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ÒYOU should learn to keep t rack
of your money, Martin.ÓOne of
the diners si tti ng at a table in
ShepherdÕs Studi os, London ,

seem s am used by the hun t M art i n Lew i s,
money-saving expert, defender of the consumer
and general personal finance activist, is involved
in for a misplaced £5 note. Lewis looks puzzled.
This doesnÕt happen to him often. More often
than not he is i nvolved in ensuri ng that no
company manages to squeeze that extra £5 out
of him or anyone else. So, this is an odd one.
Perhaps there is some rogue factor at work. It is
only on the way back, rooting through my purse,
that I discover an extra £5 note that suggested
that I must have taken it. Somehow, in picking
up the con ten ts of m y p urse, fol l ow i n g a
thorough examination of the plastic inside it, I
have inadverten tly stolen from the m oney-
saving specialist.

I feel a certain embarrassment as I write this.
Allowing someone access to your finances is a
bit l ike letting them rake around inside your
laundry basket, picking out the odd pair of dirty
kn ickers. Lewi s hadnÕt wan ted to see bank
statements and bills. A five-minute analysis of
the grubby con ten ts of m y purse was al l he
needed, in which time he found one credit and
one debi t card, both wi th Barclays (ÒthereÕs
lovely loyalty for youÓ), discovered that I was
paying a fee on my account, ascertained that I
d idnÕt pay off m y credi t card regularly and

calculated that he could make me around £600
a year better off by switching me to the Alliance
and Leicester, getting me an American Express
card and getting me to pay off my credit card
bill by monthly direct debit. ÒBy the sound of
you,Óhe had said, Òyou could probably save a lot
of money. YouÕve probably got a BT phone at
home. Have you changed your gas provider
ever?Your car insurance, your home insurance?
YouÕre penalising yourself out of apathy.Ó

In a world where we are ever more ready to
divulge the innermost secrets of our sexual and
emotional lives, finances are one thing we like to
keep to ourselves. We can be coy about them. All
too many of us have the feeling that probably
those rows of neat figures hide a dark, sticky
mess that is all too personally revealing. We half-
acknowledge that we are probably doing it all
wrong, yet do nothing about it. Enter Martin
Lew i s. The person al f i n an ce guru whose
website, moneysavingexpert.com is, with 1.5
mi l l ion users, one of the fastest growing UK
sites, differs from almost all other money gurus.
He is a breed apart. Where others talk of savings,
and careful spending, he talks of Òadversarial
consumerismÓ. In his hands, money-saving is
made grand, a fight in which we little Davids
take pot-shots at Goliath corporations. How
does he do i t? How, in fact, do we do i t? By
p lay i ng them at thei r own gam e, d i tch ing
consumer loyalty and making sure that we are
always getting the best deal. ÒHalf of it is doing
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the sensible stuff, like sorting out you finances,
the other half is ÔletÕs take the buggers on, letÕs
look at loopholes and play the system. LetÕs
make the companies scaredÕ.Ó

The Marti n Lewi s approach i s useful for
almost anyone regardless of their debt situation,
their financial comfort or discomfort: he is not
about extremes. Though he has made several
series of the programme Make Me Rich, itÕs not
his schtick to go in and rescue people in severe
debt crisis, or, armed with scissors, start cutting
up credi t cards. The vast m ajori ty of us are
vaguely financial ly dim , we go on giving our
money away to banks, phone companies, and
other corporations, when really we could get a
lot more savvy. It was a friend who first told me
about Lewi s. She had fol lowed hi s advi ce,
changed her mortgage provider, her bank and
phone supplier, and made herself £300 a month
better off. This middle-ground approach is
relatively rare in the media. As Lewis himself
says, ÒWhat most journal ists l ike to do is find

the extreme stories. When you see programmes
theyÕre about debt crisis. That isnÕt the real issue.
The real issue is that most people are being
systemically ripped off.Ó

Lewis manages to squeeze in half a sentence
in the time most people would be lingering over
their first word. At 33 years old he still has a whiz
kidÕs hyperactivity. He machine-guns out sums
and percentages. He relates the regime of the
previous day Ð21 hours of work followed by an
insomniac night. Sti ll, he looks bright-eyed and
bushy-tailed, if a little manic. ÒItÕs the make-up,Ó
he says, Òboy make-up. You have to wear it for
the TV.ÓA camera and TV crew take up most of
the floor in his office. Today he is shooting a
couple of secti ons for Ton igh t wi th Trevor
McDonald before squeezing in an interview over
a late lunch. Whatever his sleep deprivation, the
sums keep coming. Britain, he says is suffering
from APR syndrome. ÒAPR Syndrome. WhatÕs
that?ÓI ask.

ÒThere is a systemic misunderstanding of

interest rates in the UK. I can ask you a question
and I guarantee you will get it wrong.Ó

ÒIÕm sure I will.Ó
ÒAnd IÕll guarantee that 99% of people do not

know how interest rates work, even if they think
they do. They get it wrong. If I asked you, if you
were to borrow £100 over a week, above what
level would be extortionate interest?10p, 25p,
50p, £1, £5 or £10, what would you say?Ó

ÒWell, over the week I mean IÕd probably say
one of the lower figures. I mean itÕs just a week
isnÕt it?Ó

ÒThe average person says £5 and then when
you ask th em above wh at APR wou l d be
extortionate they average person says 10%. £5 is
250% APR, so you ask them the same question
and you get phenomenal ly different answers.
ThatÕs APR syndrome.Ó

For any new cause you need a new language
an d Lew i s h as i t a l l to h an d : ad versar i a l
consumerism , APR syndrome, anti-marketing.
The money-saving battle is being waged on
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many fronts. His point is that there is so lit t le
advice and educat ion available to most of us
that we have scant chance of becoming smart
consumers. He points out that in schools there
is little financial education and what there is is
generally provided by t he banks. “I railed
recent ly because Nat West launched School
Money, the school bank from the Royal Bank of
Scotland and Nat West. People said to me, ‘isn’t
it a good financial educat ion?’ I said, ‘No, it’s
ab so l u t e l y h o r r e n d o u s. T h i s i s m o r a l
bankruptcy, this is about branding to children’.”
Far fr om t eaching u s ab ou t f inance, t he
educat ion system, he believes, with student
loans, ropes us in to a cycle of debt we are never
taught to handle. We are, he says, “a nat ion
educated into debt but not about debt. Is it any
surprise that we are the debt man of Europe?”

In the middle of all this, he is putting himself
forward as a man you can t rust . He likes, he
says, to be t ransparent . The so-called “ant i-
marketing” that his site is devoted to is all about
get t ing r id of the spin and “seeing things for
what they are”. He and his team deal direct ly
with products, point ing the consumer in the
direction of the best possible deals, clearing up
the “confusion marketing” which he believes is
responsible for most of our financial ignorance.
Most importantly, though, for every web article
he posts, he attaches a discussion forum so that
where he is wrong it will be exposed. His life, at
least in part, is out there too on a blog, and he is
happy to talk about it . You can read about
Money Saving Girlfriend or MSG, his partner,
also a television presenter who does the showbiz
interviews for Five News and who is, he tells me,
“quite good with money. Her products have got
better since she’s known me though”.

Lewis’s route to money-saving expert went by
way of president of t he London School of
Economics Student Union, then the City, where
he worked as a financial spin doctor. “What that
taught me is the attitude,” he says, “Corporates
are there to make money. All their funct ions
such as corporate responsibility are subsets of
profitability. Why do we become a responsible
corporate? Why are we environmental? Because
our customers like it and it br ings in more
business.”

H is financial nous didn’t come from his
parents or from any teachers. Rather, he says, he
“made it all up” as he went along. The son of the
headmaster of a Cheshire special needs school,
as a child he was always good with money, but
more important ly gifted at maths: a favourite
childhood pursuit was doing mental arithmetic
with his Uncle Tony, a forensic tax accountant.
“There’s a funny thing you know. I ’ve said this
before but some people are born so that they
can look at a sheet of music and play it on a
piano straight away. Sadly I was born so that if I
look at credit card t er ms and condit ions I
understand how they work straight away. But I
can’t play music for the life of me.”

Maths is key to personal finance, and where
so many of us fall down. He bowls a question in
my direction and I am paralysed. Numbers float
abstract ly across the room. These are strange
alien figures I’m not part icularly used to dealing
with in my current wor ld of words. I know I
ought to find this embarrassing. In fact, I do. As
a child I used t o be qu it e good at ment al
arithmetic and, despite my A level maths, at just
the mention of a percentage I crumble.

Perhaps the one irritant about Lewis is that
he’s too darned good. From the start, it turns
out, he has done it all with a breathless ease. He

has never, for instance, had a bank charge; as a
student he immediately put his loan into a high
interest savings account ; despite owning his
own home he doesn’t have a mortgage. “I never
did. But then I’m the money-saving expert and if
I can’t do that who can?” In fact, he rented and
saved money till the age of 31 when he bought
his house, a nice London proper ty, outr ight .
“When I first started doing this at 27,” he says,
“and I’d got an agent for the first time, we talked
about how I would come across. There are two
ways to talk about money: you can either be the
sage old soul who has done it all, or you can be
the whiz kid. I’ve only got one role. I talk about
the cheapest way to do nappies. I don’t have
children – but does that matter?”

For him this is not about money but about
“raw political empowerment”. But is what he is
doing t ru ly polit ical? Not in a wor ld order

changing way. For Lewis the point, after all, is
not to escape consumerism, or to chip away at
it , but rather to breed more hard-nosed and
finely t u ned consu me r s. “ I ’m no t an t i -
capitalist,” he says. Had he thought back in the
day when he was president of the LSE student
union and led the Liberal Democrat caucuses
that he would be a politician?

“I think I am in polit ics. This is consumer
polit ics, absolu t ely, in ever y way. This is
aggressive, passionate polit ics and it’s about
something that really impacts on people’s lives. I
remember when I finally got on This Morning,
which was always my dream, t o be a This
Morning presenter, they said, Why do you want
t o be here? I said, ‘Look I ’ve watched t he
programme a lot and you have your stylist, you
have your chefs, all of these people. But without
me they’re useless, because if people can’t afford

Above: Lewis has now hosted several series of Make Me Rich; Opposite left: Hosting a workshop on
council tax re-branding used on tonight with Trevor McDonald; Opposite right: Chatting to Lorraine
Kelly, Lewis convinced TV producers his advice was more fundamental than recipes and hair styling
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i t none of this makes a di fference. So i f you
really want to start making peopleÕs lives better,
you start by putting money in their pockets.Ó

In other words it is a kind of realpoli t ik for
personal finance. His end vision is simple and
straightforward: Òthat we have a more aggressive
consum er, a consum er who no longer sees
loyalty as a positive.Ó

Lewis is very much about living in the world
of today. Whereas fellow guru Alvin Hall, who I
interviewed around five years ago, has an old-
f a sh i o n e d a p p r o a c h , b a se d o n h i s
grandmotherÕs sayings, Lewis is anti-grandma.
Not of course in a personal way. He loves his
grandma, but, he points out, the generation who
grew up in the For t ies and Fi ft ies l ived in a
different time, when loyalty counted, when there
w as l ess ch o i ce. ÒI Õve gi ven u p w i t h m y
grandma. I donÕt even try. She switched her gas,
electricity and phone provider, but not her bank.
Every t ime she gets a letter through the door
saying, ÔWe can give you a cheaper phone
serviceÕshe tells me, ÔThey say I can go cheaper.Õ
I say, ÔNo, youÕre on the cheapest anyway.
TheyÕre lying. ItÕs marketing.ÕÓ

His pol i t ics, however, is very single issue.
Though ethics are often dealt with on his site, he
doesnÕt al low them to get in the way of the
puri ty of simply stating what is the best deal.
The cheapest fligh ts are the cheapest fligh ts for
instance, and he has no hesitation in telling you

how and where to get them , though he has
added advice about carbon-offset t ing to his
article on the subject. As he says, Òsometimes
the environment and money-saving confl ict ,
sometimes ethics and money-saving conflict.
When they do I consider itÕs my job to flag it up,
not to preach about it. IÕm here to preach about
saving money.Ó

There is nothing new in what he is saying
about corporations. You can read similar ideas
in Joel BakanÕs The Corporat i on , but see a
di fferent response to i t , one that is al l about
t r yi n g t o push t h rough great er corporat e
regulation by government. But whereas BakanÕs
book i s read by a sm al l i n t el l ect u al an d
politicised subsection of the population, LewisÕs
site has a wider readership and base. It appeals
to our base instincts of wanting to save a buck
and get m ore for our m oney. H i s m essage
contains no Puritanism or moral superiority. ÒI
donÕt have a problem wi th people want ing
things,Óhe says. ÒIf you want to have a big house
with 10 plasma screens then enjoy it. You might
want to do some good with your money as well,
but you donÕt have to.Ó

Has he made companies scared? He points
out that many people, not just those who have
come to his site, are already playing the game,
that the campaign to get people to claim back
bank charges that he has spearheaded is gaining
such momentum that local courts will soon be

clogged with attempts. ÒI think the banks are
defini tely scared at the moment, part icularly
over the issue of people suing them for charges.
I donÕt go into a branch any more. But do the
banks hate me?Well, first of all theyÕre people,
so theyÕre consumers too. Second, they like me
for one reason, that IÕm very straight and honest
and I poo-poo the idea of responsible lending Ð
I donÕt think it should be their responsibility. We
need to educate in responsible borrowing. And
then thirdly, the Alliance and Leicester right now
m ust l ove m e. Thei r savi ngs accoun t and
cur ren t account are m y recom m endat ions
because theyÕre the best on the market.Ó

For Lewis money isnÕt the end solut ion to
everything. He knows it wonÕt necessaril y make
people happier. ÒI personally earn a lot more
money than I use to. Has it made me happy?No.
Has it meant that i tÕs one of the things I donÕt
have worry about in the way I used to?Yes. ItÕs a
worry it takes away.ÓHe also acknowledges that
not everyone wants to devote thei r t im e to
deal ing wi th i t . I , perhaps, am one of those
people. In essence, IÕm in a constant state of
money-denial, inattentive to paperwork, fi ling
bills and statements unopened in a big chest,
only to be attended to in an overflow situation.
IÕm fairly stingy so I donÕt tend to get into a lot of
financial t rouble, yet I know I could be a lot
better off. So, why donÕt I do anything about it?
Sitting at home, as I write this article, I have yet
to change my bank account, yet to pay off my
credit card, yet to put into action all the advice
which he said would save me around £600 a
year. Something keeps getting in the way.

Lewis was once asked how much money he
thought he could save the UK if he created a
str ing of programmes over a week on pr ime
time television. ÒRoughly £1 bi l l ion,Óhe said,
Òbut the di ff icul ty is get t ing people to do i t .
Saving peop le a thousand pounds i s easy.
Getting them to save it for themselves is really
difficult.ÓWhat holds us back?ÒFear. Ignorance.
Paralysis.ÓHe gestures at a man by the bar. ÒIf I
were to say to you that you could save Rick over
there £200 a year on his gas and electricity bill in
10 minutes and I can teach you how to do it and
heÕll give you half the cash, would you do it for
h i m ? Yes. I f I t old you you cou ld do i t for
yourself and get £200, would you do it?Probably
not. ThatÕs the fight.Ó

For more informat ion and if you want to
receive Mar tin’s weekly email of money saving
tipsgo to www.moneysavingexpert.com/tips

See also Your Money, Business, page 14, for this
week’s financial advice

Some are born so
they can look at a
sheet of music and
play it straight away.
Sadly I was born so
that if I look at credit
card terms and
conditions I know
how they work
straight away

ÔÕ

Lewis says many of us are rooted in a culture of consumer loyalty instead of looking for the best deals.
His end vision is Òthat we have a more aggressive consumer who no longer sees loyalty as positiveÓ
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b ea u t i f u l k i t c h en s Ð p ea c e o f m i n d - s t y l i s h l i v i n g

1. Stop paying bank charges or interest on your
overdraft. Lewis recommends switching to the
Alliance and Leicester which currently offers 0%
interest overdrafts for new customers in the first
year.

2. If you’ve got an old mobile lying around, sell it.
Specialist companies pay up to £160.

3. Pay off your credit card on a monthly basis. If
you already have large credit card debts, lower
them by shifting them to a “life of balance” deal
where the debt stays at the cheap rate of about
5% until it is repaid in full. Never spend on these
cards, or the deal will be off.

4. Forget loyalty. Ask companies for better
contracts or threaten to take custom elsewhere.
For example renegotiate your mobile phone
contract and switch to a different gas and
electricity supplier.

5. Reclaim all your past bank charges. Thousands
of people have already been refunded up to six
years’ worth of charges because of growing
opinion that the fees are unlawful. The law is
plain: any charges banks levy on their customers
must be proportional to the actual costs they
incur. The simple question that many people are

asking is, “does it really
cost £35 to send an
automated letter when
someone’s gone a penny
over the limit?”

6. If you feel you are paying more
than you should on your council tax,
get your home rebanded.

7. Check you have a decent mortgage deal.
Remortgaging is the biggest single money-
saver.

8. Use the internet to make free overseas phone
calls. All you need is internet access and a
headset with microphone. Thereafter the
software you need is free, one example is Skype.

9. Find the cheapest petrol near your home by
visiting www.petrolprices.com.

10. Store Cards are are hideously expensive with
very high interest. But if you resist their
borrowing facility, there are scores of discounts
available which you can snatch and grab.

For further advice on these and other issuessee
www.moneysavingexpert.com

10 WAYS TO SAVE
YOURSELF A WAD


