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 5RE-THINKING REGULATORS4 PREFACE

Although regulators are seen as a force for good by both 
businesses and consumers, all too often they are playing 
catch up. Ninety-two per cent of businesses told us that 
they expect to feel a negative impact if regulators fail to 
keep pace with disruptive change, and to lose 20 per cent 
of their revenue to new and disruptive players in the next 
two to three years. If regulators don’t pick up the pace of 
transformation and businesses lose revenue, consumers 
will also lose out (in terms of choice and options), and 
government confidence in regulators may waiver. That could 
lead to a loss of trust and perceived relevance. Our research 
found that once lost, it’s hard for regulators to win back 
business and the public’s trust. 

That’s why this isn’t a time for regulators to get 
comfortable. The good news, however, is that the 
opportunity exists for regulators to transform and  
lead the way.

In the past, regulators faced challenges specific to their 
industry. For example, banking had to respond to poor 
capital adequacy while energy and telecoms had to deal 
with monopoly provision. Now, waves of change are 
sweeping across every single regulated industry at once. 
Brexit is coming, and whatever form it takes it will have a 
massive impact on organisations across the UK and Europe. 
A second wave, technology, provides an opportunity and 
a threat for regulators. Data and insight make it easier to 
engage with consumers. But as we head into uncharted 
territory, regulators will need to keep up with the challenges 
of regulating artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain and 
vast analytics. Can you regulate data in the same way you 
regulate electricity? Can you regulate AI in the same way 
you’d regulate healthcare? 

And last but not least, consumers themselves are changing. 
With proliferating choice and hyperconnectivity, consumers 
are more empowered than ever before – more likely to 
trust the opinion of a stranger online than a brand (or 
regulator). And with millennials becoming an increasingly 
large proportion of the workforce, their refreshing focus on 
purpose-led businesses will certainly drive a need for change. 

ARE YOU SITTING  
TOO COMFORTABLY? 
PREFACE FROM 
CONRAD THOMPSON
Regulators in the UK are largely seen to be doing a good 
job. We surveyed over 2,000 consumers and 500 business 
leaders from across a range of sectors. Most people (83 per 
cent of the public) see regulation as good for business and 
good for consumers. 

CONRAD THOMPSON

Business transformation expert 
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With this in mind we undertook a cross-industry assessment 
of how regulators are seen to be working today, and how 
they might need to work differently in the future. To do this 
we wanted three perspectives:

• the businesses who are regulated – so we talked to 500 
people who have a responsibility for regulation in their 
organisation from across five different sectors

• the consumers who regulation ultimately affects – so we 
talked to 2,000 of those to get their perception of the 
importance and effectiveness of regulators

• the regulators themselves – so we ran a number of 
workshops to gather the views of over 30 regulators on 
how their business of regulation is working and how it 
might need to change.

At their heart, regulators exist to protect the public, be it 
from unfair competitive practices, unfit products or services, 
or longer-term threats such as plastic waste or climate 
change that require cross-industry and often cross-country 
response. That purpose isn’t going to change. But as 
consumer attitudes and expectations evolve, the methods, 
styles and approaches regulators take to protect them need 
a radical rethink – and quickly.

Overall, regulators need to continue their transition from 
watchdogs of industry to champions of the public. This 
is not a complete change but a re-imagining of how a 
regulator can deliver on its core remit of focusing on industry 
oversight – towards a more purpose-based role focused on 
the long-term industry well-being and public benefit. We 
believe – and the research suggests – that regulators have a 
critical role to influence the most important decisions we’ll 
be taking as a society over the next decade and to be a 
positive force for the future. 

How would you set up a new regulator today in this 
environment of rising demand and rapid industry change? 
What if that regulator had a blank sheet of paper and could 
start from scratch? Some elements would and should be the 
same – after all, regulators have their statutory duties that 
need to be met. But the findings from this research point 
to some important differences if regulators are going to be 
as, if not more, relevant in the future as they have been in 
the past. In this report we identify four key principles that 
regulators need to adopt if they are to remain effective and 
relevant in this rapidly changing environment:

• Have a strong voice and use it: by being clearer and 
bolder as to what the regulator stands for, consumers 
and businesses will benefit from the positive influence 
regulators can bring; and this will require them to use 
data in hugely different ways than they do today

• Develop new styles of leadership to drive innovation: in 
general, regulators need to be far more comfortable with 
trialling new approaches and techniques and being an 
agent of change in their industry not a burden. This will 
require quite a different style of leadership

• Collaborate, don’t compete: few regulators today could 
say they are making the most of what other industry 
bodies have to offer, and as industry definitions continue 
to blur, the need for regulators to work more closely with 
other regulators will continue to grow

• Fix your internal fault lines: in this rapidly changing 
environment the ability to have coherence of processes, 
structures, technology and data becomes both harder and 
more important. Regulators need to ensure their internal 
activities are enabling their core purpose and remit.

There are already regulators adopting these principles. New 
regulators such as the Office for Students and the Payment 
Systems Regulator are bringing a far clearer voice to those 
they protect, namely the end customer. The Financial Conduct 
Authority (FCA) and the Office of Gas and Electricity Markets 
(Ofgem) have both adopted sandbox approaches to allow 
businesses to test new products and services. And most 
regulators themselves recognise the need for change in 
their culture and ways of working, and the adoption of new 
regulatory approaches. They acknowledge they haven’t been 
as progressive as they could have been. Some have been 
constrained by their statutory role. Some are keen to change 
but finding it hard to get the relevant legislation through in 
the current climate. And all regulators are operating in an 
environment where they need to do more with less.

The changes suggested in this report aren’t in some far-off 
future. They’re happening now. And regulators need to be 
acting today. There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to the 
regulator of the future. But there are some clear principles 
that all regulators should be considering, and quickly. 

As customer attitudes and 
expectations evolve, the methods, 
styles, and approaches regulators 
take to protect them need a radical 
re-think – and quickly.
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But staying in the shadows without a point of view simply 
isn’t an option. If regulators fulfil their statutory duties, but 
don’t make clear and effective links with their industry and 
the public, they risk losing relevance and the confidence of 
the public. 

Our research shows that consumers feel more protected 
when they’ve heard of the regulator (82 per cent), and when 
all regulatory breaches are publicised (80 per cent). When 
regulation makes the news, consumers are reassured that the 
regulator has their back. Consumers also want to understand 
regulators better – 67 per cent would like to know more 
about what they do. 

The regulators of the future 
have a distinctive point of view  

For regulators to change their approach to communications, 
they need a more robust tone among executive teams, willing 
to take a stance in public and raise their heads above the 
parapet. It’s already happening – in pockets. For example, 
the Water Services Regulation Authority (Ofwat) has been 
taking a very public stance on what it wants from regulated 
companies. In a chain of public letters, the regulator has set 
out key areas where the industry needs to improve, and it 
doesn’t pull its punches. It talks about clarity on dividends and 
executive pay. It’s unusual for a regulator to be so clear, and 
so public. But it’s this kind of approach for regulators will need 
to become the rule, not the exception. 

Consumers want to hear  
how businesses are doing 

Future regulators will need to be more explicit about who 
they’re getting back into line but also who is doing well. 
Transparency is the name of the game. Around two-thirds of 
regulated businesses (62 per cent) said regulators could show 
they were trustworthy by communicating their purpose and 
role more clearly. Other than employing industry experts, this 
was the most important way for regulators to build trust. 

That could mean a radical rethink, for example taking a 
less business-facing approach and instead investing in a 
standardised experience for consumers, no matter which 
regulator they’re dealing with. The gov.uk website is a model 
for this. It starts with the action that members of the public 
want to take, and delivers them to the right department 
through a standardised experience, without showing them 
what’s going on behind the scenes. 

1HAVE A STRONG VOICE 
AND USE IT
Right now, less than half of regulated organisations in the 
UK fully understand the purpose and role of regulators in 
their sector. Only one in ten consumers say they understand 
regulators to a great extent. How can regulators protect 
consumers effectively if most don’t even know what they do? 
How can they build relationships with organisations or the 
public who aren’t fully clear on their role? 

Regulators are used to being in the background. It’s their 
comfort zone. But if they’re going to communicate their 
value, they need to overcome their instinctive reticence and 
put out a point of view. We understand there are challenges: 
regulators may feel constrained by their statutory duties, or 
wary of going public with their view of the industry. What if 
they praise a company that later fails? 

Public letters from Ofwat show this regulator’s willingness to take water 
companies to task.
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What if consumers had a consistent way of accessing which 
businesses are meeting standards, and which are falling 
behind? That could be a simple structure or scoring system 
that would guide consumers to make decisions, and even 
compare companies across different industries. What if 
there was a simple mechanism for consumers to highlight a 
concern, regardless of which underlying regulator needed 
to respond? Members of the public could navigate their way 
more easily, for a consistent experience of regulation. 

These approaches aren’t without their challenges to build. 
But it would help regulators to build and maintain trust and 
relevance with the public and industry. 

 

Listening is just as important 
as talking 

In 2017 the Bank of England’s chief economist collaborated 
with non-profit organisation Citizens UK to get out and 
meet some of the poorest families in the UK. At a series 
of events, he heard directly from people who were at the 
frontline of the Bank’s decisions. This showed the regulator 
was willing to listen. 

Unwittingly, regulators can become ‘stuck in their ways’ 
– continually collecting the same data and using the 
same regulatory models years after they were designed – 
without really assessing whether they’re still appropriate or 
effective. Listening is the antidote. It allows regulators to 
benefit from changes in industry or consumer perceptions. 

Some regulators have consumer panels that meet regularly 
to discuss the industry and give regulators an opportunity to 
get clarity on changes in industry and customer perceptions. 
This is a good start. But all too often these panels are 
reactive, asking people what they think of past events, not 
scoping their views on the future. A future regulator would 
be encouraging a broad and rich conversation on consumer 
hopes and fears for what’s to come. More than that, it would 
be willing to put its learnings into practice, focusing its 
efforts differently as a result. 

For example, the Gambling Commission has taken a more 
forward-looking approach and challenged themselves to 
answer the question, what is the future of the National 
Lottery in 2030? They wanted to understand not just 
present perceptions but the different ways in which the 
future may unfold, and the kinds of interventions and 
events that might shape it.

Listening to consumers and industry is only part of the puzzle. 
Other stakeholders within the industry can also provide 
valuable insights to support and enhance good outcomes. And 
regulators outside the industry, or even in other jurisdictions, 
can provide useful examples or benchmarks around regulating 
new industries or successful innovations. 
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The Civil Aviation Authority: 
Going public about bad 
behaviour from Ryanair 

Ryanair cancelled hundreds of thousands of bookings in 2017 
because of a shortage of pilots. The airline didn’t re-route customers 
on other airlines’ flights or pay compensation due for changes with 
less than 14 days’ notice – actions they should have taken under EU 
law. Instead, they offered a rebook or a refund. 

The Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) took a clear stand. The chief 
executive was quoted as being “furious” at this breach. And he wasn’t 
afraid to talk about it in the media, calling out Ryanair’s Chief Executive 
Michael O’Leary specifically. Speaking on BBC Radio he said: 

These are simple things to fix and they’re choosing not to fix 
them. People shouldn’t have to choose between low fares and 
legal rights… Michael himself said he wasn’t going to pay for 
passengers to fly on other airlines. That’s against the law. My 
concern with Ryanair, and the reason we are speaking so openly, 
is they say one thing and yet they don’t follow it through.

As a result, Ryanair had to act. They agreed to make sure all 
passengers affected by flight cancellations were fully aware of 
their rights and entitlements. After meeting with Ireland’s aviation 
regulator, they sent an email to thousands of customers who’d been 
affected, outlining people’s right to a refund, how they could be 
booked onto another flight, and whether they could claim expenses. 
Ryanair also said they would book passengers on to services 
operated by other airlines if they couldn’t offer a flight on the same 
or the next day from the original airport or a “suitable alternative”.

Expressing concerns without reservation and in a public forum made 
it clear where the CAA stood – firmly on the side of the consumer. 

80% Where all regulatory breaches are publicised.

20% Where only big regulatory breaches  
are publicised.

When do consumers feel more protected? 

80% 
20%

Source: PA Consulting
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Businesses are looking for 
support on innovation 

There’s an appetite and an urgency for regulators to support 
innovation. What does that look like? Ofgem is one regulator 
that’s worked to encourage innovation by offering funds, 
most recently through the Network Innovation Competition. 
In utilities, the capacity for innovation isn’t always there – 
organisations have enough resources (financial, workforce) 
to do the day-to-day, but it takes significant expenditure to 
innovate and there’s no guarantee the payback time won’t be 
longer than the funding cycle or the benefits won’t instead 
accrue to others outside of the business. 

A partial solution, at least to the first challenge of not having 
sufficient capital, is a scheme whereby companies can bid 
for funds, which allow them to conduct research and run 
network-related trials of technologies. The funding provided 
to companies under the scheme comes from consumers 
through their bills. Ofgem looks for projects that will facilitate 
the transition to a low carbon economy, where these offer cost 
savings and/or wider environmental benefits for customers. 
So, the investment has long-term benefits for all – customers, 
business and the planet. Funding innovation in this way can 
be a really effective approach to encourage businesses to take 
risks, though in our experience it only works when it allows 
both businesses and consumers to see gains. 

Most organisations see regulators enabling innovation 
(45 per cent) – as opposed to blocking it (26 per cent), 
or driving it (24 per cent). Over the next five years, most 
want regulators to retain an enabling role (42 per cent) 
with a slight increase in those looking for regulators to 
drive innovation (31 per cent). That’s particularly true in the 
financial services sector (20 per cent to 30 per cent), the 
healthcare sector (16 per cent to 37 per cent) and among 
start-up businesses (27 per cent to 37 per cent). 

 

Taking a role at the  
forefront of industry 

Three-quarters of consumers think that regulators should 
be ahead of businesses in their sector (76 per cent). 
Businesses are less likely to say the same (61 per cent), but 
they are keen for regulators to play a role in driving and 
supporting innovation.

Some regulators are already getting ahead. For example, 
the Jersey Financial Services Commission partnered with 
the Security Awareness Special Interest Group (SASIG) 
and hosted a cyber awareness event with their regulated 
industry. A range of experts including Eugene Kaspersky 
of Kaspersky Lab joined the Commission to consider 
cyber risk and discuss approaches to reducing exposure. 
Supported by PA, they then commissioned an industry 
benchmarking survey and published detailed findings. As a 
result, businesses revisited their cyber-security strategies. 
This is a great example of a regulator acting as an influencer, 
without overstepping their remit. They provided the space 
and expertise on a pressing topic, which allowed industry 
to rethink their approaches. It’s a win-win-win approach: 
consumers benefit from more robust cyber-security policies, 
businesses get their house in order and regulators establish 
themselves as a leading influencer and facilitator.

In Switzerland, the Federal Office of Civil Aviation (FOCA) 
has been leading the regulatory efforts to advance drone 
technologies in consultation with a wide range of national 
stakeholders and international experts. Working together, 
they’re using the latest blockchain technologies to create 
the world’s first deployment of a national drone air traffic 
management system. 

2DEVELOP NEW STYLES 
OF LEADERSHIP TO 
DRIVE INNOVATION
Almost every business we spoke to (95 per cent) expects to 
lose some business activity or revenue to new and disruptive 
competitors in the next five years, so they have to innovate 
just to stand still. Regulators have a critical role to play in 
helping businesses innovate. They must provide information, 
expertise and support around challenges and how they’re 
likely to respond. 

Regulators could and should be more proactive in these areas. 
That means shifting their culture, not just their processes. 
Leading a regulator dedicated to driving innovation is quite a 
different challenge to leading a regulator purely focused on 
mitigating risk. 
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Meanwhile, in Dubai, the Roads and Transport Authority 
(RTA) has been leading a project to bring industry players 
together for the safe certification of a network of air taxis. 
Rather than wait for industry to knock on their door, they’re 
actively engaging industry in discussing critical issues that 
will eventually form the backbone of any new regulation. 
Regulators will need to recruit for different skill set to 
reflect changing priorities

Regulators will need to 
recruit for different skill sets 
to reflect changing priorities 

Our own Innovation Matters survey found that only 24 per 
cent of organisations are fully confident they have defined 
the skills and activities they need to be innovative. And 
only half believe their leaders fully display the vision and 
passion needed to make innovation happen. Seventy-eight 
per cent of the firms that are leading innovation have 
leadership teams with a diverse range of skills compared 
with their less innovative peers. 

There are positive trends in the leadership of UK regulators. 
Executive teams are increasingly made up of a more 
diverse mix of industry expertise and experience of 
regulation in other sectors, cross- pollinating regulatory 
best practice across the UK’s regulatory bodies. 

But if regulators are serious about innovation that also 
means looking at the workforce from the board level down. 
They should be creating specific roles with accountability 
for innovation – senior innovation or digital leaders. This 
would allow regulators to recruit for specific skills and 
experience, rather than relying on existing leaders who may 
have a much broader remit and less time for innovation. 
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The Financial Conduct Authority: 
Helping organisations test 
innovations and find funding 

In 2016 the FCA, supported by PA, launched its first ‘regulatory 
sandbox’. The sandbox allows businesses to test products, services 
and business models with real consumers. The FCA oversees the tests 
closely, and looks for projects with a clear objective that can be tested 
on a small scale. 

That means firms can test products and services in a controlled 
environment, reducing the time-to-market, with potentially lower 
costs. It also gives support for firms to identify consumer protection 
safeguards to build into new products and services, rather than 
having to retrofit the safeguards. And for some firms, this could mean 
better access to finance. 

In the first two years around 50 businesses went through the sandbox 
process, over two rounds. According to the FCA, at least 40 per cent 
of firms that completed testing in the first round received investment 
during or following their sandbox tests. And FCA findings on lessons 
learned show the sandbox is making progress towards promoting 
competition in the market. The success of the project has also 
inspired other regulators – Ofgem recently launched a similar scheme. 

95% of businesses expect to lose 
some business activity or revenue 
to new and disruptive business in 

the next five years.

95%

How do you see regulators 
impacting innovation in 
your sector?

5% no impact on innovation 

24% driving innovation

26% blocking innovation

45% enabling innovation

Source: PA Consulting
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Regulators will have to 
collaborate to stay on top  
of new technology and 
attract the best talent  

Most regulators do fundamentally similar things, so they 
should be investing in shared centres of excellence. That 
doesn’t just mean sharing back office functions. But most 
regulators deliver economic regulation, for example, in one 
way or another. So, it would make perfect sense to build 
a hub of economists who work across different industries. 
With a more diverse workload and an inclusive approach to 
less traditional working styles or backgrounds, it would be 
easier to bring new talent and new thinking into the industry. 
And it would also give more consistency. 

Nine in ten business (93 per cent) we spoke to think 
regulators can support innovation by creating a stronger 
sense of predictability and certainty for their sector. That 
means providing more information and guidance about 
upcoming challenges, and being prepared to answer difficult 
questions that regulated organisations might have. It would 
clearly make sense to share expertise on new technologies 
and how they have an impact on different industries. 
Regulators will need to collaborate and share knowledge to 
support the organisations in their sectors to get to grips with 
these challenges.

Hyperloop is a good example of this. As a completely new 
mode of transport, it’s not clear how it should be regulated: 
road, rail, air? PA sits on a working group with stakeholders 
from different countries and sectors who are working 
together to develop an international standard on regulation. 
This allows key players to get to grips with the issues by 
working closely together to create the standard. Regulators 
will then be able to take it and use it to regulate this new 
technology, potentially localising it as needed. 

Horizontal functions are a 
better use of resources  
than duplicating effort 

Three-quarters of businesses think that there’ll be more 
regulators in five years’ time than there are today, as new 
industries and business models emerge. This could mean 
creating ‘horizontal’ functions to look at technology like AI and 
big data across the board. The House of Lords disagrees – its 
recent report on AI proposed existing regulators incorporate 
recommended principles in their sectors. This gives every 
regulator the responsibility to look at the implications for the 
areas they regulate. Are there enough experts to go around? 
We’re not convinced. It would make much more sense to 
create a cross-industry function that looked at the application 
of each technology holistically, developing deep expertise. 

In our survey, cyber security, the Internet of Things and 
the connected economy were seen as the most disruptive 
technologies across all sectors. Regulators (and government) 
will need to grapple with the best approaches to keep 
consumers safe as these fast-moving technologies develop 
and increasingly become a part of their day-to-day life. 

3COLLABORATE, 
DON’T COMPETE
Traditionally, regulators have been insular, proud of their 
industry expertise with little incentive to work laterally. 
But this approach will hold them back in the future. In this 
disruptive era there are more reasons to work together, but 
less time and capacity to do so. Regulators aren’t brands; 
effectiveness is more important than keeping control of a 
particular territory. But are regulators brave enough to admit 
their own limitations? 

Cyber security, IoT, and the 
connected economy were seen  
as the most disruptive technologies 
across all sectors. 
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Self-regulation doesn’t work, 
but shared regulation could 

More than half of businesses don’t believe their industry will 
be ready for self-regulation in the next five years. Consumers 
don’t understand it, and don’t trust it. Uber’s failure to renew 
its licence in London suggests that platform-based services 
that don’t fit into current regulatory models are fallible, 
and don’t give politicians or consumers much reason to be 
convinced by self-regulation. 

But regulators don’t have to do everything themselves. They 
could work with trusted partners, or even the businesses 
they regulate, to sensibly divide the work. For example, 
the Security Industry Authority (SIA) has a responsibility 
for individual licensing within the private security industry, 
but they have proactively started to approve businesses to 
carry out some checks on their behalf. The CAA entrusts 
commercial pilot identity checks to authorised training 
organisations. And it’s increasingly looking to help approved 
organisations to do more to keep processes moving quickly.

There is already a strong appetite to collaborate. Just over 
half of businesses said that one way regulators can show 
they are trustworthy is by asking for help and input from 
their sector during regulation change (59 per cent).

3 in 4  
businesses think there will be 
more regulators in five years.
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The UK Regulators Network: 
tackling big challenges together 

Twelve of the UK’s regulators came together to form the UK 
Regulators Network (UKRN) in 2014. Since then it’s made progress 
taking a more collaborative approach to common challenges 
regulators face. Members have said the biggest benefits have been in 
building relationships, which have allowed knowledge and expertise 
sharing, especially on economic regulation. Regulators have also been 
able to identify cross-sector challenges and solutions where working 
together could create a much bigger impact.

For example, last year the UKRN organised an event on big data, 
in collaboration with Citizens Advice. It brought together regulator 
board members, CEOs, consumer directors, chairs of consumer panels 
and government officials within relevant departments. It meant that 
regulators could hear directly from consumer groups and experts on 
the changing consumer landscape.

This kind of joined-up approach brings benefits for everyone. 
Regulators get the chance to think more broadly and see the issues 
at a higher level. Consumer groups and government officials can 
share their view once, instead of having to speak to each regulator 
individually. Just as importantly, this kind of event signals a clear 
intent to listen and collaborate for the future. Networks allow people 
to meet regularly and share knowledge. 

It’s a good start. But we think there’s potential to do much more. 
That would mean a more committed approach to working together. 
Fintech hubs are a good model for collaboration. They bring together 
start-ups, investors, providers and regulators, creating an ecosystem 
where collaboration is built in from the start. This allows start-ups to 
innovate more easily, and it also means that regulators are involved in 
the right conversations from the start. 

69% of businesses 
believe that regulators 
do not work closely 
enough with each other.

69%

Source: PA Consulting
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Invest in technology  
to handle data better 

UK regulators are lagging behind other international 
regulatory bodies in their own use of technology (or 
‘supervisory technology’). 

Data is one of the biggest challenges. Regulators collect 
vast amounts of data but don’t always use it as well as they 
could. Applying technology solutions like machine learning 
to this so-called “dark data” (unstructured data that is 
collected but not analysed) could enable regulators to start 
to predict future events and become increasingly proactive. 
For example, machine learning is already being used to 
monitor market chatter (including social media) to highlight 
compliance risks, and semantic text analysis can create 
usable insights from large stores of unstructured information. 

At the moment, regulators may be stuck in silos, processing 
information manually. Unless regulators act urgently to 
deploy new technology that improves efficiency and 
compliance, reduces the burden on businesses and better 
protects the consumer, they will find themselves quickly 
relegated to obscurity.

Break down internal  
silos to deliver more 

Traditionally, regulators aren’t strong at sharing information 
across organisational silos, so a common attribute must also 
be internal transparency and availability of information. For 
most regulators, doing more with less will be a given over the 
next few years, so this only adds to the need for flexibility and 
effectiveness. Regulators often create a dedicated project 
team to deliver regulatory change. The scope of the project 
is usually vertical, narrow and focused only on delivery of the 
changes resulting from the new piece of regulation. 

While this approach means that regulated businesses are 
sure to deliver specific changes, it fails to acknowledge that 
regulation doesn’t sit in isolation. It also fails to exploit the 
common themes that exist. For example, most regulatory 
change usually needs some updates to policy, IT systems, 
operating models, and business and industry readiness activity. 

By working in isolated silo projects, we see regulators 
duplicating effort across project and change teams. That 
can mean complex and uncoordinated waves of change 
throughout regulatory organisations, and inefficient and 
overlapping regulatory oversight functions. But it doesn’t have 
to be this way. 

Looking at organisational structure is part of the solution, 
though it’s not a quick fix in itself. But if it’s part of a broader 
cultural shift, with technology that supports the effective use 
of data, it can help regulators play a different role. 

4FIX YOUR INTERNAL 
FAULT LINES
Half of consumers think that regulators protect the public 
and business equally (48 per cent). Only a third think they 
primarily protect the public. So how can regulators shift 
that? One answer lies in their own ways of working. Nine in 
ten businesses believe that regulators need to focus on their 
processes, technology and resources to achieve the shifts 
needed over the next five years. In fact, if regulators want to 
deliver on the recommendations set out in previous sections 
of this report, it will be essential to look at their own strengths 
and shortcomings. This doesn’t mean taking an insular 
approach – on the contrary, the starting points for internal 
change will be strong leadership and clear vision. 

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach. But all regulators 
can examine four key areas: process, structure, data and 
technology. These fault lines could hinder progress if they’re 
not robust and joined up. But when they do work together, 
there’s potential to create an organisation that is much more 
flexible, responsive and focused around the end-users. We’ve 
seen that recently with the Office for Students which is re-
focusing itself around the students, not the universities. 

Eighty-two percent of the business 
leaders we spoke to believe it would 
be difficult for a regulator to gain 
relevance, once lost. 
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There are various structures that can work well for regulators, 
and many will use a mix. Here are some of the common ways 
of working we’ve encountered: 

ORGANISE BY REGULATED ENTITY TYPE

It works when regulated organisations are quite different 
in nature, so there needs to be different approaches to 
regulation, with different skills and knowledge.

ORGANISE BY FUNCTION

It works when regulated organisations are similar in nature, so 
there can be a common approach to regulation, and a focus 
on functional skills and knowledge.

ORGANISE BY THEME / PROJECT / RISK

It works when regulatory themes (maybe changing over time) 
are more dominant than entity types, so it needs a focus on 
theme skills and knowledge.

ORGANISE BY REGULATORY COMPLEXITY  

(ADMINISTRATIVE VS SPECIALIST KNOWLEDGE)

It works when significant volumes of regulatory activity can 
be made less specialist and delivered by a shared central 
function, while expert oversight is retained by specialist staff.

Shift to regulatory 
approaches that help  
to build trust 

One regulator we work with asks businesses all the questions 
you’d expect – about technical details and processes. But it 
also asks its supervisory team to make a subjective judgement: 
“how do you feel this organisation is handling risk as a whole?” 
This kind of question gives people space to share their 
concerns, and to spot problems that could be missed with a 
more rigid approach. It looks at the big picture as well as the 
fine details. Is this organisation in a good state overall? This is a 
more consumer-focused way of handling regulation, and more 
likely to spot problems earlier on. 

This could be the start of a trend. Regulators are gradually 
examining their starting point, moving away from rules-based 
approaches towards principles, and even towards ethics-led 
regulation. For example, the Information Commissioner’s Office 
has made it clear that they won’t take a punitive approach to 
small businesses on the General Data Protection Regulation 
if they show they’re aware of the issues and on the path to 
compliance. Rather, the regulator will focus on businesses that 
are persistently negligent or dishonest with data. 

Regulators need to balance shifting their approach with 
consumers’ appetite for them to be actively punishing 
businesses who step out of line. Seventy-two per cent of 
consumers think that regulators should fine and prosecute 
businesses more often. And many believe that they should 
focus on persistent small offenders just as much as bigger 
organisations. Communicating impact, not just activity, 
would help. 

9/10 

businesses think that regulators 
need to focus on their processes, 
technology, and resources
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The Monetary Authority of 
Singapore: investing in  
technology to improve 
processes, and relationships 

The Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) is focusing on using 
technology better to detect fraud and protect consumers more 
effectively. And they are automating their own processes, making it 
easier for the industry. 

In financial regulation, one of the most difficult things to detect in 
the market is collusive behaviour and price manipulation. MAS has 
put in place a data analytics and pattern recognition system, to study 
trading behaviour and detect accounts that may be acting in concert to 
manipulate share prices, or engaging in circular trading to create a false 
impression of market interest. 

MAS is working on a data analytics system to scour through the 3,000 
suspicious transaction reports that financial institutions file each month 
on money laundering or terrorist financing risks. 

A major source of pain for financial institutions is regulators requesting 
the same data more than once under different data collection exercises. 
By taking a more cohesive approach to data, MAS is aiming to achieve 
zero duplication in data requests to financial institutions. 

MAS’ managing director has gone so far as to say, “If we ask for the 
same data twice, the institution will be allowed to gently turn us down!” 

93% of businesses see a need for 
regulators to create a stronger 

sense of certainty for their sector.

93%

Source: PA Consulting
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3
COLLABORATE, DON’T COMPETE

What has been your experience of current 
collaboration initiatives between regulators, 
such as UK Regulatory Network?

How often do you talk to others about 
common themes? 

How do you approach regulating industries 
where the traditional sector definitions  
are blurring?

HAVE A STRONG VOICE AND USE IT

How often do you engage with consumers 
– and do you go deep enough into their 
true challenges and concerns? 

How comfortable would you be publishing 
lists of both strong actors and poor  
actors/breaches?

How well do you think you listen to other 
stakeholders in your industry? 

How do you currently think about your 
brand, both within your industry and in 
relation to other regulators? 21

Into action 

CONCLUSION:  
RE-THINKING 
REGULATORS
For regulators, change is coming from all angles. The amount 
and pace of this change has the potential to be overwhelming. 
And regulators who don’t evolve risk losing both trust – from 
government, industry and the public – and relevance. It’s hard, 
if not impossible, for regulators to come back from that. So, 
doing nothing is not an option.

But this doesn’t have to be bad news. Forward-thinking 
regulators can seize the opportunity to be a positive force 
for the future.

That means changing attitudes and culture as much as 
operations and processes. It means becoming a different kind 
of organisation – more vocal, more collaborative, with leaders 
who put innovation at the top of their agenda. And it means 
looking inwards – at common fault lines – to be able to deliver 
this kind of transformation.

As with all change, it doesn’t happen overnight. But our work 
with regulators has shown us that this kind of transformation 
is possible, making things better for business and the public. 
With awareness and willingness, regulators have the chance 
to recreate, reimagine and refashion their role to sit at the 
forefront of change. The sooner the start, the easier that will 
be. It’s an exciting time. 

DEVELOP NEW STYLE OF LEADERSHIP  

TO DRIVE INNOVATION

How do you approach staying ahead of 
industry? 

How do you approach justifying an 
innovation focus within your teams  
and finding the right skills?

Do you have enough diversity of experience 
and thought within your organisation to 
create pressure to think differently?

4
FIX YOUR INTERNAL FAULT LINES

How well do you use current data as an 
enabler within your organisation currently? 

How well do you use technology as a driver? 
Where is technology working best within 
your organisation? 

To what extent do your organisational units 
share insight and collaborate on issues?
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FIGURE 2

BUSINESS: 
SECTORS

BUSINESS: 
JOB ROLES

WHO WE SPOKE TO
FIGURE 1

APPENDIX: 
METHODOLOGY 

Our sample base consisted of 500 directors with responsibility 
for compliance and regulation issues in UK organisations 
(figure 1) and 2002 consumers. We gathered responses 
from all respondents via online questionnaires, one designed 
specifically for businesses and the other for consumers. 

20%  Government/public sector-education/ 
policing/environment. 

20% Financial services.
20% Travel transport. 
20% Energy and utilities. 
20% Healthcare (NHS and private)

22% Head of/director of risk management
21% Chief operating officer/operations director
20% Chief information officer/IT director
11% Chief financial officer/finance director
11% Head of/director of compliance
7% Chief executive officer/managing director
7% Internal audit
1% Non-executive director

We spoke with 100 directors from each of the 
following sectors: financial services; travel, 
transport, and logistics; energy and utilities; the 
National Health Service (NHS) and other healthcare 
providers; and government and the public sector 
(figure 2). Of the 500 total directors, 200 were 
from organisations with 10-499 employees while 
300 were from organisations with 300 or more 
employees. Excluding the NHS and other healthcare 
providers along with government and the public 
sector, 33 per cent of companies surveyed were five 
years or younger, while 67 per cent of companies 
were six years or older (figure 3). 

On the consumer front, we spoke with an equal 
number of males and females, all of whom 
were over the age of 18. Figure 4 reveals the 
breakdown of age groups. Respondents hailed 
from across the UK, with the highest number 
of respondents from the South East, London 
and North West (figure 5). More than half of 
consumers indicated they were working full-time 
or part-time for an employer (figure 6). 
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FIGURE 5 
CONSUMER: REGION

FIGURE 6 

CONSUMER: WORKING STATUS

14% South East, 13% London, 13% North West,  
9% Yorkshire and Humber, 9% West Midlands, 8% Scotland, 

8% East Midlands, 8% South West, 7% East of England,  
5% Wales, 5% North East, 2% Northern Ireland.

52% Working full-time or part-time for an employer  
12% Retired/semi-retired 
9% At college/university 
7% Self-employed or freelance/contractor  
7% Not currently working, and not looking for work  
6% Caring for children or looking after the home  
4% Not currently working, but looking for work  
1% Caring for parents/other dependents  
1% Other

14%
13%
13%
9%
9%
8%
8%
8%
7%
5%
5%
2%

52%
12%
9%
7%
7%
6%
4%
1%
1%

FIGURE 3

COMPANY 
AGE

CONSUMER 
AGE

14% Less than 2 years
20% 2–5 years
41% 6–10 years
24% 11–20 years
2% More than 20 years

67%  6 years or older:  
Categorised as “Established” 

33%  5 years or younger: 
Categorised as “Start Up”

FIGURE 4

19% 18–24 years
20% 25–34 years
20% 35–44 years
19% 45–54 years
11% 55–64 years
11% 65+ years
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