
01

The Aegon UK  
‘What really matters?’ report
Protecting women from the unexpected
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Foreword

Women are becoming increasingly important 
economically, in public life and in the workplace. Forty 
years ago, just over half of UK women were in work. 
Now that figure has risen to over two thirds1.

Although some women choose to stay at home and 
look after their children, or decide to do so because 
of high childcare costs, almost three quarters of all 
mothers are in work1.

Women have traditionally looked after the day-to-day 
money in many households, but research shows they’re 
taking an increasingly important role in managing the 
long-term finances, such as savings and pensions, as 
well2. 

However, there’s one area, as this report reveals, where 
women are falling behind; and that’s thinking about 
what would happen to their finances if they couldn’t 
work or couldn’t take care of their children. I was 
struck by the fact that almost three quarters (71%) 
of mums surveyed3 said that the financial security of 
their children was a top priority (revealingly, above 
‘relationship with my partner’ (66%)!), but nearly one 
in three (30%) of those who work have no savings 
and four out of ten mums (41%) have no protection 
insurance.

There’s no doubt that household budgets are being 
squeezed in the current economic climate, and some 
families may not be able to afford the protection they 
need. However, it‘s important that all women understand 
what could happen to their own or their family’s 
finances and standard of living if they couldn’t work or 
care for their children for several months – or longer. 

Some employers provide a generous sick pay package, 
but not all do. And while it’s comforting to think that 
there’s a safety net of State benefits, that money is 
unlikely to go very far. I doubt that many women would 
choose to live on statutory sick pay if they could avoid it. 

Preparing ahead for long-term illness, or worse, isn’t 
just about assessing how much savings you have or 
whether you should consider taking out a protection 
policy. It’s also about discussing who you‘d like to 
manage your finances for you if you’re unable to do so; 
who should look after your children if both you and your 
partner die and what arrangements need to be made 
after your death. 

Aegon’s report shows that half of mums3 (49%) with 
children under 18 haven’t talked about their death with 
their next of kin. This type of conversation is never 
going to be easy, but talking about it and putting plans 
in place, will ultimately make things a little easier for 
your family, should the worst happen. It’s too important 
for us to ignore. 

Sarah Pennells 
Founder of SavvyWoman.co.uk

1 ONS, 2013, Women in the labour market www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_328352.pdf
2 Savvywoman.co.uk, Women & Money report http://savvywoman.co.uk/pdf/SavvyWoman_Women_Money_report_FINAL.pdf
3 Aegon/YouGov research, June 2014. This is based on all GB mothers aged 25+ with children under 18

http://savvywoman.co.uk/pdf/SavvyWoman_Women_Money_report_FINAL.pdf
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Sarah Pennells’ Top Ten Tips
1 Talk to your husband, wife or partner about the 

nasties in life, such as what would happen if one – or 
both – of you were to die and how you would cope 
financially if either of you couldn’t work. Talking 
about it won’t make it any more likely to happen – 
but it can help you put plans in place in case it does.

2 If you don’t have a will, get one drawn up. Many of 
us put off drawing up a will because – frankly – it’s 
a bit too grim to think about. However, if you don’t 
have a will, your property, savings and investments 
may not be passed onto the people who you’d like to 
inherit them.

 For example, if you’re living with someone but you’re 
not married, he or she won’t automatically inherit 
unless you have a will (with the exception of joint 
accounts or jointly owned property, depending on 
how it’s owned). 

 If you’ve remarried or you’re living with someone 
and have a new family, make sure you think carefully 
about how you split what you own so it’s fair.

3 If you already have a will, check that it’s up to date. 
If you’ve married or remarried, it won’t be valid 
(except in Scotland). If your children are older or 
your circumstances have changed, you may want to 
make changes to your will.

 Make sure you state that your new will replaces any 
earlier ones, and destroy copies of your old ones. 

4 Appoint a guardian to look after your children, in 
case both you and your partner die at the same time. 
It’s something you and your partner can agree on 
when you have your will drawn up. Make sure that 
the guardian feels comfortable about taking on this 
responsibility. 

5 Work out what you’d need to live on if you or your 
partner were unable to work. There may be additional 
childcare or transport costs to consider, as well as 
your everyday bills. Add up how much you have in 
savings and how much of a contribution your earnings 
make to the family budget or how much childcare 
would cost if you couldn’t take care of your children. 

 Factor in how much your employer offers as sick pay 
and how long that would last. Statutory sick pay 
is paid at a rate of £87.55 a week4, and you don’t 
qualify for it if you work for yourself or if you’re a 
stay at home mum.

6 Not all protection policies are the same, so talk 
to a financial adviser about the best policy for 
you. You may be better off taking out an income 
protection policy, rather than a critical illness plan 
(or vice versa). Or you may need more – or less – 
life insurance than you think. Expert advice can be 
invaluable.

7 Don’t assume that all policies offer the same level 
of cover. For example, if you’re thinking of taking 
out an income protection policy, it’s generally much 
better to have one that pays out if you’re too ill to 
do your own job, than one that will only pay out if 
you’re too ill to do certain tasks. 

8 Think about taking out life insurance if you have 
a mortgage or other debt with someone else, or if 
they’d struggle financially without your wages. If 
you’re married or living with someone, make sure you 
both consider this. Life insurance doesn’t have to 
be expensive – it can cost as little as £5 a month5 if 
you’re insuring £100,000 over 25 years and take it 
out at the age of 30, are a non-smoker and in good 
health. 

9 Consider taking out an ongoing power of attorney. 
This is a legal document that gives a close relative(s) 
or friend(s) who you nominate, the right to manage 
your financial affairs if you’re not capable of doing so. 

	 If you don’t have a power of attorney, your relatives 
may have to apply to a special court for the right to 
look after your money. 

10 Don’t forget to tell those who need to know (such 
as your husband, wife or partner) where your will 
is and where they can find details about your bank 
and savings accounts, investments, pensions, social 
media accounts and memberships etc.

4 www.gov.uk, June 2014
5 Aegon, 26 June 2013
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When you ask women what really matters to them, 
family is the top priority by far, and for mothers, 
protecting the health, happiness and financial security 
of their children is quite understandably at the heart of 
much of what they do.

Yet too many are ignoring the risks to the financial 
security of their family should they die or become 
seriously ill – with nearly three in five women (57%) and 
41% of mums having no protection cover whatsoever. 
Shockingly, when given £180 to spend on anything, only 
2% of the mums with children under 18 we surveyed 
said they’d use it to purchase life insurance for a year. 
One in six would splurge at a restaurant (16%) and 
another one in six (15%) would treat themselves to a 
new outfit. Perhaps more concerning is that almost half 
(49%) admit they’ve never spoken to their next of kin 
about what would happen if they died. This silence is 
serious, and risks storing up further upset and confusion 
for those left behind. 

Whether at work or staying home to raise children, 
women are crucial to the financial stability of UK 
families. The number in employment is at an all-time 
high – working mothers topped 5 million in 20136, with 
72% of those with children now earning to help support 
the family (ONS, 2013)7. 

We’ve developed this report to shine a light on the 
gap between priorities and protection. Whether it’s 
a reluctance to discuss the unimaginable, a feeling 
that protection isn’t affordable, or simply a lack of 
awareness about the services on offer, there are plenty 
of reasons why women aren’t insuring themselves for 
the benefit of their family. There’s a clear disconnect 
between the peace of mind of protecting our most 
pressing priorities and our behaviour as a consumer.

Whether making sure the mortgage is paid or keeping 
on top of the monthly bills, the right level of protection 
cover ensures life can continue, even when the 
unthinkable happens. None of us like to think about the 
worst happening. Yet to protect what really matters 
most to us, our families and our children, we need to 
plan ahead. 

At Aegon we want to see more women and their 
families protected from the worst hands that life can 
deal, and know we have our part to play in making these 
options both easier to understand and affordable. 

Aegon’s ambition is to get the UK ready for retirement. 
Being prepared for retirement is about more than saving 
– it’s also about protecting what you have and planning 
for all eventualities. 

Dougy Grant 
Protection Director

6 The Telegraph, September 2013  
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/10333890/Working-mothers-rise-by-a-fifth-in-a-generation.html

7 ONS, 2013, Women in the labour market http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_328352.pdf

Introduction

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/10333890/Working-mothers-rise-by-a-fifth-in-a-generation.html
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in surveys. Emails are sent to panellists selected at 
random from the base sample. The email invites them to 
take part in a survey and provides a generic survey link. 

All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov 
plc. Total sample size was 2,493 adults. Fieldwork was 
undertaken between 17 and 18 June 2014. The survey 
was carried out online. The figures have been weighted 
and are representative of all GB adults (aged 18+).

When referring to mothers in the report, the data is 
taken from mothers over the age of 25.

Note: Questions about why people did or didn’t have 
protection cover were rerun between 20 and 23 June 
2014. Total sample size for these questions was 2,340 
adults, of whom 238 were women aged 25+ with 
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Section 1 – What really matters?

It will come as no surprise that a mother’s top priority 
is the health and happiness of her children, especially 
if they’re still under 18. But beyond these vital 
responsibilities what really matters most to mothers, 
and what motivates women to save for when life 
doesn’t go as planned?

Our new research into how women are saving to protect 
the most important things in their life, reveals that 
7 in 10 (71%) mothers see the financial security of 
their children as among the top priorities in their life. 
However, as a growing number of mothers enter the 
workplace to help support their families (almost three 
in four now do so8), concerns are growing that too few 
are doing enough to protect their family should they 
lose their health or their life.

Nearly three in five women (57%) and more than two 
in five mothers of children under 18 (41%) have no 
protection cover whatsoever.

How much does a child really cost?
The cost of raising a child and supporting them 
through university has risen by £5,000 over the 
past 12 months to £227,266. Parents now spend 
an average of 28% of their household income on 
their children. The need to make family finances go 
further has resulted in parents cutting the amount 
they put aside for the future – one in three had 
reduced the amount they saved and 1 in 10 had 
cancelled or reviewed spending on insurance9.

8 ONS, 2013, Women in the labour market http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_328352.pdf
9 Centre of Economic and Business Research (CEBR), January 2014 

www.cebr.com/reports/cost-of-raising-a-child-hits-227266-with-families-feeling-the-impact-of-benefit-cuts/

Top five priorities for women: children are unquestionably a mother’s top priority

There are many reasons why women are failing to give 
themselves a financial safety blanket. For some it’s 
considered beyond what they can afford, while many more 
simply aren’t aware how much of a financial pillar they 
are to the family unit. The ‘What really matters?’ report 
signals a potentially critical imbalance between priority 
and protection, and suggests that a reality check could 
help protect vulnerable families from the worst outcomes 
of disruptive life events such as serious illness or death.

Mothers aged 25+ 
with children under 18

Women over 25

The health of  
my child(ren)

94%

27%

Relationship  
to my partner

66%

58%

The happiness  
of my child(ren)

91%

26%

The health of  
my wider  
family

47%

55%

The financial 
security of  
my child(ren)

71%

21%
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While 67% of 
women work, only 
42% have some 
form of protection 
cover

72% of working 
women are 
mothers

Section 2 – What’s the impact? 

Our research shows that when women are ill or unable to work they 
underestimate how heavily they’ll need to lean on their family and the State.

Life is unpredictable. Illness, death and any number of unforeseen circumstances can turn 
livelihoods upside down, forcing those impacted to reconsider how they support their 
family. When this happens, having a financial safety net in place can make sure those most 
vulnerable aren’t left with an unmanageable crisis. 

Unfortunately the bitter truth is that too few women and – mothers in particular – are 
sufficiently protected against major reductions to their regular income or having no income 
at all. This leaves them with little option but to lean on family, friends and the State when 
things don’t go to plan. Here we outline the impact of these unpredictable events on family 
financial health, and ask whether women are doing enough to defend their families against 
the unforeseen.

Over the past 40 years there’s been a marked increase in the percentage of women in 
employment. 67% are now in work, and this rises to 72% for mothers10, many of whom are 
doing so to support their growing families. While those who classify themselves as ‘stay 
at home parents’ provide valuable childcare. More than ever women are critical to ensuring 
the financial stability of their household, and with this comes a degree of risk should they 
suddenly be unable to work due to serious illness or death.

What does State support look like and what’s the likely shortfall?
If a woman was to be out of work for one year due 
to serious illness, statutory sick pay, currently set  
at £87.55 a week would pay only £2,451.50 for 
that year. Statutory sick pay is provided by the 
employer for up to 28 weeks only11.

Against an average annual income of £23,58912  
that’s a £21,137.50 pre-tax shortfall for the  
year, a huge void that savings would have to plug  
unless major cutbacks were made. 

And this is only for one year. Many serious illnesses can last much longer – what 
happens if you have a serious illness that means you can’t return to work or you die? 
How would your family cope without you?

Our research found that more than half of all women (55%) have no idea how little 
this State support pays out, with one in four (25%) believing it to be more than 
£87.55 a week, and a further 30% admitting they just didn’t know.

This is especially concerning as almost one in three (28%) working women without 
protection cover admit they’d need to rely heavily on this State support if they were 
unable to work for six months.

10 ONS, 2013, Women in the labour market http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_328352.pdf
11 www.gov.uk, June 2014
12 ONS, 2013, Earnings by Gender: Patterns of pay reference tables, 1997-2013  

 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Earnings+by+Gender#tab-data-tables

£23,589.00

Average annual 
income

ShortfallState help

£21,137.50

£2,451.50

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Earnings+by+Gender#tab-data-tables
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Two in five (41%) women, or one in three mums (34%), claim they’d rely on savings to 
weather the financial storm, but these good intentions simply don’t match reality. 

In fact, one in three (30%) working mums with young children admit they have absolutely 
no savings whatsoever, and a staggering 7 in 10 (70%) claim their savings wouldn’t last 
six months were something to disrupt their regular income. Only 13% of mothers with 
children under 18 say they’ve enough money saved away to survive for a year.

When things do go wrong, especially for the vast majority who don’t have a significant 
safety net of insurance or savings to catch them, certain luxuries would be quick to go as 
two in five (41%) working women believe they’d have to make major cutbacks to their living 
expenses if they were unable to work for six months. More than two in three (69%) would 
give up on holidays, half (55%) would cut down on shopping trips and nights out with 
friends (53%), and more than one in three (36%) would knock TV subscriptions on the head. 

However, one in four (27%) mothers with young children admit that heating the home 
would be one of the first things to go. Furthermore, 23% of working mums paying 
childcare would have to stop all paid childcare, as they’d have nobody to help them pay 
these bills.

Six months of not working is all it would take for one in 20 (5%) working homeowners to 
consider selling their home to cover general living expenses.

We know mothers view the financial security of their children highly, but should they be 
unable to work, far too many are misguided about the support they might receive from 
the State and their own savings.

But what about stay at home parents?
While stay at home parents don’t receive a salary, they provide childcare services 
that support a working parent. 

Statutory sick pay isn’t available to stay at home parents so wouldn’t be a 
support if alternative childcare was required, leaving the burden to fall to the 
partner or wider family. 

Did you know... the cost of cancer
In 2013, 80% of our critical illness (CI) claims and 59% of life claims from women were for 
cancer.

n Four in five (83%) people with cancer are, on average, £570 a month worse off because 
of their cancer diagnosis – a cost that many people won’t take into account when 
calculating the financial health of their family13.

n Almost one in three people (30%) with cancer experience a loss of income of, on average, 
£860 a month, while a third of people stopped work permanently or temporarily13. 

n Survival statistics show that 78% of breast cancer sufferers survive 10 years or more14.

13 Macmillian Cancer Support, 2012, Cancer’s hidden price tag  
www.macmillan.org.uk/GetInvolved/Campaigns/Cancers-Hidden-Price-Tag/CancersHiddenPriceTag.aspx

14 Cancer Research UK, April 2014, England and Wales www.cancerresearchuk.org/cancer-info/cancerstats/survival/

1 IN 3

WORKING 
MUMS HAVE  
NO SAVINGS

1 IN 20
W O R K I N G 
HOMEOWNERS
WOULD CONSIDER
SELLING THEIR
FAMILY HOME IF THEY
COULDN’T WORK
FOR SIX MONTHS

53% 
WOULD CUT DOWN ON  

NIGHTS OUT 
WITH FRIENDS

http://www.macmillan.org.uk/GetInvolved/Campaigns/Cancers-Hidden-Price-Tag/CancersHiddenPriceTag.aspx
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/cancer-info/cancerstats/survival/
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Section 3 – The need to educate 

Our research shows that women are unsure as to what products are available and how they 
can support their families.

It’s clear that protection cover isn’t a priority for most 
people, as three in five (60%) British women don’t have 
any form of cover at all – an especially high number 
considering the number that receive cover automatically 
as a workplace benefit. 

Only 9% of stay at home parents have critical illness 
protection. This is under half that of mothers more 
generally, with families underestimating the strain 
they’d be under if the worst happened.

2013 claims paid
n Insurers in the UK paid out 97% of claims.

n £8.4 million paid out by insurers every day 
for individual life, critical illness and income 
protection claims.

n 99,000 customers or families received payouts 
in 2013.

Source: Association of British Insurers (ABI) claims 
paid statistics 2013

The figures above suggest an education rift in people’s understanding of the value of protecting a family financially. 
There’s also concern that insurance providers can’t be trusted to pay out on their policies (18%).

Why don’t women have protection cover?

Mothers  
aged 25+ 
with children  
under 18

Women  
over 25

It’s not worth 
the money

23%

21%

I don’t trust 
insurance providers 
to pay out if I need 
them to

17%

18%

It’s not a  
priority for me

22%

26%

I’ve never 
considered it

11%

12%

I don’t know 
enough about  
protection cover

3%

5%

I can’t afford it

55%

37%
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For one in four (26%) women aged 25 and over without protection this is because it 
simply isn’t a priority for them, but the risk of illness or death is a very real threat that 
should be taken seriously. Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death both 
in the UK and worldwide, with one person dying from chronic heart disease every six 
minutes, that’s 88,000 deaths in the UK each year15. For women aged 15 to 49 breast 
cancer is the biggest threat to life, with 1,200 women in this age range dying of the 
disease every year, 15% of the total deaths of women in this group16.

Our research suggests that a lack of awareness of these risks, and a shortage of 
constructive conversations about death in particular, may be the key issues holding back 
effective financial planning. 

Half (49%) of mothers with children under 18 admit they’ve never had a single 
conversation with their next of kin about the arrangements that would need to be made 
in the event of their death. This is even higher for stay at home parents of which 58% 
haven’t spoken to those closest to them. 

This silence may be more palatable than discussing what a family would do if they lost 
their health or life, but the simple first step to managing the financial fallout of these 
events is to talk openly and candidly about them as early as possible.

So where does protection cover sit as a priority?
If protection isn’t a priority for women today, what is? When given £180 to spend on anything they liked, only 2% 
of mothers of children under 18 opted to spend it on a year’s life insurance at £15 a month. Encouragingly one in 
five would put the £180 aside for a rainy day, however there’s no indication that this would help the one in four 
with no savings  
whatsoever. 

15 NHS Choices, May 2013
16 Cancer Research UK, November 2012

Explaining protection cover
Critical illness protection – This pays out a lump sum if the person covered is diagnosed as having one of the 
critical illnesses specified by the provider. 

Life protection – This pays out a lump sum on death or diagnosis of a terminal illness of the person covered.

Life cover with critical illness protection – This pays out a cash lump sum either on the death of the person 
covered or if they’re diagnosed as having one of the critical illnesses specified by the provider.

Income protection – This gives the person covered an income if they’re unable to work because of illness or accidental 
injury. Payments will continue to be made for as long as the person meets their chosen definition of incapacity.

20%
WOULD OPT 
TO IMPULSE SAVE

49% of mothers 
have never 
discussed their 
death with their 
next of kin

1 IN 6 (15%) WOULD TREAT 
THEMSELVES TO A NEW OUTFIT 

1 IN 6 (16%) 
WOULD SPLURGE 
AT A RESTAURANT 

25% WOULD PUT
THE MONEY

TOWARD A HOLIDAY

http://www.aegon.co.uk/Protection/Protection-for-you-and-your-family/Personal-Protection/Keyfacts/index.htm#self
http://www.aegon.co.uk/Protection/Protection-for-you-and-your-family/Personal-Protection/Keyfacts/index.htm#self
http://www.aegon.co.uk/Protection/Protection-for-you-and-your-family/Personal-Protection/Keyfacts/index.htm#self
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Conclusion

The findings in this report are concerning. The things that women prioritise most, the health, 
happiness and financial security of their families aren’t being sufficiently covered by savings 
and protection policies, and too many have unrealistic expectations about the support the 
State will be able to provide.

The research asked serious questions of women, about 
how they’d cope with illness and death in the family, 
and the results suggest that for many this is the 
first time they’ve even thought about the possibility. 
Hopefully this report will provide the wake-up call 
needed for women to think about, talk about and 
properly plan for serious disruption to their financial 
situation, and how their family would cope in the 
fallout.

What next?
Although the figures are bleak, this report is intended 
to inspire action rather than force heads further into 
the sand.

ACT today

Assess
Look seriously at your household finances and assess 
if you have an adequate safety net – Do you want 
to use your hard-earned savings for this, especially if 
saving for a different purpose? Use this simple audit to 
help you identify your personal protection needs.

Create
Draw up a will with a solicitor – If you die without 
making a will, you leave it to the law, not your own 
wishes, to decide who inherits your money and property. 
As part of this process agree guardianship for your 
children – make it clear who you’d want to look after 
them if you and your partner were to die.

Talk
Have the difficult conversation with those nearest 
to you – What would happen if you died? What would 
happen if you were seriously ill? And make sure you 
speak to a financial adviser to get the right level of 
protection cover in place to meet the needs of you and 
your family.

http://dms.aegon.co.uk/download/828448469d81cf0b77909efe80ae21b0
http://dms.aegon.co.uk/download/828448469d81cf0b77909efe80ae21b0
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As Lead Partner of British Tennis, we’re helping the sport to build 
a brighter future. Our sponsorship is helping to grow grass-roots 
tennis, develop Britain’s future champions and support tennis 
tournaments across the UK, including the Aegon Championships  
at The Queen’s Club. Find out more at aegontennis.co.uk
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