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Introduction

Introduction
Introduction – An innovative approach to investigating financial volatility:  
a methodological account of the learnings from Nest Insight’s 
Real Accounts programme.

For millions of low – and moderate-income households, irregular income and expense volatility are the 
norm. But the complex challenge of collecting reliable data on financial volatility has meant that there is 
a gap in understanding on how volatility affects the financial lives of UK households. The opportunity to 
combine digital transaction tracking with in-depth first-hand stories through the use of financial diaries 
offers an exciting path forward for measuring and understanding the financial volatility experienced by 
low-to-moderate income households in the UK. 

The Real Accounts research programme followed the financial lives of 51 low-to-moderate income households 
in the UK for up to 10 months. We collected both qualitative and quantitative data, the latter through 
My Money Tracker – a bespoke app designed for this project by MoneyHub which uses open banking and 
machine learning technology to capture and categorise income and expenditure transactions in real time. 
This innovation meant that we could see households’ in-the-moment income, spending and money 
management strategies, and how these developed over time. This unprecedented view into money 
management was essential to revealing the real-life consequences of financial volatility on UK households.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Introduction

This brief sits alongside four publications from our Real Accounts research programme:

• Impact Brief #1 examined why understanding volatility matters, and introduced the 44 households who 
took part in the first six months of the study.

• Impact Brief #2 explored the complex money management strategies that Real Accounts households have 
to employ to manage their volatile finances.

• The final report in this series, Impact Brief #3, delved into the nuanced impacts of the ‘volatility premium’, 
the effect it has on household costs for essential goods and services and the resulting mental load.

• Our Toolkit provides a guide for researchers on how to use the financial diaries method in research projects, 
including detailed examples from the Real Accounts study.

In this reflective brief, we’ll focus on the study’s research design and share the successes and challenges we’ve 
experienced as researchers conducting the study. 

We’ll first detail the methods we used and then highlight our key learnings in five aspects of project 
implementation: digital transaction tracking, in-depth interviewing, collaborative analysis, participant 
experience, and changes in households’ financial behaviours.

Our aim was that these learnings could be both practically useful and insightful for anyone interested in 
understanding more about the challenges, opportunities and limitations of researching financial lives. 

We invite you to consider if these learnings could be relevant to you, and if you could be part of the real-world 
impact of the Real Accounts research programme.

Key learnings
• Open banking data enhanced the accuracy and efficiency of how we collected data on financial 

volatility, but came with some practical challenges and limitations.

• Centring participants’ voices and stories through in-depth interviewing was key to understanding the 
context and complexity of low-to-moderate income households’ financial lives.

• A collaborative approach to data analysis helped to quickly structure and draw early learnings from a 
large qualitative dataset.

• Positive participant experience should be at the forefront of research design, not an afterthought. 

• Participants did not report any substantial behaviour changes as a result of participating in the study.

http://nestinsight.org.uk
https://www.nestinsight.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Real-Accounts-Impact-Brief-1-Why-understanding-volatility-matters.pdf
https://www.nestinsight.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Real-Accounts-Impact-Brief-2-Balancing-Points.pdf
https://www.nestinsight.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Fluctuation-Nation-lifiting-a-lid-on-the-millions-of-people-managing-a-volatile-income.pdf
https://cpfw.shorthandstories.com/real-accounts-toolkit/index.html
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Research design

The Real Accounts project used financial diaries to collect qualitative and quantitative data. Throughout the 
project, we gathered:

• Demographic information about the lead participants and their household members during the screening 
and onboarding process;

• Quantitative data on financial transactions generated from bank account connections to My Money Tracker;

• Qualitative data from monthly in-depth interviews.

You can find key definitions for the Real Accounts study in the Appendix.

What is the financial diaries research method?
Financial diaries studies are high intensity household surveys that track financial in – and outflows over several 
months or often a year. In most financial diaries studies, participants record their financial transactions and 
share them in regular interviews with a researcher. Often additional questions are discussed in these 
interviews, for example around life events or financial decision making. The transaction tracking, longitude of 
data collection, and frequency of interactions means that financial diaries studies paint a detailed picture how 
households manage their finances on a day-to-day basis, how their behaviour changes over time and how they 
respond to changes.

Research design

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Research design

Sample overview – who are the Real Accounts households?
Real Accounts wasn’t a nationally representative study, but through our small sample we aimed to capture the 
diversity of low-to-moderate income households across England and Scotland. 

We delivered the study across two phases – phase 1 took place from July 2023 to February 2024 and phase 2 
from March to July 2024. In total, 51 households participated in the study. Thirty-three households participated 
in both phase 1 and 2, 11 participated only in phase 1 and 7 only in phase 2. 

Where were our 
participating 
households?

Area in the UK

London 6

Midlands 12

North West England 6

Scotland 17

South East England 5

South West England 5

Total 51

Diversity – Age, 
gender, ethnicity 
and household 
composition 
of our lead 
participants 

Age

18-25 3

26-35 20

36-45 18

46-55 7

56-65 3

Total 51

Ethnicity

Asian/Asian British 4

Black/Black British 13

White 32

Any other ethnic group 1

Prefer not to say 1

Total 51

Gender

Female 33

Male 18

Total 51

http://nestinsight.org.uk
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Research design

Employment and 
income of lead 
participants 
The study focused on low – and 
middle-income households where 
the lead participant was working. 
But we found that income level 
and employment status would 
change depending on household 
circumstances. This was especially 
true for households on 
volatile incomes.

Employment status

Employed full time 21

Employed part time 15

Zero-hours contract 8

Self-employed 3

Not working 2

Retired 1

Other 1

Total 51

Receiving benefits

No 34

Yes 17

Total 51

Income level 
Monthly net income*

Low income 
< £2,500

Middle income 
< £3,750

High income  
=> £3,750

Income  
unknown

At month 2/3 for participants who joined 
in phase 1, month 1 for participants who 
joined in phase 2

 29 15 6 1

*Net household income equivalised by household size

Our households demonstrated that households come in all shapes and sizes, from couples, single parents 
and people living alone to extended families.

Living situation

I am single and live with adults who are not my family
7

I live with my extended family and I do not have children
1

I live with my extended family and I have a child/children living at home 1

I live with my extended family and I have a child/children, but they do not live  
with us full-time

1

I live with my partner/spouse and we have a child/children living at home 9

I live with my partner/spouse and we do not have children 5

I live with my partner/spouse and we have a child/children, but they are no longer  
living at home

2

I am the only adult in my household and I have a child/children living at home 10

I am the only adult in my household and I have a child/children, but they do not live  
with me full-time

3

I am the only adult in my household and I have a child/children, but they are no longer  
living at home

1

I am the only adult in my household and I do not have children
9

My situation isn’t listed above 2

Total 51

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Recruitment criteria

To recruit households for the study, we first recruited individuals from low-to-moderate income households to 
be lead participants. We did this by recruiting individuals that met two key criteria: their household income put 
them in the income deciles 2-5, and at least one person in the household needed to be earning an income 
through any form of employment, including casual work and self-employment. 

Lead participants were then encouraged to invite members of their household to join the study. 

My Money Tracker – 
beyond a snapshot view
To generate real-time transaction 
data, participants connected 
their financial products (current 
accounts, saving accounts, credit 
cards, etc) to the app, which 
generated a detailed list of 
categorised income and 
expenditure transactions that both 
the researcher and participants 
could see. Other household 
members could also consent to 
connecting their account(s), which 
could give us a wider view of 
the household’s finances. We 
recommended that they connect 
at least one account that they 
used frequently, so that we could 
have a better understanding of 
their daily income and expenses. 
We found that most participants 
connected more than one bank 
account or financial product. 

The My Money Tracker application 
enabled researchers to view the 
exact dates and times of each 
transaction, the accounts 
associated with each transaction, 
and internal transfers between 
their accounts. 

Recruitment  
criteria

The app’s automated function categorised each transaction, including 
loans, gifts, benefit payments, savings, and other types. Researchers 
could manually adjust these categories, as well as entering cash or 
in-kind transactions. The app provided a feature for researchers to take 
notes to explain transactions if necessary. 

http://nestinsight.org.uk
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Recruitment criteria

Researchers could view the built-in 
income and expense analyses, 
a feature only available to the 
researchers, allowing them to 
see each participant's monthly 
fluctuations in income and 
expenses. These transactional 
data and income and spending 
analysis were valuable tools that 
fed into the researcher’s 
interview preparation.

By gathering real-time financial 
transaction data this way, we 
were able to go beyond a snapshot 
view of household finances to build 
a more holistic picture of volatility 
and better understand how 
financial resilience can be 
supported. Our Toolkit on to using 
financial diaries in research lays 
out the important considerations 
for developing a data collection 
infrastructure and 
tracking transactions.

In-depth interviews – centring firsthand stories
We coupled this quantitative method with our monthly qualitative "deep 
dive" interviews to understand the stories, context, and financial journey 
behind the transactions. Each household was assigned a lead researcher, 
who conducted in-depth interviews with the lead participant every 
month. If multiple household members wanted to join the interview, 
we offered to do the interview separately. The interview mode, whether 
online, in person, or on the phone, was determined based on the 
participants' preferences. During the interviews, our researchers clarified 
details of the household’s financial transactions and asked about the 
purposes of internal and external transfers, to provide context and help 
re-categorise the automated categories generated by My Money Tracker.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Recruitment criteria

In-depth interview timeline
Throughout the study, researchers covered a range of topics with participants to gain a deeper understanding 
of the nuances and complexities of household financial management:

Phase 1:
• Onboarding interview: Participants were prompted to reflect on 3-5 phases of their life that were 

important to understanding their experiences with money.

• Month 1: Intra-household roles and responsibilities

• Month 2: Work and income

• Month 3: Relationships, social networks & safety nets

• Month 4: Financial choices, instruments and knowledge

• Month 5: Debt and credit

• Month 6: Choice between pension saving or spending behaviours and choices. Household researchers 
could choose between these two topics, depending on what had been previously discussed 
with participants.

• Wrap-up phase 1: Participants who left the project at the end of Phase 1 were encouraged to reflect 
on their experience taking part in the research and how they viewed their financial life in the future.

Phase 2:
• Onboarding interview – New participants who joined the study for Phase 2 completed the same 

onboarding interview as Phase 1 participants.

• Month 7: Debt and credit part 2 – to understand debt and credit practices. For continuing participants, 
to build on what we learnt in Phase 1.

• Month 8: Savings part 2 – to understand savings practices and decisions. For continuing participants, 
to build on what we learnt in Phase 1.

• Month 9: Financial shocks

• Wrap-up phase 2: All participants were encouraged to reflect on their experience taking part in the 
research and how they viewed their financial life in the future.

After each interview, the researchers went through a process of cleaning, anonymising, and pseudonymising 
their transactional data, and created a monthly budget. To support ongoing analysis, researchers took 
interview notes and debriefed in an event log for each participant. This allowed for the capture of relevant 
quotes, the participants' thoughts, changes to their financial situation in that month, and their responses to 
deep dive topics. Researchers also completed a higher-level analysis tracker sheet that gave an overview of 
changes in income and expense volatility and responses to deep-dive questions across the whole sample. 
Every month, we ran a co-analysis session where all researchers gathered and contributed by sharing and 
collectively making sense of emerging themes and insights from monthly interviews and transactional data.

To learn more about our research design, our Toolkit clarifies how we came to the conclusions we did and 
provides a guide to how you could conduct your own study using financial diaries. 

http://nestinsight.org.uk
https://cpfw.shorthandstories.com/real-accounts-toolkit/index.html
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Methodological reflections and learnings

As described in our Impact Brief #1, one of the main 
difficulties in uncovering income and expense 
volatility is related to measurement methods and 
available data collection tools. Traditional income 
studies are typically conducted annually, focusing 
on year-to-year comparisons rather than within-year 
fluctuations. Collecting real-time transaction data can 
be time-consuming and labour-intensive. However, 
the increased prominence of open banking and 
machine learning technologies presents promising 
avenues to address this issue.

Open banking technology enables efficient capturing, 
storing and processing of data. While it holds 
transformative potential across various sectors, 
including finance and research, it also needs to be 
dealt with carefully and reflexively in terms of its 
purpose and ethical use. Open banking data and 
information is typically used by insurers, lenders, 
underwriters and others to make decisions that can 
sometimes result in detrimental effects on people like 
our participants (for example, loan declines, or higher 
insurance prices). In the Real Accounts project, we 
wanted to be mindful of this, and to ensure we were 
using open banking data to shed light on the ways in 
which financial systems and structures can be more 
equitable and work better for people with volatile pay. 

Methodological 
reflections 
and learnings

Benefits of digital 
transaction tracking
We found that using My Money Tracker to generate 
real-time transaction data significantly reduced the 
burden on participants to remember the details of 
their transactions, such as the dates and times. 
Participants did not need to bring receipts and paper 
bank statements with them to the interviews, which 
facilitated and sped up the interviews, as researchers 
were able to pull up the app and go through the 
transactions with the participants. Most importantly, 
with less reliance on participants’ recollections after 
the event, this method greatly improved the accuracy 
of our calculation of spikes and dips in their incomes 
and expenditures.

One of the things we did not anticipate, however, 
when we started using the tool, was the extent to 
which it revealed the interconnected, high-frequency 
internal transfers between the multiple accounts that 
participants connected to My Money Tracker. For 
example, Sofia made a large number of transfers, 
each of different amounts, between her own accounts 
and multiple savings pots. Sofia was one of many 
participants who used the strategy of transferring 
money between different accounts to 
prevent overspending.

Digital transaction tracking
Key learning 1: Open banking data enhanced the accuracy and efficiency of 
how we collected data on financial volatility, but came with some practical 
challenges and limitations.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Methodological reflections and learnings

These high-frequency internal transfers revealed the 
level of mental accounting that some participants 
engaged in daily. We do not think that participants 
would have reported these transfers (or even 
remembered to: as Sofia said in one of the interviews, 
these internal transfers felt like “second nature” to 
her) if we were to follow a self-report method or use 
individual bank statements, as these alone would not 
show this landscape of frequent internal transfers 
between their own multiple accounts. Without the 
accurate view of these internal transfers, we would 
not have been able to see the full complexity of their 
financial lives and the mental load associated with 
managing a volatile income.

Challenges and limitations 
My Money Tracker also brought its own unique 
challenges and limitations. The automatically 
generated transaction categories (savings, loans, 
transfers, etc) do not always reflect the actual 
purpose of transactions, which would then require 
researchers to clarify with participants and re-
categorise these transactions during or after the 
interview. However, this process can be insightful 
in terms of thinking about how quantitative and 
qualitative data are interacting in the context of 
a mixed-methods research. 

For example, James’ transaction data showed a 
regular transfer of £300 to his partner. Although the 
transaction showed it as a ‘transfer’, it was in fact 
James’ share of his monthly utility bill which he 
transferred to his partner as his partner was the one 
responsible for paying the household’s bills. In this 
case, this process of clarifying and re-categorising 
transactions with James in our monthly interviews 
helped us explore and shed light on his household’s 
financial practices and how he and his partner paid 
their monthly bills. Similarly, some participants 
preferred to withdraw cash for their expenses, 
but My Money Tracker only categorised these 
transactions as cash withdrawals. It was therefore 
dependent on the researchers to ask about the 
ultimate purposes of these transactions during the 
interviews. For participants who frequently withdrew 
cash, we also developed a cash proforma that they 
could complete. 

However, we had limited success with this approach 
as these sheets were not always completed before 
the interviews. The re-categorisation of transactions 
also required that researchers share the same 
understanding of what each category meant, to 
ensure consistency across the sample. An iterative 
research process, where researchers regularly check 
with each other to align their understanding, was an 
effective way to address this. 

Not all household members in the study linked their 
accounts, which may have constrained our 
comprehensive understanding of the household's 
finances. Whether other household members decided 
to join the study and connected their accounts was 
also dependent on the lead participants’ relationship 
with their household members. In the cases in which 
we did not get participation from other household 
members, we had to rely on the lead participants to 
relay necessary information.

http://nestinsight.org.uk
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In-depth interviewing

In-depth interviews were an integral component 
to our approach to financial diaries research. They 
were crucial to understanding the monthly digital 
transactions collected by My Money Tracker, but most 
importantly they centred participants’ voices and 
lived experience of financial uncertainty. Without the 
monthly in-depth interviews, we wouldn’t have learnt 
so much about the context and nuances of 
participants’ financial lives.

Making sense of 
complexity and context
Interviewing participants regularly throughout the 
study meant that we could gain a more holistic 
understanding of our participants’ financial 
experiences than in a single interaction. Household 
researchers could probe or dig deeper into important 
topics across multiple interviews whilst comparing, 
clarifying and interpreting what we were seeing in 
the transaction data. This back-and-forth between 
transactions and interviewing helped to provide 
context and nuance to participants’ financial 
decision-making. 

For example, in-depth interviews helped us to 
understand the complexities of informal borrowing 
and how it is experienced in participants’ daily lives. 
In the monthly interviews, Fred explained how he 
regularly relied on informal loans to make ends meet 
due to a poor credit rating:

"Borrowing from friends and family is something I've 
had to do for a good chunk of my adult life…cause my 
credit rating has been so bad. I'd love take out more 
credit facilities or small loans. Sadly I've pushed the 
creditors too far to be offered anything like that at 
the moment."

Over the course of the project, he shared how his 
Mum was a stalwart in supporting him financially 
when times were tough, but when he lost his job, she 
was concerned that he wouldn’t pay her back, putting 
a strain on their relationship:

"Well, she [his Mum] was helping me out mainly when 
I was working but when the job didn't work out she 
was very adamant about getting her money back so I 
paid her back some of the money that I got the other 
day. I try to pay her back as much as possible."

Transaction data would only have told us that 
informal lending and borrowing is taking place, 
not how participants weigh up their options, the 
associated benefits or risks, and the sensitivities of 
informal borrowing between family and friends. 
The qualitative data helped us to understand how 
participants see the limitations of informal borrowing, 
but that restrictions on credit can make them feel like 
there are no other options.

Participants shaping 
their own stories
The balance between the more structured ‘deep 
dives’ and less structured monthly catch-ups allowed 
participants to shape their own narratives over the 
course of the project. This was particularly important 
for sensitive topics, such as experiences of debt or 
interpersonal relationships, where it was imperative 
to build trust and rapport and for participants to feel 
comfortable. Individuals from low and –moderate-
income households rarely get to tell their own stories 
about their finances. The narrative about how 
people’s financial lives should play out is often set by 
financial institutions and providers, rather than people 
themselves. Assumptions and judgements are made 
about behaviours or decisions that don’t consider 
their perspectives, or their experiences of systems 
that aren’t working for them. 

In-depth  
interviewing

Key learning 2: Participants shaped their own narratives through in-depth 
interviews, providing insights into the context and complexities of their financial lives.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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In-depth interviewing

For example, a conventional narrative would tell us 
that people should have direct debits and standing 
orders to make managing money easier. But the 
Real Accounts households told us through the 
monthly interviews that they couldn’t always make 
use of automatic payment features like these due to 
their volatile incomes. When payments were coming 
in and out at different times of the month, they had to 
find other ways to keep on top of their monthly bills. 
For example, Jane explained that, for her, direct debits 
made her feel like she has less control over her 
finances: “It makes me feel like I'm not in control of 
my money and that the other side is in control.”

Over the course of the project, we also saw 
participants gain confidence in sharing their 
perspectives and recounting important life 
experiences that affected their relationship and 
outlook on money. Several participants reflected on 
how they had never spoken to someone in-depth 
about their financial experiences before – talking to 
friends or family could be awkward or uncomfortable. 
They found it valuable to have an impartial, non-
judgemental space to talk and be listened to. For 
example, Simone shared in her final interview how 
taking part in the study had been a positive 
experience for her: 

“I've found it very helpful to discuss it and talk about 
it, 'cause there's not a lot of people that I talk about 
my financial issues with, so I'm glad that I've done it 
so I can express financially how it's been a struggle. 
It's been a good thing that I've enjoyed. It's been kind 
of therapeutic in a way, to discuss it and to let it out”

Anika shared similar sentiments on how she found it 
useful to speak to someone impartial, outside of her 
friends and family, who wouldn’t judge her on her 
ideas or experiences about money:

“I think it helps…rather then people in your close 
circle. You're always scared of being judged…”

A key learning from the process of interviewing has 
been the value participants placed on having 
someone to share their financial experiences with. 
People want to talk about money when they are given 
a safe and non-judgemental place to do so. If we 
want to continue building an understanding of the 
lived experience of financial volatility, we need to 
consider how participant voices can be centred 
ethically and with care. 

At first I felt a little guilty for asking so many 
questions about their transactions, but then I 
realised that participants liked talking to me. Those 
conversations about their finances were like a relief 
for them. There should be more spaces like this, 
where people feel safe to talk about their financial 
situation, without any judgment. 

Elena Magli, 
Research Lead, GCU

I’ve really enjoyed doing this research, the repeated 
monthly interviews have really provided a platform 
to get to know participants and understand their 
experiences of finance more deeply. It has been 
challenging at times, especially when they recount 
difficult experiences, but I think it’s worthwhile to 
highlight those spaces where people are not being 
supported and served adequately.

Hayley James, 
Research Lead, Aston University

http://nestinsight.org.uk
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Collaborative analysis

Our monthly in-depth interviews created a large 
qualitative dataset. In ten months, we had carried 
out 375 interviews across the team. A particular 
challenge we faced was needing to make sense of the 
data as it was being collected. To do this, household 
researchers met online monthly to conduct 
collaborative analysis workshops. The key benefit to 
this approach to analysis was that we could structure 
and organise the data quickly, which helped us to 
draw insights from the data on particular themes at 
an early stage in the project. 

In our study, all household researchers participated 
in the collaborative analysis of the qualitative data. 
Researchers’ familiarity with the participants and 
interdisciplinary expertise in social research helped 
us to get started on the analysis process from the 
beginning of data collection.

During these sessions, we used an online interactive 
whiteboard to start grouping and pairing participants 
with similar experiences, and mapping potential 
themes and patterns we were seeing in the data 
collected each month. 

Visually mapping ‘the data’
Our monthly sessions helped to bring structure and 
familiarity to the large amounts of qualitative data 
we were generating each month. We knew that 
analysing such a large and growing dataset would be 
a time-consuming process, so we decided to begin 
with collaborative discussions and activities that 
helped the research team to get familiar with data 
from across the project. 

For example, early in the project we used an 
interactive whiteboard to visually map the 
relationship between income level and volatility level. 
We then used this visual as a prompt for a discussion 
on the context behind participants’ experiences that 
had been raised in the interviews. This visual 
mapping helped us to first understand that our 
participants with higher earnings tended to have a 
mix of stable and volatile income sources, and that 
they were using additional income sources, such as 
overtime or flexible part-time roles, to supplement 
stable income from a primary job or a pension. This 
contrasted with our participants on a lower income, 
who tended to rely on a mix of benefits and a single 
volatile income source. 

This collaborative and visual mapping early in the 
project timeline kicked off the development of the 
seven profiles that we’ve referred to in our learning 
briefs. Collaborative discussions highlighted how the 
analysis could be framed. Researchers then went on 
to carry out further data analysis, looking in detail into 
each participant’s income level and sources. These 
profiles detail the Real Accounts households’ diverse 
experiences of volatility, based on the drivers and 
impacts they experienced. 

Collaborative  
analysis

Key learning 3: A collaborative approach to data analysis helped us to quickly 
structure and draw early learnings from a large qualitative dataset.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Collaborative analysis

Striking a balance
A challenge we faced in the collaborative analysis 
process was the trade-off between a more time-
intensive inductive analysis and a need to structure 
and organise the dataset in a short space of time. We 
struck a balance by integrating both inductive ‘ground 
up’ and deductive ‘top down’ approaches to the early 
qualitative analysis.

In each monthly session we allocated time to discuss 
and map out participants’ responses to each of our 
key deep dive topics. Our deep dive topics were 
central to answering our research questions so we 
needed to focus our analysis in a way that we could 
develop early insights in these topic areas. But we 
also wanted to ensure that there was space in the 
collaborative analysis process to identify and map 
new potential themes and patterns we were seeing 
in our monthly interviews. We called these emergent 
areas of analysis ‘threads’ and over six collaborative 
analysis sessions we developed 17 ‘threads’ that 
helped to shape the findings in our impact brief series. 

We also had to strike a balance between disciplinary 
perspectives, as our research team included social 
researchers from a variety of backgrounds, from 
economics to sociology. Having a multi-disciplinary 
research team meant that we could look at the issue 
of financial volatility in-depth and from multiple 
perspectives, but different disciplines come with 
diverse assumptions and expectations, so clear 
communication was key to the collaborative process. 
For example, we made sure to set out key terms and 
agreed in advance on which frameworks to use for 
discussion and analysis.

By the end of phase 2, we still had hundreds of 
hours of interviews to analyse in-depth, but our 
collaborative analysis process got us to a stage where 
we were able to publish our impact brief series shortly 
after the first phase of data collection had 
been completed.

http://nestinsight.org.uk
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Participant experience

A considerable amount of effort went into planning 
the research project to take it off the ground. The 
majority of the work behind the scenes centred on 
ensuring a positive participant experience of the 
research itself. This entailed upfront work on building 
an effective incentive payment system, having a 
safeguarding process in place, and making sure the 
My Money Tracker app was user-friendly. This positive 
participant experience led to a high retention rate 
throughout the project. We only had five people 
dropping out after taking part in at least 
one interview.

A proactive approach  
to data protection concerns 
A project of this nature involves participants sharing 
personal and sensitive information about their 
financial lives. With ongoing conversations in 
recent years about big data and security, we initially 
wondered if we would struggle to find willing 
participants. However, we found that providing clear 
information about data protection very early on was 
effective in addressing potential doubts or mistrust. 

Before the project kicked off, we worked with a small 
pilot group who helped us to anticipate and address 
potential questions, leading us to develop a 
comprehensive and easily accessible FAQ page on 
our website to support participants throughout their 
journey with us. Before the onboarding interview, we 
shared with participants the link to the FAQ page, the 
project website, an information sheet that explained 
the project and how My Money Tracker worked, and 
our research assistant called participants to check 
whether they had any questions or concerns 
about participating.

During the onboarding process, we dedicated ample 
time to walk them through the research procedures 
and emphasised the importance of safeguarding their 
data. The participants were also guided through the 
process of linking their bank accounts to the app. 

Significant effort went into testing the My Money 
Tracker app to ensure compliance with data 
protection regulations and enhance participants' 
experience using it. We wanted to optimise the 
experience by simplifying and streamlining the initial 
account set-up process and stripping away features 
such as notifications or alerts that participants might 
have find distracting. 

Building trust 
An aspect of building a trusting relationship with 
participants involved assuring them that we would 
not disclose their information to authorities 
(i.e., HMRC, DWP). This assurance was coupled with 
our safeguarding policy, developed in collaboration 
with our research partners, which gave researchers a 
channel to express their concerns if they were to have 
identified participants who were at risk of financial 
abuse. We viewed this process as essential to 
respecting individuals and protecting them, while 
also upholding the integrity of our research. We also 
extended our safeguarding measures to ensure the 
safety of our researchers in the field. For instance, 
pairs of researchers attending initial in-person 
interviews followed a check-in and check-out system 
for added security. 

Participant  
experience

Key learning 4: Positive participant experience should be at the forefront of 
research design, not an afterthought.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Participant experience

Flexible and transparent processes 
Building a positive participant experience sometimes 
required that we, as researchers, struck a balance 
between being flexible and maintaining data integrity. 
We provided participants with the choice of 
conducting interviews online or in person, 
acknowledging the diverse demands of their 
schedules, including work commitments and childcare 
responsibilities. Despite initial concerns about the 
impact of online interviews on data quality, our 
findings reveal no significant differences between 
the two modes of interview.

We implemented a system where incentives were not 
processed by the researchers themselves. Instead, 
a research administrator in the team processed the 
payments using a third-party payment platform. 
We found that doing so helped us mitigate any 
potential power imbalances that may have arisen if 
the researchers were to be the ones processing and 
distributing incentives. We let the participants know 
upfront the amount of incentive they would be 
receiving and when to expect them. We did not 
observe that the amount of incentive or the process 
affected the quality of our data. In fact, we think that 
being open and transparent about the amount and 
the process helped communicate respect to 
the participants.

http://nestinsight.org.uk
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Changes in household behaviours

Becky
I think, yeah, I wasn’t like bad with money before 
but I think the fact that you’re speaking about it, it 
make me more aware and not in a bad way. Like, 
remembering that we’re going to have the 
conversation as well, and sometimes even after the 
conversations, I’m looking and I’m reflecting and I’m 
like okay that’s where most of your money goes.

Real People
Ben 
The questions has made me think about how I’ve 
come to the decisions that I have, cause I’ve just 
sort of got on with them, but whereas when you’ve 
asking specific questions about them I think about 
what have I done this or what’s influenced me 
about that, which I haven’t done before.

Real People

At the conclusion of our project, we asked participants if their behaviours had changed due to their involvement in 
the project. They did report some small changes. Knowing that they were to have monthly discussions with a 
researcher about their finances put them in a mindset to consider their financial situation, as indicated by Becky 
and Ben:

Changes in household 
behaviours

Key learning 5: Participants did not report any substantial behaviour changes 
as a result of participating in the study.

We do not have any data to suggest that joining the 
project substantially changed participants’ financial 
behaviours. We did observe changes that could be 
attributed to their life trajectory and circumstances at 
the time, which coincided with the project period. For 
instance, John, a participant in the final year of his 
studies, reflected on how he had been penny-pinching 
throughout his degree. Following a conversation with 
his household researcher, we observed slight changes 
in his spending habits, such as spending a bit more 
on eating out with friends. He indicated that these 
changes were due to his approaching graduation 
and the impending departure from his friend group. 

The question of whether joining the project changed 
participants' financial behaviours may miss a crucial 
point: individuals cannot simply change financial 
behaviours in isolation when financial lives are so 
intricately linked to a broader life circumstances. 

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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Appendix

Key definitions for the Real Accounts study

Income volatility
Income volatility refers to the variations and fluctuations in an individual’s or household’s income over time. 
To explore income volatility, we have used the coefficient of variation (CV). This is calculated by dividing the 
standard deviation of a household’s monthly income by a household’s mean monthly income. This measure 
means that all households in the study can be compared, even if their income levels are different. To learn more 
about how we’ve used this measure of volatility, our Impact Brief #3 on the ‘volatility premium’ explores how 
households on volatile incomes have to pay more for essential goods and services than households with a 
stable income, and experience an increased mental load resulting from having to manage finances in a world 
designed for regularity. 

Income decile
We calculated household income deciles at the beginning, mid-point and end of the data collection. We found 
that many of our households changed income decile during the study period because of life events or 
changed circumstances.

To calculate each household’s income decile, we calculated their take home pay (after tax and national 
insurance, but before housing). We then calculated the equivalising ratio1 for each household member and 
divided household net income by the total ratio. We decided to include in the equivalising ratio any children 
under 14 who were financially supported by, even if not necessarily living full-time with, Real Accounts 
participants. We equivalised household income so that comparisons could be made across the different 
households in the study. 

We then used equivalised household income to determine each household’s income decile.2 

Appendix

1 Department for Work and Pensions, 2022. Households below average income: an analysis of the income distribution FYE 1995 
to FYE 2021 – GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)

2 Department for Work and Pensions, 2022. Households below average income: an analysis of the income distribution FYE 1995 
to FYE 2021 – GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
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Appendix

Example equivalisation of household income data
The table below demonstrates how to equivalise income data for a household of four (two adults, two children):

Household member Weekly income Equivalising ratio

Step 1 – calculate the 
weekly take home pay for 
each household member 
and assign an 
equivalising ratio.

Adult one £500 0.67

Adult two £250 0.33

Child 1 (aged 15) N/A 0.33

Child 2 (age 7) N/A 0.2

Step 2 – divide the total 
weekly net income by the 
total of each household 
member’s ratio.

Total weekly income: 
£750

Total household 
equivalising ratio: 1.53

£750 ÷ 1.53 = £490 

Equalised household income for this household is 
£490

Household and Lead Participant
Throughout the brief we’ll refer to both households and lead participants. Each household that participated in 
the study had a ‘lead participant’ who represented their household. Lead participants connected at least one 
bank account to My Money Tracker, and they were the only household member to participate in all the in-depth 
interviews. Other household members were invited to connect accounts and participate in interviews if they 
wanted to, but it was optional. We chose to have lead participants to ensure consistency in participant 
engagement and data collection across the project. 

It was challenging to define a ’household’ due to the diversity of household structures in the UK and the 
subjective nature of how participants viewed their household make-up and circumstances. It wasn’t sufficient 
to define a household as simply a group of people who shared a living space, as this didn’t accurately capture 
the financial lives of our participants. We left it up to lead participants to tell us who was in their household.

For example, when Ben joined the study, he was renting a room in a shared flat with friends, but he didn’t 
consider his flatmates as part of his household. He considered himself to be managing his finances alone, as he 
did not share money or financial decision-making with any of his flatmates. To get an accurate picture of how 
Ben managed his money, it was important to understand how his finances were kept separate from the people 
he lived with. On the other hand, we had participants like Alexa – a woman in her 50s who split her time living 
with her mother and adult son, and living with her partner in a different home. To get an accurate 
understanding of Alexa’s financial life it was important to understand how her financial life included both her 
family members and her partner, even though they were split across two locations. 

This level of flexibility was important to reflect the diversity of low – and moderate-income households in the 
UK, from individuals and couples to extended families.

http://nestpensions.org.uk
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