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Introduction

Traditionally consumer policy was mostly focussed on consumer protection, based on minimum harmonisation standards. This approach has had the merits of introducing minimum standards where, previously, there were none. But it has not allowed for the creation of a level playing field for financial services providers, and it has generated a distorted landscape where consumers do not enjoy the same protection throughout the EU. It was also based on a conception of "consumers as objects" of EU law, more than "subjects". We have therefore progressively evolved from a notion of "consumer protection" to a broader notion of "consumer policy" where consumers are more accounted for, are given empowering instruments to become active actors, and no longer passive subjects to be protected against themselves. 

The cornerstones of consumer policy in financial services

Consumer policy in the field of financial services is based on four key priorities:
1- To ensure that consumers are provided with top-class products in terms of choice, price and quality.

To fulfil these objectives the Commission has taken or is planning to take initiatives aiming at increasing competition in markets (switching of bank accounts, Mastercard decision, study on tying are good examples) and at introducing high level consumer protection standards (CCD, PSD, MiFID etc.).
 2- To increase consumer confidence in financial services
As recent events have shown, confidence is a fragile thing, easy to lose, long to obtain. Consumer confidence depends on many factors: a robust body of consumer guarantees, credible means of redress, sound, safe and stable financial institutions, legal certainty.
Many initiatives are underway to address these concerns and meet these expectations. In particular, in the area of retail investment products, the Commission is concerned that the discrepancies between different EU legal instruments on product disclosure, mis-selling, conflicts of interests and financial intermediaries may cause specific investor detriments.

Actions are also envisaged to increase the efficiency of ADR (improving the membership and functioning of FIN-NET in particular). Initiatives could also be launched in the field of collective redress (White Paper underway). 
Restoring confidence in financial markets will be one of the Commission's top priorities. Quick fix measures have been taken (e.g. on capital adequacy or deposit guarantees) but a more fundamental review need to be undertaken, in particular in the field of supervision (de La Rosière Group). 

3- To empower consumers
Empowering consumer means giving them the means to become mature, responsible consumers, making choices and decisions in relation to their needs and risk profiles.

It requires in particular a considerable increase in the level of financial literacy. However, financial literacy cannot be a credible alternative to consumer protection. It complements it, without replacing it. The Commission has launched a series of measures in order to contribute to the dissemination of information and good practices (database) in this area. It has set up an expert group. It will also sponsor financial inclusion events. 

It also requires information which is comprehensive (without overload though) accurate, timely and consistent. Information could even be supplemented by proper standards on advice (see MiFID). Many initiatives are planned or underway (disclosure in retail investments, revision of the mortgage ESIS etc.). The Commission will ensure, via proper testing, that any future information standard meets with consumer expectations.

4- To involve consumers in the decision making process
Involvement can be structural (FIN-USE, FSCG) or ad hoc (expert groups).

It requires that consumer associations be adequately resourced in order to provide experts wherever needed. Today, consumer representation in the field of financial services is still not 100% optimal. The Commission has a key role to play in ensuring proper training, funding etc. of consumer representatives.  A reflection is also initiated as to whether the existing structures combining consumer and industry representatives are adequate and whether the dialogue could be more institutionalised (as is the case in some Member States like France – CCSF). 
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