 
saving, and while some of it related to religious 
requirements to avoid interest, others clearly 
thought that gold and other commodities were a 
more reliable way of investing. A few discussed 
E-Gold and E-Dinar as websites for buying gold 
and silver, and most seemed familiar with the idea 
of buying gold ‘coins’ or ‘dinars’.

◊Tamir: I don’t save anything [in a bank] … But 
I think the way forward in order to have real 
wealth is if one can own their own property and 
then one can invest their money in real tangible 
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wealth such as gold and silver, things that have 
got intrinsic value in themselves. I don’t think 
in the [Muslim] community we would go to 
banks for advice or savings. We have our own 
understanding that gold and silver is the way 
forward. Gold and silver are tangible – they will 
never change.

◊Afia: I do know some people that do hide it 
under the bed and they save through pardnas, 
a lot of people in the community do.
Interviewer: They do do that. And would you say 
it’s …?
Afia: I’ve never done it before … So they do 
pardnas and sometimes they just keep it in their 
houses.
Interviewer: How about buying gold or jewellery 
or things like that?
Afia: I know some people that buy dinars, gold 
dinars and stuff.

Interviewees in the Black Caribbean community 
in Norwich seemed to have a quite sophisticated 
understanding of investing not only in gold but in 
other commodities too. One even explained why he 
wouldn’t invest in commodities ‘futures’ markets. 

◊Imran: I would advocate for example buying 
gold, I would advocate keeping your money in 
saving anything that’s not paper money.
Interviewer: So you would advocate gold, oil, 
commodities?
Imran: Yes, gold, oil, commodities. The only 
thing, sometimes when people say commodities 
it’s also detached from the actual commodity, 
that’s the only problem [discusses not investing 
in futures].

While religious considerations were a prominent 
motivation for saving and investing in commodities, 
wider concerns about banks also played a role. 
For example, some interviewees suggested 
that they also had a savings account, but 
preferred and trusted investing in gold and other 
commodities. This sense that banks were insecure 
or untrustworthy seems to have got worse in the 
recession, and some affirmed that it was shared in 
the wider Caribbean community.

◊Henna: When I was younger I had quite a bit of 
money and some guys said to me ‘look, just buy 
gold with it’ and I did. Anytime I get something 
I always invest it in gold coins or something 
like that but I would never put it into the bank 
because I saw those lines outside [Northern 
Rock] and I thought ‘oh gosh, I could never do 

that, that would just be horrible.’ … Most people I 
have spoken to [in the community] feel like that.

◊Interviewer: So, you did use banks [for saving] 
though?

Tamir: Oh, most definitely, you could find some 
really good rates … if you’re up for it.

Interviewer: And what you consider informal 
savings, like buying gold or jewellery?

Tamir: Oh yeah, that’s another thing I do for the 
children.

Interviewer: Would you prefer that to banking or 
is it about the same?

Tamir: Looking more to the future now I’m 
looking towards that, more towards metal-based 
commodities and stuff, most definitely.

Interviewer: And would you maybe even 
consider investing in something like a gold mine 
or an oil well or something?

Tamir: Most definitely.

Interviewer: And you’d do that before investing 
in a savings account?

Tamir: If I had the money, yes … I think a lot 
of people will have savings because there’s 
no way around, you have to have a savings 
account and a checking account. But I do think 
people will be actively looking for alternatives. 
I know people are doing that, whether it’s metal 
commodities I think people are looking for 
alternatives.

Interviewer: And why do you think that is? 

Tamir: Because they just don’t trust the banks.

Interviewer: And do you think that’s got worse 
since the recession?

Tamir: Oh, most definitely...

4.6 Remittances and 
overseas investment
Many of the people we interviewed were born 
overseas. Remittances constitute a large 
proportion of transactions between the UK and 
other countries, and Black and minority ethnic 
people are sometimes seen as key participants in 
this flow of capital. Financial inclusion debates also 
sometimes suggest that remittance products might 
be a good way of enhancing financial inclusion 
for BME people generally. A recent overview of 
savings suggested that remittances might be one 
reason for the lower savings rates reported by BME 
people in the UK (Kempson & Finney 2009).
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Henna: No.
Interviewer: How about your wider family, 
like your parents or grandparents for distant 
relations?
Henna: No.
Interviewer: And do you think that sending 
money abroad is quite common here now?
Henna: Probably not now as much as it 
was before. I know my grandparents they 
send money back even now … But I don’t 
think there’s much remittances amongst the 
Caribbean group.
Interviewer: Because they’re an older immigrant 
group?
Henna: Exactly.

◊Tamir: If need be from time to time I will send 
my relatives something. My mother has just 
retired, spending her life between Florida and 
Jamaica, so she needs it. If she needs it I will 
send her something and for my siblings, I do do 
that from time to time.
Interviewer: But not regularly?
Tamir: Not regularly.

◊Interviewer: Are remittances something that 
happens in the Caribbean community?
Luke: I think it happens less in the Caribbean 
community than the African community or the 
South Asian community.

◊Interviewer: And do you send remittances 
back?
Jodie: No.

Those with closer links to the Caribbean, or 
who themselves were born there, were perhaps 
unsurprisingly more likely to report remitting 
money. One example was the practice of sending 
‘barrels’. These did not include money, but were 
made up of items such as clothes or radios or 
even phonecards, and could be shared among a 
number of families.

◊Interviewer: And like you said, a lot of people 
send money to Jamaica to relatives?
Aaron: Yeah, there is that element of, like I’ve 
got a lot of cousins in Jamaica, some I know, 
some I don’t know, but there is that element 
of helping each other to a certain degree. 
Especially in Africa, I don’t have a lot of relatives 
in Africa but for people who do that happens 
quite a lot.
Interviewer: Okay, and that’s something that 

Unsurprisingly, remittances varied depending 
on whether a person was British-born or not. 
This subsection raises important questions of 
generational change, family connections and 
transnationalism that are important throughout 
this report. Not all BME people were born abroad, 
with nearly 50% now British born. Of course this 
varies by ethnic group, and among the groups we 
interviewed, the majority of the Black Caribbeans 
were born in the UK, while more Bangladeshis 
were born in Bangladesh, and very few of our 
Chinese interviewees were born in the UK. (Table 
4 shows that 58% of Caribbean people overall are 
born in the UK, compared to 46% of Bangladeshis 
and only 29% of Chinese people.)

Table 4. Proportion of ethnic groups born in the UK

Ethnic Group % born 
in the UK

White British 98.2
White Irish 34.2
Indian 45.9
Pakistani 55.0
Bangladeshi 46.4
Black Caribbean 57.9
Black African 33.7
Chinese 28.7

Source: 2001 Census

As previous quotes suggested, there are small 
but relatively frequent financial transfers from UK 
Bangladeshis to people living in Bangladesh. In 
most cases, however, our interviewees did not 
mention frequent remittances to Bangladesh. It 
is perhaps true that remittances have decreased 
as people have built a life in the UK, and among 
UK-born people and because many Bangladeshi 
people live in poverty in the UK. However, it may 
also be that Bangladeshis simply assume that they 
can and should transfer a certain amount of money 
to Bangladesh and that this is not ‘counted’ as 
income that can be spent however they wish.

Very few Black Caribbean interviewees reported 
sending money to the Caribbean. This was 
partly because they were mainly British-born, or 
because they intended to spend their whole life 
in the UK. Indeed, some respondents suggested 
that remittances had not been sent for one or two 
generations, and even when they were sent it was 
on an infrequent or ‘one off’ basis.

◊Interviewer: Do you ever [send money to the 
Caribbean]?
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people would save for?
Aaron: Yes, definitely, because I think people 
in the community generally do a lot of travelling 
so there’s that element of saving for that. And 
there’s always that back-up element and, 
helping people from your family in different 
areas and it’s quite a big thing, especially in 
the older generation. But I think it’s something 
the younger generation have picked up on 
regardless of what they’re doing ... I wouldn’t 
say it’s a ritual, you know, a lot of people aren’t 
bothered … If you’re quite a strong family it’s 
something you’ll want to do … It’s the same 
thing with Jamaicans. It [cultural identity] dies 
away bit by bit.

◊Jodie: You see with my family it has always 
been a case of sending things rather than 
sending money, I mean it’s obviously both so, 
you know the traditional barrel.
Interviewer: What is this?
Jodie: Have you not heard about the barrels? 
Okay, so what will happen is, certainly if you’re 
going back to the Caribbean once or twice a 
year, you will get a barrel and fill it with all the 
things people have asked you for. So it will be 
clothes, it will be shoes, transistor radios and if 
you don’t fill the barrel yourself you share it with 
other members of the family, you fill the barrel 
and you ship it to the Caribbean … The other 
thing people do is send phonecards overseas.

Focusing solely or mainly on remittances arguably 
distorts the nature of transnational migration and 
capital flows. Within each of the communities we 
interviewed, people reported sending money 
‘back’ not to assist their family members or to 
further development goals, but rather as a financial 
investment for themselves. Indeed, the case of 
‘transnational’ families with roots (and investments) 
in different countries is not limited to the (super)
wealthy. Furthermore, in some cases people 
intended to return or retire abroad, so it’s a bit 
misleading to refer to their sending money abroad 
as ‘remittances’.

◊Interviewer: Is that [remittances] still quite a 
common use of savings?
Imran: Yes and I think some people are running 
two households, a household here and a 
household there, literally one back home as 
well. So you’ll see a woman coming to London 
for a cleaning job and she’s on the phone, 
talking to her son in Jamaica saying, ‘has he 
come home from school yet?’, ‘is he doing 
his homework?’ while she’s on the bus, you’ll 

literally see that going on. The newer people 
are in the country, the more likely they are to be 
sending money home, that’s just the way it is. 

◊Jodie: With my parents the profit they made 
was used to subsidize their pensions. So they 
live very comfortably now and I think that’s true 
of most of their friends, many of whom have 
gone back to the Caribbean. They sell property 
here and go back to the Caribbean to live and 
they go back with a reasonable amount of cash 
as well as pensions, so they are comfortable.

Transnational investment can often be understood 
in terms of ‘insurance’ and compared to white 
British people retiring to Spain or investing in 
property abroad. Especially for new migrants, it’s 
not necessarily surprising or unreasonable for 
people to choose few or simple financial products 
in the UK. Yet while many migrants intend to return 
or move again, and so do not require sophisticated 
products, at some point a significant proportion 
decide to stay. And if they’ve chosen to live a less 
complex financial life in the UK, they may struggle 
when they are older. One Caribbean woman who 
moved to the UK as a young child explained this 
very clearly.

◊Jodie: The other thing is still with my parents’ 
generation, they might not have been so highly 
committed to saving or investing in this country 
because of the assumption that they were going 
to go back home. And therefore a lot of money 
would have been sent back home to build 
property or to look after property or to prepare 
for their arrival … So I think that could be one of 
the reasons why my generation is thinking more 
about these things because I see my long-term 
future as being here and thinking about how 
I’m going to live and pay gas bills. People say 
to me ‘when I go back to the Caribbean I’m 
not going to have to pay these terrible gas bills 
and electricity bills’ so there is still that thought, 
which makes a real difference to how you think 
about how you prepare for the future … But the 
difference I suppose with Polish migrants is that 
I think they very much know that they’re going 
to be here for 3, 4, 5 years, whereas with a lot 
of Caribbeans you’re talking about 50+ years 
that they’ve been here and all that time still not 
investing in this country.

One area of obscurity in the discussion on 
remittances is whether all individual transnational 
movements of capital should count as remittances. 
We would argue against such an interpretation, 
and not only because wealthy countries such 
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as France and the UK are among those that 
receive the most in remittances (e.g. from expats 
working in multinational companies). People 
are increasingly transnational in their migration 
experiences and investments, and much migration 
is now ‘cyclical’.

Chinese interviewees were much more likely to 
report remitting money. Chinese responses also 
indicated a clear preference to invest abroad, 
and not simply in terms of HSBC stocks or shares. 
Some were even considering how to ensure that 
any UK-based financial products could be drawn 
on if they returned to China. This again suggests 
that it may be simplistic to interpret low levels of 
savings in formal institutions in the UK as evidence 
of a person’s overall savings rate, much less their 
financial inclusion.

◊Interviewer: Is there much of a culture in the 
Chinese community of sending money back to 
China?

Cathy: A lot. They’re using Western Union.

◊Claire (a student): If I do have money [in the 
future] I probably will … invest in property in 
China.

Interviewer: Say you were to get full-time 
employment in the UK, would you consider a 
pension?

Claire: Probably will do, yes. I’m going to do 
a bit of research, because I’m not sure if I go 
back home and with that pension, will it be 
transferred back to China or something, or will I 
just waste it?

     _________________________________  
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5. Conclusion & Recommendations

Qualitative interviews with ordinary people in three 
different minority ethnic communities form the basis 
of this report. It is also informed by existing data 
on BME experiences in the labour market, and 
research on savings and financial inclusion. 

As with any policy formation, increasing the rate 
at which people save requires researchers and 
policymakers to understand why people may 
not be saving – or saving enough – at present. 
Although our interviewees shared some socio-
economic and behavioural characteristics, they 
also articulated a varied set of motivations and 
experiences. A recent review of saving behaviours 
and experiences among low-income people 
has already highlighted some of the difficulties 
encountered when explaining why people 
approach saving in the way that they do:

Although lack of income is the most commonly 
given reason for people at all income levels for 
not saving, it is not a sufficient explanation. There 
are better-off families who do not save at all, not 
even informally (12%), while there are lower-
income families who do (73%). Except in the very 
poorest of households, it is often how priorities for 
any disposable income are set rather than lack of 
income per se that determines the level of saving. 
For example, parents may put their children’s 
material needs first; some ethnic minorities remit 
money overseas but more often it is that people 
prefer to spend money rather than to save it. When 
this spending is facilitated by borrowing, this further 
reduces the capacity to save. And although many 
people on low incomes say they would save more 
if they had an increase in income, the reality is that 
a drop in income is much more likely to make a 
saver stop saving (the effects being long-lasting) 
than a rise in income is to make a non-saver start. 
(Kempson & Finney 2009: 53)

Although low income cannot fully explain savings 
differentials, because a disproportionate number of 
BME people live below the poverty line (including 
in-work poverty), it isn’t always realistic for them 
to save in any great volume. Evidence that BME 
people continue to be disadvantaged in accessing 
the labour market, even where they have strong 
educational qualifications, and that they earn less, 
and that they face barriers to progression, are all 
too persistent to ignore.

◊Aaron: I would like to have a savings account, 
definitely. If I could I would have one now but 
I’m just not making enough money... It’s just not 
practical at the moment.

Recommendation 1: Increasing BME savings 
requires addressing labour market disadvantage 
and poverty. Requiring employers to anonymise 
CVs would improve BME access to the labour 
market. Targeted apprenticeships and training 
are also necessary to lift BME employment out of 
the persistently low-paid sectors.

Two other themes emerge strongly from this report. 
First, attitudes and behaviours for some BME 
groups may be different. Second, informal ways of 
saving are common among BME groups, or at least 
among the Bangladeshi, Caribbean and Chinese 
communities we interviewed.

One of the most striking findings from the research 
was the level of distrust or perhaps apprehension 
regarding financial institutions. This was most 
notable among black people, but there was a 
significantly reduced engagement with formal 
or mainstream financial institutions for all three 
groups. This level of distrust takes on further 
significance in the context of improving saving 
rates. Most researchers and policymakers assume 
that a key lever for increasing saving and indeed 
financial inclusion is to get people to take up more 
formal products, but this may not prove successful 
for BME and other people distrustful of the 
institutions that offer those products. 

Consider Kempson & Finney’s three ‘meta barriers’ 
for low-income savers: access; knowledge/
understanding; and the attractiveness of accounts 
(Kempson & Finney 2009). Responding to these 
key barriers may not be straightforward for at least 
some BME communities. Access issues include 
real or perceived discrimination and language 
barriers, about which banks could do more.

Recommendation 2: Banks should do more 
to provide translation in key languages. Two 
suggestions are offering language speakers 
at key locations, and providing translated 
documents on their websites as a relatively low-
cost way to increase access for BME people. 
Both initiatives would also expand markets for 
financial institutions.
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Our interviewees did not seem to require better 
knowledge or understanding. Most people were 
familiar with key savings products, and generally 
our interviewees were more likely to reject 
mainstream bank practices than to misunderstand 
them. Among some Muslims, this derived from 
the prohibition on interest, where no amount of 
information is likely to change attitudes. But even 
among non-Muslim Caribbeans and a smaller 
number of Chinese and Bangladeshi people, credit 
was viewed as something to avoid, an attitude 
often based on personal experiences of debt.

Even for those not previously distrustful of banks, 
many felt that the economic downturn revealed 
the inadequacies of the wider financial services 
sector. This scepticism was particularly notable in 
the case of pensions, where company failures and 
sharp decreases in fund values have had a much 
wider effect on confidence in these products.

◊Imran: It’s always sensible to save and have 
money to put down but I think it’s very risky 
to think you can depend on it. You look at 
the credit recession now but also places like 
Argentina where money went down a tenth 
overnight … So I think it’s not safe for people 
to be dependent on savings. I think it’s much 
more prudent to invest money but when I say 
invest I don’t mean in pension schemes, which 
I think is the same...I think people investing in 
property are sensible and people investing in 
enterprise are sensible … People have saved 
and had their pensions wiped out … and so 
we see they’re not actually safe and people 
are realising that their pensions are not worth 
enough, that they’re going to have to work for 
another 20 years to build up a pension.

◊Tamir: I had some money in an ISA when 
the financial crisis hit. I moved it to Barclays 
because it seemed like the rate was just 
dropping...I understand markets because, 
coming from Bermuda, you get an appreciation 
of it. But for me personally, the whole banking 
system, I have my reservations about it, big 
time, and if I could buy a house and everything 
without a bank I would.

Many others undoubtedly reject some of the 
principles underlying banking, whether interest 
or statistical risk calculations. That many of us 
engage in the financial mainstream despite these 
apprehensions (and in a ‘suboptimal’ way) is 
perhaps as much because we have no choice 
rather than because we don’t understand key 
concepts or particular products. The dominance of 

high street banks in the UK has arguably resulted 
in financial inclusion being defined as holding 
financial products in these institutions. This is 
undesirable, and government should consider how  
to encourage a more diverse range of products.

Recommendation 3: Policymakers should 
recognize that some people reject the practices 
of the financial mainstream. This means that 
financial inclusion needs to move beyond 
engaging everyone with high street banks. More 
support should be provided for community or 
local banking, and the post office. This does not 
mean less regulation, but different regulation 
(perhaps more on-site visits but fewer capital 
requirements).

As we have previously argued, an alternative way 
of enhancing savings is to extend community 
ownership schemes, and that would build upon 
positive attitudes towards home ownership. (Khan 
2010a) Although there has been some discussion 
of John Lewis-style partnerships, the idea needs to 
be more ambitious, and involve shareholders more 
directly in decision-making.

◊Imran: But also all these things to do with buying 
property… I think there need to be ways of helping 
people to be part of that investment, especially 
within communities, there need to be ways locally 
to help local people invest in property.

◊Tamir: Pardnas made me a lot of money and 
enabled me to do a lot of things...If someone 
is going to manage it properly, it’s definitely 
something I’m going to take part in. Because in 
the West Indian culture, because of dealing with 
the financial system, the best way out of it was 
to do our partnerships.

Recommendation 4: Policy should be more 
ambitious in applying shared-ownership ideas. 
For these to be effective, everyone should have 
a ‘stake’ or ‘share’ and there must be some kind 
of collective decision-making. (See also the 
recommendations in our Why Do Assets Matter?)

On the other hand, better financial education 
is necessary to help enable people to make 
better decisions. It is disappointing that financial 
education is not part of the curriculum, but more 
also needs to be done to improve financial 
literacy among adults. In this context, we repeat 
our recommendations for the new free impartial 
money advice service (see Mawhinney 2010a). 
A free impartial service might override some of 
the distrust of formal financial institutions, but we 
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cannot assume that better financial education and 
advice will result in everyone saving more.

◊Interviewer: How important is it to you to save? 
Henna: Not that important! I’d like to think it is, 
I’d like to be but I’m not. I definitely spend the 
money as soon as I get it ... I do have a savings 
account, that was opened up for me, but I never 
use it.
Interviewer: If you had a larger amount of 
money would you consider using it or not really?
Henna: No.
Interviewer: Why not?
Henna: I just wouldn’t trust the bank.

◊Interviewer: If there was some kind of service 
that could tell you anything you wanted to know 
about money...is there anything that you would 
particularly like to find out more about?
Nina: … one thing I would like is investment 
advice. Even though I do not 100% trust them, but 
I still want to know something about that, at least. 

Recommendation 5: Financial education should 
be mandatory in the curriculum, from age 11. 
There should also be increased provision for 
financial education among adults, and it should 
include material targeted at new migrants and 
those who do not speak English. (See also the 
recommendations in our Seeking Sound Advice)

For many low-income people, however, existing 
products are unattractive or inappropriate. It is 
hardly unreasonable to pay 150% APR when the 
alternatives are 5000% or selling possessions in 
a pawnshop. So while we concur with researcher 
who suggests that products are not currently 
attractive enough, there is a market limit to how far 
mainstream institutions can offer competitive and 
affordable products for low-income people. 

Recommendation 6: The Saving Gateway would 
have been valuable to many low-income people. 
If they wish to encourage low-income households 
to save, the government should reconsider the 
SG or a similar matched-rate policy, at least as 
soon as public finances improve. To make credit 
more affordable, the government should expand 
the Social Fund, and consider supporting credit 
products that offer interest rates up to 50% APR.

We therefore endorse the Saving Gateway, and 
further suggest expanding the Social Fund (as 
recommended in Collard & Kempson 2005). 

The former programme has been cut, but the 
evidence suggests that matched schemes (as in 
the scrapped Saving Gateway) are the best way of 
motivating low-income people to save. 

As we have repeatedly emphasized, everyone we 
interviewed wanted to save more. It is of course far 
from clear how we can best help people to act on 
those preferences. And not everyone fails to save 
or saves too little for the same reasons, even within 
a family, much less an ethnic group. Yet even those 
who suggested they were currently unable to save 
much at the moment felt that their community was 
indeed committed to saving.

◊Aaron: Particularly in the Black community, 
they love to save money. Particularly the older 
generation...Saving in the community has 
always been there, big or small. I think that’s 
probably why I’m quite inclined to do it at some 
point, because I’ve seen it work. People like to 
do it in the community and have security to a 
certain degree.

Because we have not systematically interviewed 
people across every ethnic group in the UK, we are 
unable to assess how distinctive these attitudes 
are. This raises a point we have considered 
elsewhere, namely that we need to understand 
better how people’s behaviour may vary by 
ethnicity (Khan 2008, 2010b). Given increasing 
policy interest in the idea that we could and should 
‘nudge’ people in a particular direction – and the 
increasing application of ‘behavioural economics’ 
more generally – we need a better understanding 
of people’s actual behaviour.

Recommendation 7: Further research is 
needed regarding people’s actual attitudes and 
behaviour, especially as policymakers consider 
applying the apparent lessons of ‘behavioural 
economics’. First, to understand why people do 
not use mainstream products and institutions, 
particularly if they self-exclude. Second, to 
understand if different groups have different 
preferences or behaviours. Finally, we should 
not give up on educating people and changing 
behaviour and preferences, especially where 
existing behaviour makes people worse off or 
leads to unjust outcomes.

At least in the Caribbean community, informal 
schemes weren’t simply a cultural preference or 
safer way of banking for people unfamiliar with the 
mainstream. Given this distrust of banks, policies to 
increase savings will not succeed simply by getting 
existing institutions to design better products.



Saving Beyond the High Street 33

◊Luke: I think it definitely reflects an unease with 
banks and also a preference to keep your money 
with people who you have a real connection with, 
who you trust and I guess you encourage each 
other to save. I think the pressing thing is unease 
with banks, firstly, and then the other benefits of 
doing it as a community. 

This indicates the wider value of financial activity, 
in particular its contribution to community. People 
may share goods or resources – or offer each 
other discounted loans – because they feel it is 
an important way to affirm communal ties. These 
motivations also appear significant in Christmas 
club saving schemes, which like pardnas offer little 
chance of interest but promise security of outcome.

Recommendation 8: Financial and community 
considerations may not be easily combined, 
but people often support each other financially 
without having a profit-seeking motive. Given 
the popularity of pardna, community savings, 
and even Christmas club saving schemes, 
policymakers should consider the value of 
community – a value that clearly motivates saving 
in reality – in designing alternative products or 
better support institutions that already provide 
these products.

It is, however, idealistic to expect people to be 
motivated solely by trust or community. Many of 
the community saving practices we described 
– including pardna – relied on family, face-to-
face or otherwise trustworthy relationships. This 
model is arguably not extendable across a wider 
community, and it is notable that those engaging 
in them tend to be of similar (that is to say, not the 
poorest) income levels.

A final point relates to the transnationalism of some 
BME communities, which is much broader and 
significant concept and practice than remittances. 
Not only do people move around more than in the 
past, but a significant proportion have no intention 
of staying in the UK for more than a few years. It 
is sensible for people to adopt different financial 
habits in such circumstances.

At the same time, many migrants have chosen to 
stay, often after initially thinking that they might 
return (Anwar 1979). Yet the reason why some 

BME groups continue to operate with lower saving 
rates and less financial inclusion isn’t simply 
about labour market disadvantage, discrimination 
or different preferences. Being a relatively ‘new’ 
community, most BME people will not have built 
up assets over generations, a point that one of our 
interviewees explained very succinctly.

◊Jodie: There are two things. One is that most 
of us do own property, so there’s that. And then 
sadly enough we’re going to be, I suppose, 
amongst the first generation to inherit. You know 
when you think, and I don’t like to think, but my 
parents do have a house here, they’ve got a 
house in Spain, they’ve got life insurance, so 
anything happens to them I will inherit money, 
and similarly my daughter will inherit from me 
and from them and from her father.

Our recommendations indicate the distinctive 
experience, attitudes and ambitions of the BME 
people involved in this research. We are very 
grateful for their insights, and their thoughtful 
engagement has provided an important spur 
for enhancing financial inclusion. Currently BME 
people have particular experiences that at least 
partly explain social outcomes, including that of 
financial exclusion. As a greater proportion of 
the BME population becomes British-born, some 
of these factors may diminish in importance, but 
this is unlikely to result in full financial or social 
inclusion. After all, as many of our interviewees 
noted, BME people share a common experience 
with many other low-income and disadvantaged 
people in the UK, and they too have yet to 
experience full social or financial inclusion. And 
there is little reason to think that they will do so 
without significant reform of our social, economic 
and political institutions.

◊Interviewer: But you don’t think there’s 
something about the Caribbean community...
that’s distinctive to White British practices?

Jodie: I don’t know how different. If you take 
Caribbean communities and you take, say, a 
white working-class community, I think there will 
be more similarities in that sense than differences, 
but I do think the addition of breaking up those 
families and migration and being a minority here 
creates those additional pressures.
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1. This is a qualitative study in several respects:

• The study is an exploration of people’s experiences of money advice and related issues in depth, 
as opposed to describing large-scale patterns of service use.

• This involved asking people to describe their personal circumstances, feelings and experiences, 
including background factors, such as family, community, employment and migration history.

• An inductive approach has allowed key points and arguments to emerge from the data (albeit 
through the interpretation of the researchers).

2. Research validity and ethics

• Saturation - despite the small sample sizes, many points raised by participants were repeated by 
others, implying a degree of consistency and validity.

• Triangulation – findings from interviews were subject to some triangulation through comparison 
between the two researchers, the discussion of key findings with advice practitioners and comparison 
with statistical data.

• Community insight – some of the participants from BME communities were employed in positions 
of leadership within community organisations. These people, as well as advice practitioners, were 
able to confirm or challenge our initial thoughts, due to the wider perspective provided by their work. 

• Generalizability – this report highlights key issues that emerged from discussions with a range of 
BME people in various locations. Some of these issues will be shared by people across all ethnicities 
but, where appropriate, we emphasize specific ethnicity-related factors. It is not a fully representative 
or exhaustive study but the key issues raised, and their ethnic specificity, have relevance beyond the 
specific research context.

• Ethics – due to the sensitive nature of the subject matter (money) all interviews were confidential 
and anonymous. 

Runnymede strives to conduct research in a rigorous and ethical way. This appendix contains further 
material relating to the broadly qualitative methodology employed in this research.

The term ‘community’ can mean different things. In this report it is used loosely to refer to people we spoke 
to directly who share a similar ethnic background and the people that they refer to as sharing a similar 
background. Often, this wider group consists of people with whom participants share geographical and 
social spaces. Some references to community are to the wider, nation-wide collective of people of shared 
ethnic background, and we treat cautiously any claims made about this ‘community’. We recognize 
that these ‘communities’ are made up of diverse individuals. For example, the Bangladeshi people we 
interviewed included those born in the UK and Bangladesh, men and women, young and old, of varying 
religiosity and cultural orientation, and living in various areas of central London. Given the complexity of 
these groups, we therefore use the term ‘community’ in this report only as an easy-to-read shorthand.

Research participants were recruited by contacting a number of community groups (serving particular BME 
communities), explaining the purposes of our research and arranging times for interviews. Some of these 
people were Runnymede contacts already; others were newly developed for the purpose of this research. 
Obviously, the fact that some community groups were more willing to be involved than others raises the issue 
of selection bias. This means that we have not been able to speak to some harder-to-reach people. However, 
given our limited time and resources, and the fact that the community groups we did make contact with 
enabled us to talk to a diversity of people, we are confident that the resulting evidence is of real value.

Appendix: Research methodology



Saving Beyond the High Street 37

Selected Runnymede Publications
Did They Get It Right? A Re-examination of School Exclu-
sions and Race Equality
A Runnymede Report by Debbie Weekes-Bernard (2010)

Ethnic Profiling: The Use of ‘Race’ in UK Law Enforcement 
A Runnymede Perspective edited by Kjartan Páll Sveinsson 
(2010)

Lone Mothers of Mixed Racial and Ethnic Children: Then 
and Now A Runnymede Perspective by Chamion Caballero and 
Professor Rosalind Edwards (2010)

Labour and Cohesive Communities 
A Runnymede Platform by Rt Hon John Denham MP, with 
responses from Professors Derek McPhee, Mary J Hickman and 
Chris Gaine (2010) 

Race Equality and the Liberal Democrats
A Runnymede Platform by Lynne Featherstone MP with 
responses from Professor Harry Gouldbourne and Dr Claire 
Alexander (2010)

Conservativism and Community Cohesion
A Runnymede Platform by Dominic Grieve MP with responses 
from Professors Lord Bhikhu Parekh, Ludi Simpson and Shamit 
Saggar (2010)

Making a Contribution: New Migrants and Belonging in 
Multi-ethnic Britain 
A Runnymede Community Study by Kjartan Páll Sveinsson (2010) 

What Works with Integrating New Migrants?: Lessons from 
International Best Practice 
Runnymede Perspectives by Zubaida Haque (2010)

‘Them and Us’: Race Equality Interventions in 
Predominantly White Schools 
Runnymede Perspectives by Yaa Asare (2009)

School Governors and Race Equality in 21st Century Schools 
A Runnymede Trust Briefing Paper by Nicola Rollock (2009)

The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry 10 Years On 
An Analysis of the Literature
A Runnymede Report by Nicola Rollock (2009)

British Moroccans – Citizenship in Action
A Runnymede Community Study by Myriam Cherti (2009)

Who Cares about the White Working Class?
Runnymede Perspectives by Kjartan Páll Sveinsson (2009)

Right to Divide? Faith Schools and Community Cohesion
A Runnymede Report by Rob Berkeley with research  
by Savita Vij (2008)

Understanding Diversity – South Africans in Multi-ethnic 
Britain A Runnymede Community Study by Kjartan Páll 
Sveinsson and Anne Gumuschian (2008)

Re(thinking) ‘Gangs’
Runnymede Perspectives by Claire Alexander (2008)

Soldiers, Migrants and Citizens – The Nepalese in Britain
A Runnymede Community Study by Jessica Mai Sims (2008)

A Tale of Two Englands: ‘Race’ and Violent Crime in the 
Press Runnymede Perspectives by Kjartan Sveinsson (2008)

Empowering Individuals and Creating Community: 
Thai Perspectives on Life in Britain
A Runnymede Community Study by Jessica Mai Sims (2008)

Living Transnationally – Romanian Migrants in London
A Runnymede Community Study by Andreea R. Torre (2008)

Mixed Heritage – Identity, Policy and Practice
Runnymede Perspectives by Jessica Mai Sims (2007)

Faith Schools and Community Cohesion  
Observations on Community Consultations
A Runnymede Interim Report by Audrey Osler (2007)

Failure by Any Other Name? - Educational Policy and the 
Continuing Struggle for Black Academic Success 
Runnymede Perspectives by Nicola Rollock (2007)

The State of the Nation - Respect as a Justification for Policy
A Runnymede Thematic Review by Omar Khan (2007)

School Choice and Ethnic Segregation – Educational 
Decision-making among Black and Minority Ethnic Parents
A Runnymede Report by Debbie Weekes-Bernard (2007)

Not Enough Understanding? -Student Experiences of 
Diversity in UK Universities
A Runnymede Community Study by Jessica Sims (2007)

Bienvenue? - Narratives of Francophone Cameroonians
A Runnymede Community Study by Kjartan Páll Sveinsson (2007)

Distant Neighbours - Understanding How the French Deal 
with Ethnic and Religious Diversity
Runnymede Perspectives by Christophe Bertossi (2007)

Equal Respect - ASBOs and Race Equality
A Runnymede Report by Sarah Isal (2006)

Why Preferential Polices Can Be Fair - Achieving Equality 
for Members of Disadvantaged Groups
Runnymede Perspectives by Omar Khan (2006)

What’s New about New Immigrants in Twenty-First Century 
Britain? Rob Berkeley, Omar Khan and Mohan Ambikaipaker 
(2006, Joseph Rowntree Foundation)

Preventing Racist Violence: Work with Actual and Potential 
Perpetrators - Learning from Practice to Policy Change
A Runnymede Report by Sarah Isal (2005)

The Space Between: From Rhetoric to Reality on Race 
Equality in the Workplace
A Runnymede Trust Report by Sandra Sanglin-Grant (April 2005)

Social Capital, Civil Renewal & Ethnic Diversity
Proceedings of a Runnymede Conference (2004)

Visit our website to download any publications free of charge at www.runnymedetrust.org



Runnymede 
Financial Inclusion 
Programme
This publication is part of the Runnymede 
Financial Inclusion Programme. The aim of the 
programme is to raise awareness and increase 
knowledge of the ways in which BME people 
are financially excluded and to influence policy 
in government, financial insitutions and other 
organizations and through conducting high 
quality, in-depth research. 

About the Author
Omar Khan is the senior research and policy 
analyst who leads Runnymede’s programme on 
financial inclusion. He is the author of Financial 
Inclusion and Ethnicity (2008), Who Pays to 
Access Cash? (2009), Why Do Assets Matter? 
(2010), and The Costs of ‘Returning Home’ (2010).

Over the past eight years Omar has also published 
many articles and reports on political theory 
and British political history for Runnymede and 
has spoken on topics including multiculturalism, 
integration, socio-economic disadvantage, and 
positive action in the UK and Europe. 

Omar completed his DPhil in Political Theory 
from the University of Oxford. In addition to 
sitting on the Department of Work and Pensions’ 
Ethnic Minority Advisory Group (EMAG), Omar 
is a trustee at Olmec (a social enterprise), 
and sits on advisory boards for the 2011 
Census, the Household Longitudinal Survey, 
the Electoral Reform Society, and is the UK 
representative on the European Commission’s 
Socio-economic network of experts.

Runnymede
7 Plough Yard, London, EC2A 3LP 
T 020 7377 9222
E info@runnymedetrust.org

Registered in England 3409935 
Registered Charity 1063609

www.runnymedetrust.org

This research was made possible with 
the generous support of the Nationwide 
Foundation (reg. charity no. 1065552) and 
we would like to thank them again for their 
commitment to and interest in this research 
area. However, the views expressed in this 
report do not necessarily reflect those of 
the Nationwide Foundation. 


