
 

 
NINE IN TEN BRITS IN DANGER OF FINANCIAL HARDSHIP 

SHOULD SERIOUS ILLNESS STRIKE  
 We’re more likely to insure our mobile phones than our health – 12% of UK adults have 

phone insurance but only 9% have critical illness cover 

 Just 27% of the population have life insurance, a drop of 7 percentage points compared 
with last year 

 Millions have no ‘Plan B’ – more than a fifth (21%) of households wouldn’t survive 
financially if they unexpectedly lost their main income 

 

Brits are woefully under-protected should serious illness strike, according to new research from 

Scottish Widows. Despite more than a fifth (21%) of people admitting their household wouldn’t 

survive financially if they lost their income due to long-term illness, fewer than one in 10 (9%) have a 

critical illness policy. People are, in fact, more likely to insure their mobile phones (12%) than to 

protect their own health. 

 

Taking out life insurance also appears to be falling down the population’s priority list, with just 27% 

having a life policy, equivalent to 14 million people.[1] Worryingly, this has dropped by 7percentage 

points compared with 2017, a year-on-year decrease of 3.6 million individuals.[2] 

 

Leaving households at risk 

This is an especially precarious position for the two-fifths (42%) of UK households that are reliant on 

just one income, and it’s clear that many are in lack of a ‘Plan B’. Despite 43% of people saying 

they’d rely on their savings if they or their partner were ill and unable to work, a third (35%) admit 

their savings would last no more than three months if unable to work and more than half (54%) say 

they’d last no longer than a year. Three in ten (30%) – or 15.5 million people [3] – say they aren’t 

saving anything at all.  

 

One in five (19%) say they’d rely on state benefits if they or their partner were unable to work for six 

months, but at a time when welfare reform is resulting in significant changes to benefits such as 

child and working tax credits, income-based job seeker’s allowance, income support, housing 

benefits and bereavement benefits, Scottish Widows says that families need to do all they can to 

protect themselves and their families. 

 



 
On top of this, people are leaving themselves and their families unprepared for other aspects of 

illness or bereavement. One in five (20%) people aren’t sure who would take care of them if they fell 

ill, and nearly half (48%) don’t have the protection of a will, power of attorney, guardianship or trust 

arrangement in place for their families. 

 

When asked why they haven’t taken out life or critical illness insurance, almost a third (30%) of the 

UK’s primary breadwinners say they don’t see the need for cover, raising concerns over their 

financial resilience should the unexpected happen.  

 

Lack of trust and understanding 

The research also reveals that a lack of trust and understanding could be contributing to the UK’s 

protection gap. On average, people think that just a third (34%) of individual protection claims are 

paid out by insurance providers each year, based on the misconception that insurers will do anything 

not to pay. In reality, however, virtually all protection insurance claims (97.8%) were paid in 2017.[4] 

In addition, almost four-fifths (78%) of people are unaware that cover often comes with practical 

advice and emotional care, as well as financial support, without having to make a claim. 

 

Gary Burchett, Protection Director at Scottish Widows, says, “It’s a worrying truth that people are 

more likely to insure their mobile phones than their own health. On a societal level, we increasingly 

think in the short-term, caring more about tangible things in our day-to-day lives.  On a more 

fundamental level, we’re programmed not to think about the worst happening. Together, these are 

dangerous inclinations, as people aren’t thinking about insuring their health or life until it’s too late. 

 

“Insurance providers have a role to play in building trust with consumers and helping people prepare 

financially in case the unexpected should happen. With the legislation establishing our new Single 

Financial Guidance Body  having received royal assent, we view it as essential that of the many things 

the new body must consider, consumer financial resilience to income shocks resulting from health 

events is a major one." 

 

-ENDS- 

Notes to editors 

[1] 2017 ONS data shows there are 51,767,000 adults in the UK. 27% of people have a life insurance policy in 
2018, amounting to 13,977,090 people. 34% of people had life insurance in 2017, totalling 17,600,780 people. 
[2] This amounts for a difference of 3,623,690. 



 
[3] 2017 ONS data shows there are 51,767,000 adults in the UK. 30% of people say they aren’t saving at all – 
amounting to 15,530,100 people. 
[4] Association of British Insurers (ABI) and Group Risk Development (GRiD), April 2018 
 
 

All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from Opinium Research. The survey was conducted online between 5
th

 
and 12

th
 April, 2018, with a sample of 5,022 nationally representative UK adults.  

 
About Scottish Widows 

 As well as financial peace of mind, Scottish Widows Protect also provides practical advice and emotional 
support to people suffering the effects of serious illness, disability, trauma or bereavement. This service is 
provided through RedArc, an independent nurse advice service, and is included with all Scottish Widows 
Protect from the day the policy starts. 

 Scottish Widows was founded in 1815 as Scotland’s first mutual life office and is one of the most 
recognised brands in the life, pensions and investment industry in the UK 

 Scottish Widows is a sponsor of the Building Resilient Households report, commissioned by the Chartered 
Insurance Institute, which launched on 31

st
 October 2016. The report seeks to understand the factors 

affecting resilience to sickness absence and what can be done to help more families weather the effects of 
this in future.  
www.cii.co.uk/43674  

 Scottish Widows supports and is participating in the Cii Insuring Women’s Futures Programme, for detail 
see www.insuringwomensfutures.co.uk 

 
For further information please contact: 
Lorna Waddell, Scottish Widows: lorna.waddell@lloydsbanking.com / 07793 670 682 
Kate Cyr, Cohn & Wolfe: kate.cyr@cohnwolfe.com / 0207 331 5366 
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