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Small businesses win justice against bank mis-selling  

Issues & Crisis Management section 

1. The background 

Before June 2012 40,000 small businesses across Britain mis-sold an Interest Rate Swap 

Agreement (IRSA) were struggling - or even out of business - as a result of its crippling 

financial burdens.  

Ignored by financial regulators, business organizations, media and parliament - and their 

bank. Those supposedly protecting them didn’t want to know.  

They were labelled ‘unsuccessful’, having ‘gambled’ and were complaining because they’d 

lost the bet.  

Now, the Financial Services Authority (FSA) recognises significant bank mis-selling occurred 

and has established a redress programme. The All Party Parliamentary Group on Mis-selling 

IRSA’s created by the campaign is one of the largest in the Commons.  

The media now universally condemns banks for mis-selling IRSAs.  

Robert Peston’s latest book dedicates a chapter to the subject, featuring a campaign 

member.  

The turnaround is thanks to a handful of mis-selling victims determined to fight a profound 

wrong. Without any budget, it succeeded thanks to a Issues PR campaign displaying 

outstanding resilience, intelligent strategy and tone of voice which tapped into the creative 

energies of its growing membership.  

Bully-Banks originated at the North Devon kitchentable of Jeremy and Lynda Roe. Their 

health spa and cottage business crippled by the burdens of an IRSA sold by their bank ‘to 

protect them’.  

Although repeatedly told they were the only ones complaining they discovered others - who 

were intimidated against complaining by the power of their bank over them.  

Jeremy along with others - each telling their similar story of bank mis-selling - contacted The 

Telegraph who featured their plight .  

Reading of their common cause, a Norfolk electrical retailer, a Cornish holiday park owner, a 

Lincolnshire graphic designer and a Yorkshire PR man united with Jeremy under the banner 

‘Bully-Banks’. 

 

2. Brief and objectives  

• Ensure fair redress for victims 
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• Get the regulators to fundamentally change their position from denying the products 

were mis-sold to positive action for redress.  

• Get Government action 

• Build alliances 

• Secure positive media  

• Simplify the story’s complexities 

• Overcome being a niche issue, only affecting small businesses. 

• Earn respect/recognition as the rightful spokespeople and representative of businesses 

affected.  

• Better the banks - show them another way 

• Achieve the above with no budget.  

 

3. How negative impacts were avoided and positives achieved - Strategy and 

tactics  

3.1 The credible voice of ‘Ordinary People in Business’  

Messaging strategy and tone of voice were fundamental; recognizing the need to appeal to a 

wider audience it identified a core message of ‘securing justice against bank mis-selling’.  

It didn’t seek to beat the banks but rather to ‘better the banks’ (Ghandi did not beat the 

British Empire - he bettered it!) Bully-Banks adopted a measured and authoritative tone of 

voice enabling it to be taken seriously by key decision-makers.  

It summarised its position in its authoritative campaign Bible, ‘The Case Against Bank Mis-

selling’. Subsequently, Bully-Banks were invited to present its case at numerous meetings 

with the FSA, BIS, Treasury, and the banks.  

Formalizing its organization, the campaign couldn’t legally use ‘Bank’ in its company name. 

Instead, it called otself Ordinary People in Business Ltd. 

Identifying distinct campaign phases helped guide its messaging and actions. 

 

3.2 Engaging members  

Lacking any budget the campaign however, had a significant resource - the creative energy, 

passion and business skills of its members.  

A constant, open dialogue with members, making extensive use of social media, was at the 

campaign’s heart. Issuing 129 members’ enewsletters, holding 11 Members’ Conferences in 

all parts of the UK (at hotels provided by mis-selling victims) attracting over 1400 attendees.  

From a sign-writing business making photocall placards to a printer producing ‘The Case 

Against’ document, to even one member’s partner - a cabaret singer - singing a version of 

Elton John’s ‘I’m Still Standing’ at Bully-Bank conferences - the resources of ordinary people 

in business were tapped.  
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3.3 The Parliamentary campaign - securing cross party support  

Widespread lobbying of MPs at constituency level by members and joining with Guto Bebb 

MP prompted an FSA investigation and culminated in the first Parliamentary debate on the 

issue on June 21
st

 with MPs from all parties, unanimously speaking against mis-selling.  

The All-Party Parliamentary Group was created, Chaired by Guto Bebb MP, with over 70 

members. 

Leading political figures such as Vince Cable, Ed Miliband, were photographed at members’ 

premises. 

3.4 Building alliances 

Lobbying by Bully-Banks transformed the position of other organizations to become active 

partners in a working alliance to promote the issue. 

3.5 Front-of-mindness 

Opportunities keeping the story front-of-mind included Bank AGM’s, case studies and 

responding to latest financial stories. 

 

4. Evaluation  

The campaign went from the issue being ignored to establishing justice and representing 

over 1200 small businesses. 

On January 31
st

 2013, an hour before announcing that pilot studies conducted by the banks 

had found mis-selling in over 90% of cases, the FSA called in Bully-Banks to share its report 

to enable it to prepare its public response: such was the credibility, status and progress 

made by a disparate group of small businesses. 

In the week prior, Bully-Banks became aware of rumours that the FSA was under pressure to 

dilute its proposals. Over the weekend over 630 Bully-Banks’ members sent emails to their 

MPs (copied to the Financial Secretary of the Treasury and the head of the FSA) urging that 

such pressure be resisted.  

After the FSA announcement Vince Cable, Secretary of State wrote: “I would like to thank 

(Bully-Banks) for your commitment and engagement with his issue.  I know that my officials 

have been grateful for your work in highlighting specific issues and also providing feedback 

on the process from each of the specific banks. I am confident that this has helped develop a 

better redress. “ 

Guto Bebb MP: “We’ve achieved what took Equitable Life three years. Bully-Banks ensured 

that the issue could not be ignored and that action had to be taken.” 
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Final word - Jeremy Roe: “I’m incredibly proud to be part of a group of ordinary people in 

business who have taken on the might of the banks to fight for justice.” 


