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A recently completed customer

satisfaction survey conducted

by FiSCA paints a very positive

picture about our industry and

the consumers who use it to con-

duct their financial transactions. In

fact, the 2006 FiSCA Customer

Satisfaction Survey confirms that our cus-

tomer base is incredibly savvy when it comes

to financial matters, using up to five different

Financial Service Center products, including debit cards, 

electronic bill payment and wire transfer services.

As FiSCA members already know, our customers have to be financially savvy, since indi-
viduals who live paycheck to paycheck understand the importance of managing every dollar
to achieve maximum value. The consequences of failing to do so–shut-off utilities, loss of
housing, insufficient food—require them to be expert money managers. 

The industry is not fighting to remain relevant with its core customers. Rather, it is strug-
gling to fight … and win … the perception battle–how others view us. This is a crucial fight,
and the 2006 survey can be a very powerful weapon in our struggle to correct industry mis-
understandings and stereotypes. 

THE SURVEY FINDINGS
Because our industry is transaction driven, it is critical to keep a finger on the pulse of our

customer groups, to understand what products and services are most important to them and
to know how pleased they may, or may not be, with their experiences at member locations.

Overall, the results of the survey are outstanding and provide positive confirmation of the
value of our industry. That may not be too surprising to members, who have long known the
quality of the services they provide. Consider these highlights:

• 97% of customers participating in the survey rated our overall quality of services as
‘excellent,’ ‘very good,’ or ‘ good.’
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• 92% of them rated the overall value of the money spent for products
or services as either ‘excellent,’ ‘very good,’ or ‘good.’

• 8 out of 10 customers rated most features in the store they currently
use as either ‘excellent,’ or ‘very good.’

The survey was conducted by Dr. Patricia Cirillo, Ph.D., of Cypress
Research Group, a well-known and nationally respected firm. Dr. Cirillo is

widely acknowledged as the foremost researcher in our industry, with exten-
sive experience in the study of consumer behavior among the customers of

alternative financial services providers. Her expertise in sampling and statistical
analysis is grounded in her doctoral coursework and laboratory training at Syracuse

University and the Upstate Medical Center at Syracuse. There, she developed complex
mathematical models in a wide range of disciplines, including management, economics,

and communications.
During the months of July, August and September 2006, customers from across the country were

interviewed in person at FiSCA member stores. Survey data was collected from customers at stores in 12
cities (Seattle, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Minneapolis/St. Paul, Dallas, Houston, New York,
Chicago, Miami, and Woodbridge and Petersburg, VA). The survey included 25 questions and took approxi-
mately eight minutes to complete.

The study is broken down into several sections:

— End-user customer profile (Who are the industry’s customers?)

— Customer use of stores (What services do customers use stores for?)

— Customer use of financial services, including banks and credit unions 
(Where do customers go for different products/services?) 

— Customer choice of financial services providers  (Why use a financial services provider?)

— Customer satisfaction  (How good a job is the industry doing?)

The numbers below represent the percentages of respondents that fit into each category.

Who they are:

— 75% have full-time jobs

— 39% are high school graduates 
another 16% are college graduates 

— 41% are African-American 
31% are Hispanic 
21% are Caucasian

— 63% have been customers for at least one year

Why they visit:

— 42% cite check cashing 
14% cite money orders 
12% cite payday loans or bill payment 
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— 58% have either a checking account or a savings account 

— 24% who no longer use banks or credit unions cite that
they did not like them or had a bad experience with one
15% cite high fees or minimum balance requirements

— 64% cite convenient locations as the primary reason they
use a FiSCA store versus a bank 
37% cite better hours 
34% cite better service 
18% cite lower fees

The entire survey can be found on the Members Only section
of www.fisca.org  

As you can see, FiSCA members do an excellent job of provid-
ing outstanding customer service to their clientele. In fact, their
numbers are equal to or even higher than similar customer satis-
faction surveys for the traditional banking industry.

But what does all this data mean? What is its value in a real-
world sense? As a practical matter, it can be a cornerstone to the
industry’s efforts to promote itself to those who don’t understand
it and/or want to see it overregulated.

PERCEPTION VS. REALITY
Many self-proclaimed “consumer advocates” (including 

consumer groups, federal and state legislators and regulators)
underestimate consumers’ capacity to make intelligent financial
decisions that best satisfy their needs. They fail to appreciate
that the service these customers receive from check cashers and
other money service businesses, and the “pay as you go” nature
of the financial relationship, fits in very well with their lifestyle
and needs. They fail to recognize the simple fact that millions 
of Americans do not have a checking or savings account at a 
traditional financial institution, either because they don’t want
one or because they don’t qualify for one. Or they do have bank
accounts but choose to use alternative financial services
providers as well. There is a basic failure to recognize that when
it comes to financial services, one size (traditional financial 
institutions) does not fit all.   

For years, the industry has offered products and services that
clearly address consumer needs. The rapid growth of all phases
of the industry, fueled by customer demand and satisfaction with
our services, is ample testimony to that. What we have not done
so well is win the perception battle—to close the gap between
public perception of our industry and reality. And this is a fight
the industry cannot afford to lose.

WHY PERCEPTION MATTERS
Perhaps we should first answer the questions, “How important

is perception?” and “Why should the industry spend time and
money to enhance how others view us?” The reality is that in a
world of 24-hour broadcast news channels and Internet-based,
instantaneous communications, perception quickly becomes 
reality. It doesn’t matter if your company or your industry is doing
the right thing, if it is perceived as being a bad actor, it will be
treated as such—in the media, by government officials that 
regulate it, and in the court of public opinion. 

All key audiences to the industry—our customers, consumer
groups, the media, government officials, and the general pub-
lic—can and do influence each other. Elected public officials are
very sensitive to the concerns of their constituents. After all, the
next election is always just around the corner. As such, they pay
attention to the positions the electorate has on any number of
different public policy issues. The media they listen to, watch
and read, in turn, influences the electorate. And the media all
too readily will write stories quoting erroneous rates and make no
distinction between licensed and unlicensed operators, so legiti-
mate owners and operators bear the brunt of undeserved criticism.

Finally, third-party special interest groups are experts at using
the media to advance their agendas with legislators and regula-
tors. It is vital that the industry also have a voice in the public
debate because others are commenting about us, often critically,
and shaping broader views about our industry. This, in turn,
impacts the public policy changes that are implemented. 

Regardless of the issue—zoning restrictions, check cashing
rates, and payday advances among others—if the only partici-
pants in the public debate are interests whose mission is to
thwart the industry (or to use it as a means of advancing their
own political agenda), the media coverage and public perception
cannot help but be negative. And this, in turn, creates an envi-
ronment where public officials, even those who are inclined to be
supportive of our industry, either sit on their hands and refuse to
defend it or, worse, actively attack it.  

As an example, the North Carolina legislature has created an
environment that makes it impossible for payday advance compa-
nies to conduct business in that state. That, however, has not
reduced the demand for this product, and North Carolinians are
now either driving to Virginia, South Carolina or Tennessee for
these micro loans or they are using illegal sources to obtain
them. All the North Carolina legislature did was drive a legitimate
industry underground, to the detriment of all. 

Once established, combating and correcting misperceptions is
always difficult. However, because the stakes are so high, our
industry has no choice. The alternative is to allow more and more
restrictions to be placed upon it, to the point where an industry
stagnates or even ceases to exist altogether.

And that is where the FiSCA 2006 Customer Satisfaction
Survey comes in.

LEVERAGING THE SURVEY 
Aggressive and repetitive use of the survey can serve as a key

element in an effective advocacy program that every financial
services company can mount in 2007. 

Perceptions are created and changed through communications.
Articles in newspapers, public statements by elected officials,
community groups issuing press releases and testifying before
legislative bodies seeking restrictions, or even the outright aboli-
tion of certain products all contribute to the creation of a hostile
atmosphere. Left unchallenged, these forces can feed off each
other to create an environment in which it is increasingly diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to conduct business. Clearly, our opposi-
tion has used communication to great effect to paint the industry
in a bad light; now, it is our turn to use it to advance our cause.

What are the mistaken perceptions of the financial services
industry that the survey can help combat? Here are a few:

1. Most customers are uneducated and do not have steady
employment.

False. 75% have full-time jobs.

2. Customers only use MSBs because they have to, not
because they want to.

False. 58% of FiSCA member store customers also have a
bank or credit union account.

3. Customers don’t understand the costs associated with using
these companies for financial services.

False. 75% of customers believe we clearly communicate
all costs of products and services. 

4. The industry exploits the very young and the very old, 
people who don’t fully understand what they are doing.

False. While 70% of customers are relatively young 
(45 and under), only 2% are senior citizens.

While there may be others, this offers a representative sample

continued on page 20
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announced a Banking Committee hearing on the subject of low-
income consumers who are “forced” to use alternative financial
services providers. In fact, as mentioned earlier, our customers
choose to use our stores! 

This is a perfect example of why our industry needs to leverage
the survey to communicate with and educate the key audiences
about the facts surrounding the products and services that FiSCA
member stores provide and the customers who use them. This, in
turn, will start changing the industry’s perception among its key
audiences. And the survey provides a great deal of ammunition
for the fight.

HOW TO USE THE DATA ON A LOCAL LEVEL
In answer to the question “How do I use this data at the local

level to help change perceptions about my business and my
industry?” here are a few suggestions on how to start becoming
active in the public debate:

— Write editorials for submission to your local newspapers
explaining the value of the services your company provides,
using the survey data as proof points.

— Post the op-ed and related information on your company’s
Web site. 

— Send similar letters to area legislators at the local, county,
state and federal levels. 

— Invite legislators and members of the media to your stores
so they can see for themselves the services you provide 
to the community and the people (their constituents) 
who use them.

These basic actions can go a long way in helping companies
start to polish tarnished reputations and further enhance ones
that are already solid. 

of the types of misunderstandings and stereotypes that the industry
must constantly battle against. And now, thanks in part to the sur-
vey; we can correct those misperceptions with solid data. 

TAKE MISPERCEPTION #1: 
Most customers are uneducated and do not have steady

employment.
In fact, 85% of survey respondents are employed. In addition,

39% are high school graduates, 22% have some college, and
another 16% are college graduates. While the percentage of cus-
tomers who are college graduates is lower than the national aver-
age (34%), at the same time, being able to state that 39% of
customers are high school graduates while another 38% of cus-
tomers have at least some college training effectively counters
the opposition’s argument that people who use MSBs are being
exploited because they are not intelligent enough to make sound
financial decisions. 

HOW ABOUT MISPERCEPTION #2?: 
People use check cashers only because they have to.
This perspective is perpetuated by, among others, government

officials who are always stating that it is a public policy goal to
get more people into the “traditional” banking system. But as the
2006 survey clearly illustrates, more than half of check cashers’
customers actually have bank accounts! They, nevertheless,
choose not to use bank accounts for many excellent reasons.
These include the respect they receive from alternative financial
services providers and the convenience of using their stores. 

A recent experience with the New York Legislature helps illus-
trate the perception problems facing the industry. A notice

Our Customers continued from page 18

yearend2006  12/20/06  11:31 AM  Page 20



year end 2006 currents |  21

NATIONAL INITIATIVES TO PROMOTE THE INDUSTRY  
To further bolster the efforts of individual companies, FiSCA

has developed a national public relations program. This will help
create a unified industry position on key local, state and federal
issues. The program will provide a variety of tools, such as tem-
plated editorials and letters to legislators that can be customized
for local situations and used effectively in a wide variety of ways.
Updates will be sent on a timely basis to members, which will
include the latest developments on common issues of concern,
the FiSCA position on them, and recommended action steps. 
The resources provided through this program will be available
online and are available to all FiSCA members who choose to
take advantage of the program.

Those seeking to participate in a larger, more structured

effort that combines a national and state-specific effort should
consider joining the Coalition for Financial Choice (CFC). CFC is
an organization comprised of a number of companies and trade
associations from the financial services provider industry who
have teamed up with third-party organizations to educate key
stakeholders about the importance of maintaining access to 
basic financial services for the millions of Americans who rely
upon them. More information about the coalition can be found
on page nine of this issue of Currents.

REAL PEOPLE, REAL QUESTIONS, REAL FACTS
Perceptions are not created overnight, and they cannot be

modified so easily either. It takes time … and a lot of hard work.
However, proactively communicating the value of the financial
services industry and the specific products and services your
business provides to your customers is a crucial component in
the overall effort to change perceptions. 

Most importantly, the 2006 FiSCA Customer Satisfaction
Survey is a grassroots survey, which is to say, it asks real people
real questions about what they like and don’t like about using
FiSCA members’ stores. As such, it provides a very accurate
barometer of where the industry is today, and where it can
improve. It also provides a baseline of hard data that can formu-
late the core of a proactive public advocacy campaign to support
the industry.

Our customers have spoken. The facts speak for themselves.
It’s time to utilize them. ■

Stephen Altobelli is a Vice President with MWW Group, the public
relations firm that represents FiSCA. 

FISCA CUSTOMER SATISFACTION
SURVEY NUMBERS ARE EQUAL 
TO OR EVEN HIGHER THAN 
SIMILAR SURVEYS FOR THE
BANKING INDUSTRY.

THE PERCEPTION BATTLE…IS A
FIGHT OUR INDUSTRY CANNOT
AFFORD TO LOSE. 
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