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Rule No. 1: Never lose money.

Rule No. 2: Never forget Rule No. 1.

– Warren Buffett

If saving money is wrong, I don’t want to be right!

– William Shatner







This book contains all you need to become a bona fide Bill-Killer and save thousands of dollars over time, but to state the bleeding obvious… it’s a book, not a financial advisor! So it can’t give you personalised financial advice.

Any advice contained in this book is general in nature and doesn’t take into account your particular objectives, personal circumstances or needs. If in doubt about your own situation you should seek appropriate advice.

Also, I’ve done my best to make sure all the information is up to date at the time of publication, but things do change quickly. So, where possible, I’ve also given you a website or other place where you can check the latest information at the time of reading.

One Big Switch is a registered business name of RevTech Media Pty Ltd (ABN 75 150 963 474), holder of an Australian Financial Services Licence (AFSL 455982) and an Australian Credit Licence (ACL 405918).





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Saving money is like fishing – you need some luck, but a bit of skill goes a long way.

Kill Bills! is a crash-course on ‘fishing for savings’ – it contains all the key insider tricks and local knowledge you need to catch the big ones.

But it’s also a Bible of the major household bills to keep on the shelf and dip into any time you need to save on electricity, insurance, petrol, groceries and more.

Part 1 tells the story of how I saved over $3000 on my own bills in a year, the ‘insider tricks’ that helped me do it, and the other hacks that we’ve picked up in almost a decade of killing bills at One Big Switch.

I give you simple scripts you can use to get a better deal from your provider, and I also look at some basic human traits that can stop us from being Bill-Killers if we’re not aware of them – things like ‘loss aversion’, ‘status quo bias’, ‘choice paralysis’ and Aussies’ mortal fear of haggling!

Part 2 takes an in-depth look at nine of the major household bills, telling you what you need to know about the likes of electricity, insurance and broadband to make sure you can tackle them like a true Bill-Killer and never pay top dollar again.

You can read the book from start to finish and work your way up through the coloured Bill-Killing Belts if you want to become a full-blown kung fu master in the art of money-saving.

If you’re in a hurry, no worries. There’s a ‘Quick Bill-Kill’ in each chapter for those who want maximum results in the minimum time. If you follow this simple blow-by-blow plan for half a dozen bills in Part 4, you should be able to save over $1000 in an afternoon.

Otherwise, pick the book up when you receive your next big power bill or insurance renewal, go straight to the relevant chapter, and you’ll find a simple rundown of what you can do about it.

And don’t forget to tell us when you have a win! Tag us in a post on Facebook, Twitter or Instagram @OneBigSwitchAU and @KillBillsBook with the hashtag #KillBills.

That makes our day.



TRUE STORY: HOW I SAVED $3000 ON MY BILLS IN A YEAR (AND WHY IT WASN’T THAT HARD)

In the past year, I estimate I’ve saved a little over $3000 on my household bills, and it wasn’t as hard as it might sound.

It didn’t take me weeks of research and hours of wasted time waiting on the phone to foreign call centres – all I needed was a few hours, a stubborn refusal to be ripped off, and some insider tricks I’ve picked up in my day job, where I help Australian households to save on their bills.

Here’s how I did it – and how you can too.

At the start of the year, I’m embarrassed to say that our home loan interest rate had risen by about 90 basis points (0.90%) before we’d really noticed.

Like thousands of Australians, it was because we had an ‘interest-only’ loan. Regulators have been clamping down on these riskier types of loans in recent years, so banks have been raising the rates on them. The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission estimated they made an extra $1 billion in interest from people like me who didn’t immediately refinance.

I called our mortgage broker, Fawzi, and said we were happy to move to a ‘principal and interest’ loan for a lower rate, and what could he negotiate for us?

Fawzi called the bank. They offered a 0.60% reduction straight off the bat.

But I knew from experience that this was just their first offer.

I was also aware there were lenders out there offering variable rates with a ‘3’ in front of them so I mentioned some of the examples I’d seen and I asked our broker to keep pushing. ‘If we have to move, we’ll move,’ I said.

So he went back to the bank and played hardball. In the end they knocked off 0.80% p.a. And we got a big bank rate starting with a ‘3’. We’ve got decades left paying off our home, so that should add up to a small fortune over time.

Saving: About $2000 p.a.

We’d barely had time to celebrate that win when tragedy struck: our wi-fi went down.

I contacted our broadband provider and they said the local electricity network had replaced some poles and wires and accidentally cut the broadband cable for our area.

For the next couple of weeks, I hassled them for a date when it would be fixed, but they continued to blame the power company.

I busted the data cap on my mobile plan because we had no wi-fi at home. My kids nearly died of Netflix deprivation. We were forced to read books! It was like the 1980s all over again.

But then my wife told me she’d heard that if you lodge an official complaint with the telco ombudsman, the provider has to open a file and allocate someone to resolve your issue.

So I did. Two weeks later, the internet came back on. We’d been down for about a month but the telco contacted me to offer a $459.80 bill credit for the period (our plan costs $60 a month).

It was a huge inconvenience but at the end of the day we chalked it up as a win – about six months’ free wi-fi in exchange for a month without it.

Saving: About $460

In the middle of the year, I chopped up my credit card.

Like most Australians, I’ve had about $3000 debt on a card for the past decade. Sometimes it was more, sometimes less, but like a yo-yo dieter, I always ended up back at about $3000 somehow.

Also like a lot of Australians, we had some savings sitting in another account, reducing the cost of our mortgage payments (an ‘offset’).

But this made no sense: I was paying 20% p.a. interest on my $3000 credit card debt while our savings were working to reduce the interest on my mortgage, where the rate was less than a quarter of that.

I decided to bite the bullet (once again, thanks to some encouragement from my wiser, better half), pay the card off and chop it up.

This will save me about $600 a year in interest. Sure, I was getting points and it was handy to have, but I’d rather be debt-free, and I’ve now got a debit card that I can use anywhere a credit card is welcome.


Saving: About $600 p.a.

I was on a pretty good mobile deal with amaysim, getting 10GB of data for $40 a month. But I know from dealing with telcos that the mobile market changes faster than just about any other household bill.

As the data becomes cheaper for the providers, there’s a sort of ‘data creep’ that occurs. Every year or so, the telcos give a big boost to all their new plans – and once one does it, the others have to follow.

So when I saw my provider Optus offering 30GB for $35 on their website, I checked whether I was out of contract and – bingo! – I upgraded.

All I had to do to get more data for less was to re-contract for another 12 months. Fine with me.

Saving: About $60 p.a.

Finally, it was time to check my energy plan. I was on an 18% electricity discount with very low rates, so overall it used to be one of the cheapest around.

But surprise, surprise – sometime in the past year my provider had rejigged their offer so I was now getting only 12% pay-on-time discount unless I pre-purchased about $400 of power at a time.

Most energy plans in Australia work like this – the retailer can change them at any point in time as long as they send you an FYI (which is sometimes buried in the fine print of your next bill).

So it was time to switch, and I knew that One Big Switch had an enormous 30% pay-on-time discount available from Alinta Energy in NSW, so that was an easy decision. When my gas provider, AGL, heard I was leaving, they offered me 32% off electricity too if I stayed, so I switched yet again.

Saving: About $150 p.a.

So there it is – about $3270 worth of savings over the year from just a few hours of haggling, complaining, switching and, yes, listening to my wife.

If someone offered you over $3000 for a few hours work, wouldn’t you take it? (You would. Even if it meant listening to your partner!)

To make the savings above, I used five of the insider tricks I’ve learnt in my years at One Big Switch:


	the De Niro;

	the Under-the-Table Deal;

	the Squeaky Wheel;

	the Moving Target; and

	the Good Listener.



Read on to understand how each of these tricks works, how you can use them too, and a few other tidbits of inside info I’ve picked up that could save you thousands.

But first! Just in case you think you need to be an expert to get a result like this, below is the story of ‘super-switcher’ Leanne, who in just one afternoon achieved one of the biggest wins I’ve ever seen in the battle against household bills.



True Story: Leanne the super-switcher saves $3749
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Leanne from Sydney’s inner-west is a single mum with a high-powered job in IT.

She’s time-poor, but she put aside one afternoon and went on the equivalent of a money-saving lucky streak, achieving the best results I’ve ever seen in the battle against household bills.

Leanne killed five different household bills in one afternoon and estimated afterwards that she saved:


	$610 a year on health insurance;

	$1595 a year on home and contents insurance;

	$777 a year on car insurance; and

	$333 a year on two mobile phones.



She also did a ‘De Niro’ on her energy provider, telling them she’d been offered a great discount elsewhere and was ready to walk.

So they matched the offer she’d found, saving her an estimated $433 in the coming year on energy.

Add up the numbers and weep.

‘I saved $3749, and it took me two hours to do it,’ Leanne told 7 News.

‘I’m really tired of these vendors who take you for granted… I think we all need to just get more confident and switch!’

I asked her what her advice was to anyone who’s ready to have a go.

‘Just put aside the time, have the paperwork in front of you so you’re prepared for the conversation and you’re not fluffing around on the phone. Be confident but polite. Ask to speak to a manager.

‘And I think it’s best to focus on the big ticket items, particularly the annuity bills that come in every few months or every year like energy and insurance.

‘Energy is the hard one because you’ve got to look at the back page and compare all the rates as well as the discounts. But it is possible to save a lot of money, and sometimes you don’t even need to switch to do it.’






PART 1THE 9 INSIDER TRICKS YOU NEED TO WIN THE WAR ON HOUSEHOLD BILLS






HOW TO USE PART 1 OF THIS BOOK

In this first part of the book, I’ll run through nine of the insider tricks I’ve come across in almost a decade of helping people to save money on their bills.

They range from the ‘De Niro’ to the ‘Mystery-Shopper’, from the ‘Elizabeth Taylor’ to the ‘Red Dog’. I’ve given them new names but these bill-killing strategies are common knowledge to those who work in the energy, insurance or home loan industries – but unknown to most of us who don’t. They’re also the hacks I’ve tested myself and seen our members use to save hundreds or sometimes thousands of dollars.

Master them all, Grasshopper, and your household bills will quiver with fear from the moment they land in your letterbox!




CHAPTER 1THE DE NIRO
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This trick might just be the most important one in the book so I’ve made it #1.

I’ve also named it after one of my favourite movies – the 1995 Michael Mann gangster flick Heat.

In Heat, Robert De Niro plays Neil McCauley, a professional thief who never gets caught because – just like a shark – he never stops moving.

The movie gets its name from his most famous piece of advice:


❝Don’t let yourself get attached to anything you are not willing to walk out on in 30 seconds flat if you feel the heat around the corner.❞



McCauley then disappears as the police close in, leaving his poor girlfriend behind!

While I can’t condone the treatment of his girlfriend, I most certainly do recommend his attitude if you’re determined to pay as little as possible for your bills.

If you’re not willing to walk away, if you’re not ruthlessly mobile, you’ll never get the best deals and sooner or later you’ll end up getting ripped off.

Many times you won’t need to move at all! But just being prepared to switch providers will show you’re serious about saving. It puts you in a completely different class of customer – a group that businesses call the ‘Price-Chasers’.

Businesses know they have to work that little bit harder to win over the Price-Chasers – so they often do.


True Story: From Richard Wilkins to Lisa Wilkinson and Russell from Queensland, the ‘De Niro’ is a winner

When Channel Nine entertainment guru Richard Wilkins told me he had a shocker of a power bill, I suggested I introduce him to the De Niro.

Dickie’s probably met the real De Niro, but in this case I meant the money-saving trick, not the two-time Oscar winner.

So we called his power company and asked them to please explain why, as a longstanding loyal customer, Dickie was only receiving a 4% discount.

They offered to increase it to a 26% pay-on-time discount on the spot, but we explained that he’d been offered a massive 42% pay-on-time discount through the consumer club 9Saver.com.au (entirely true).

So they put us through to the retention team, who increased the offer to 28% guaranteed discount and a free smart meter (worth about $200), which was good enough to keep him – for now.

Fellow TV star Lisa Wilkinson also knows the value of the De Niro. On Channel Ten’s The Project, she said she’d been looking at switching through a ‘group-buying syndicate’ (maybe the one where I work, but I don’t know for sure) until she got a call from her retailer at the last moment.

‘[My electricity company] said, “We’re going to give you a 15% discount!”’

But Lisa told them, ‘You know what? I’m still going to call that buying group.’

So, ‘They called again and came back with an offer of 18%.

‘In the end, I ended up with 28% discount, and all because I just kept saying no,’ Lisa said.

Russell, a One Big Switch member from Queensland, isn’t quite as famous as Richard or Lisa but he plays just as tough – and proves you don’t need to be a big name to achieve a big result.

‘Although I did not take up the offer [from One Big Switch],’ he wrote to me, ‘I used the offer to negotiate a better deal with my current supplier.

‘I have done this on every occasion you have had an Energy Switch campaign. I also did this with the Health Insurance campaign.

‘Just wanted to let you know that although I haven’t taken up the winning offers, I still obtained better deals. Keep up the good work!’



Same to you, Russ!

I used the ‘De Niro’ myself earlier in the book to save $2000 p.a. on our mortgage. It was only when we let our bank know that we’d seen lower interest rates out there and we were prepared to move that they came back with their best offer.

The essence of the ‘De Niro’ is leverage. (As Lord Nelson once said, ‘A fleet of British ships of war are the best negotiators in Europe.’) So before you can threaten to leave, you’ve got to have leverage – and the best leverage is to have in your hand a really good offer from another provider.

If your current provider can match it, you can stay. If they can’t, or won’t match it, you can switch.

Either way, you win.

Here’s a basic script to use when you call your provider up:


‘Hi there, my name is [Robert De Niro/Richard Wilkins/Lisa Wilkinson/Russell from Queensland]. I’ve been a loyal customer of yours for _______ years and I’d like to stay on, but I’ve just received a really good offer from another provider and I think it might be a better deal than the one I’m on. _______ has offered me _______ . I wondered whether you can match it or even beat it? If you can, I’ll lock it in right now. Perhaps you could put me through to someone on your retention team to see if they can help.’



Are you a ‘Price-Chaser’ or a ‘Sleeping Beauty’?

Report after report has found that loyalty is all but dead when it comes to household bills. It’s the customers they call ‘Price-Chasers’, those who are most prepared to move, who usually get the best deals.

Take power prices, for example. The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) spent a year looking into why our power prices are some of the highest in the world and concluded this:


❝Those customers who have been active in the market, regularly reviewing options and switching between offers… are likely paying less than the average cost to retailers of supplying electricity.❞



(Translation: power companies are losing money on the customers who regularly move plans or providers!)

There’s a saying in some businesses that it doesn’t pay ‘to wake the Sleeping Beauty’.
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The ‘Sleeping Beauty’ is a longstanding, loyal customer who never reads a book like this one, never asks for a better deal and never, ever leaves. The only way businesses can afford to cover the cost of attracting the ‘Price-Chasers’ above is to make extra margin out of the older, more loyal customers, these so-called ‘Sleeping Beauties’.

This cross-subsidy is the backbone of whole industries, from energy to insurance and home loans. It’s not fair but it’s the way of the world.

The charity St Vincent de Paul, better known as Vinnies, takes an annual look at the difference between what Price-Chasers pay for electricity, by shopping around for the cheapest offers on the market, compared to Sleeping Beauties, who end up on the most expensive ‘standing offers’.

In 2018, the gap reached as much as $2675 a year for two hypothetical Victorian households using the same amount of energy! In other states it was not so big, but still around $1000. That’s an enormous ‘Loyalty Tax’ to pay, just for doing nothing.

Insurance is often the same. As I explain later, former consumer watchdog Allan Fels has undertaken research that estimates the old, loyal ‘Sleeping Beauty’ customers pay 34% more than the new Price-Chaser customers for home insurance.

So if you’re a Sleeping Beauty, you need to understand that you’re paying extra while you slumber so that all the De Niros out there can score great deal after great deal (or steal after steal!).






CHAPTER 2THE UNDER-THE-TABLE DEAL
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Contrary to what a lot of consumer advocates tell you, most businesses aren’t inherently bad. They’re not trying to screw you at every possible opportunity.

Businesses are not immoral; if anything, they’re ‘amoral’. They’re like machines or robots that are programmed to provide a service in exchange for money. They’re motivated by profit, of course, but not by malice.

But the thing about a robot is this: if you know how the machine works, you can usually beat it at its own game.

I remember learning a vital lesson about prices as a kid. I grew up around the snowfields on the NSW/Victoria border and my childhood hero was my dad’s best mate Walter, a big, Swiss mountain of a bloke.

Like a lot of our family friends, Walter worked at one of the ski resorts, and one day I asked him how they set the price of a lift ticket.

‘They charge $50,’ he explained in his matter-of-fact Swiss way, ‘because if they charge $60, the mountain isn’t full. And if they charge $40, it’s too full.’

I was dumbfounded. I always assumed they set the price as low as they could, to compete with other resorts.

I thought it was a case of ‘lift ticket = cost of providing service + small margin’.

But no – they charged as much as they could without driving people away.

It was actually ‘lift ticket = cost of providing service + maximum margin possible without empty mountain’.

As a grown-up, I can now see it makes perfect sense. Businesses will charge you what you’re prepared to pay.

This drives people crazy. Why should we have to ask for their best deal? Why don’t we get rewarded for loyalty? This is BS!

All of which is true. But look at it the other way around: here we are, trying to work out how to pay them as little as possible for their services. So we’re playing the game too. And if you’re reading this book, you’re finally playing to win.

Most businesses have several offers:


	
1. Their Base Offer, for anyone silly enough to take it. This one makes them the most money, so they dangle it out there just in case.

	
2. Their On-Market Offer, for those who ask for something better, but don’t push them all the way.

	
3. Their Under-the-Table Offer, for those customers they really need to work hard to keep.



How do you get the Under-the-Table offers? Once again, you need leverage, and there are a couple of ways to get yourself some of that.

You can threaten to leave, which often leads to your provider making you a so-called ‘retention offer’.

Some big businesses have whole teams who just work on ‘retention’. When they hear you’re leaving, they will put you through to the ‘retention team’ or you’ll get a barrage of calls from them. Pick up the phone! That’s when you know you’re about to be made an offer that’s very, very hard to refuse!

But of course, it pays to have a Plan B before you make that threat.

So first, use brokers, comparison sites and buying groups like One Big Switch to find an alternative offer that gives you leverage. One Big Switch has a million-plus members and we use that to unlock special group discounts. Motoring clubs, footy clubs and other groups sometimes do similar negotiations. There’s plenty of help out there.



True Story: My mate Mutchy gets a 30% discount, just by asking

I was having a few quiet beers with my mate Mutchy one night and I asked him what energy deal he was on. He said he was getting a 20% discount.

I’d heard from some of our members that his provider had been offering a 30% discount under the table to try and keep some customers who planned to leave.

So we harnessed our Dutch courage and rang and told them we’d seen a 30% discount from another provider available via One Big Switch (also true), and they matched it on the spot.

All up, it took about five minutes on the phone and saved him a couple of hundred dollars a year.

So I made him pay for the beers.



Why Aussies don’t like to haggle

It’s not you. It’s us. It’s a cultural thing. Most Australians just find haggling difficult.

The travel Bible Lonely Planet tells foreign visitors that ‘Haggling isn’t part of Australia’s commercial culture’, so don’t bother.

According to a 2017 survey of 1700 people around the world, Aussies placed ninth out of 16 countries for ‘enjoying’ a haggle, and a lowly 15th out of 16 for the results we get – partly because our shops and service providers don’t often encourage it.


❝Less than half of Australians enjoyed negotiating for lower prices, although they typically achieved 15% off when they did. ❞



These days we do haggle a bit for cars, for furniture and whitegoods and that sort of thing, because we’ve become used to The Good Guys, Harvey Norman and Bing Lee encouraging it.

We might go back and forth a bit with someone in the Trading Post or on Gumtree. ‘Tell ’im he’s dreaming!’ But compared to somewhere like Asia, it’s culturally just not as ingrained in us.

In 2013, researchers surveyed over 200 Chinese and Australian negotiators about their haggling ‘tricks’ for the Journal of Business Ethics.

They ran them through the 36 classic tactics outlined in an ancient Chinese essay on strategy, called The Secret Art of War: The 36 Stratagems.

They found Aussies were more comfortable feigning negative feelings or emotions in a negotiation, or using threats to win!

But the Chinese were more comfortable with most of the stratagems – and therefore presumably more comfortable with using haggling and negotiating tricks in general.

Namely, the Chinese negotiators were more comfortable feigning positive feelings, diverting attention, misrepresenting information, making false or insincere promises, or withholding information to win.

This fits well with the impressions of Aussie travel writer Ben Groundwater, who believes there’s a word for people like him who find haggling a real chore: they’re called ‘Westerners’!


❝We’re just not built for this game. You never have to haggle over anything in the Western world… The shopping experience for us is a cut-and-dried game. There’s a price: you either pay it or you don’t.❞



So if the thought of asking your power or insurance company for a better deal makes you feel awkward, you’re not Robinson Crusoe. You’re quite typical.

But once you’ve tried it and had a win, once you know who to haggle with and what to say, I think you’ll find that haggling is kind of addictive.

Take the tip from JFK, who famously said: ‘Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate.’

Once you get a sense of the power you have as a customer – a power we all have but maybe don’t realise or exercise fully – there really is no stopping you.






CHAPTER 3THE MYSTERY-SHOPPER
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When I was a uni student, my mate Cal called me to say he’d found the perfect uni job.

‘All you have to do,’ he said, in utter disbelief, ‘is go shopping! And then you just write a report on how lousy the staff were, and they pay you!’

They’re called ‘mystery-shoppers’, and businesses use these undercover agents to check up on their own employees and franchisees.

Pretty dastardly trick, hey? Well, real customers can use this one to kill household bills, too. Here’s how.

Most businesses put their prices up every year, to cover inflation and increases in their costs. But some businesses also put their prices up to make more money out of you, even if their costs haven’t risen by that much – mainly because they think they can get away with it. They call this their ‘back book’ strategy, or ‘increasing their margin’.


INSIDE INFO:


Research by the NSW Insurance Levy Monitor has found that some sophisticated companies employ teams of highly skilled actuaries to create algorithms that predict precisely how much they can increase your price before you’ll leave them.

That same report found that existing customers who renew their home insurance pay on average 34% more than new customers. They also found that ‘quotes range from say $1000 to $2700 for the same house and contents’ from different providers.

That’s a big fat tax on loyal customers!

But it creates a loophole for those in the know.

How do you exploit this loophole? It’s time to don your disguise and go mystery-shopping!




How to do a Mystery-Shop


	
1. Put on some dark glasses and a fake moustache, Groucho Marx-style.

	
2. Go to your provider’s website.

	
3. Enter the same details as your current deal or policy, eg ‘$500,000 of home and contents cover on a three-bedroom freestanding house, built in 1960’ etc. (Tip: these details should be on your renewal notice if you need to check them.)

	
4. But don’t use the same name or address. This is because they will have yours stored already. Instead, use a different name (such as your partner’s) and a different address in the same postcode (such as your neighbour’s, where the risk profile of the suburb should be identical).

	
5. See what price they quote you. If it’s the same as your current price, you’re on a winner! Renew your policy and spend the rest of the day at the beach.

	
6. But if it’s radically lower than your own price, ask them to ‘please explain’! When faced with your research, most businesses will negotiate to keep you. If they don’t, maybe it’s time to get a quote from another website…



Once again, here’s a basic script to use when you’ve done a Mystery-Shop:


“Hi, my name’s [Groucho Marx/Robert De Niro/Insert real name here] and I’ve been a loyal customer of yours for ______ years. I’ve recently received my renewal notice. I couldn’t help noticing that it’s gone up by _____. And I also couldn’t help noticing that it’s ______ more than you’re charging a new customer with similar details to me. I know this because I got a quote on your website for a new policy with my details and I must have accidentally put my neighbour’s address in. Whoops! Anyhow, the quote came in at _____. How is that fair? I’d like you to match that new customer price please, and if you can I’ll renew right now. If you can’t, I’ve got a quote from another provider and I’m tempted to take my business elsewhere.”



If you don’t get the result you’re after at first, ask to speak to their manager! (More on that in Chapter 7, ‘The Squeaky Wheel’.)

What is ‘anchoring’? And how can you use this classic marketing tactic to kill your own bills?

Almost 50 years ago, two Israeli psychologists identified a number of classic consumer habits in a series of experiments that ended up winning them the Nobel Prize.

Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky called these habits our ‘systematic biases’. They went on to become known as the pioneers of behavioural economics, which now influences how businesses sell us stuff, how governments convince us to do stuff, and (from this point on) how you and I resist being manipulated by those businesses and governments.

One of the biases or habits they identified was called ‘anchoring’ and it’s behind a lot of the marketing and political campaigning that’s targeted at us every single day of our lives.

‘How much would you expect to pay for this robot vacuum cleaner?’ asks the guy in the late night infomercial.

‘$2000? $1000? No! It’s yours for just four easy instalments of $199.99!’

Why does he start with a question you’ve never really asked yourself, and then answer it for you before you’ve had a chance to think about it, like Kevin Rudd?

He’s dropping an ‘anchor’ for you with the higher prices, of course, which he hopes will set your expectation. And then he’s undercutting it with the real price, to make it seem cheap.

On price tags and stickers, you see it all the time. ‘Recommended Retail Price: $35. Our Price: $25!’

They’re giving you the regular price as an anchor to make their price seem more attractive by comparison.

Experienced negotiators use anchoring all the time. They’ll start with an ‘ambit claim’ or a borderline-outrageous request in a bid to anchor expectations. They hope this then gives them a better chance of achieving their real aim, which is less ambitious.

‘My client deserves a $50,000 pay rise.’

‘Your client can have $10,000.’

‘How about $15,000?’

‘Deal!’

Even charities do it. When they ask, ‘How much would you like to donate? $50, $100 or $500?’, they’re ‘anchoring’ you to think that $50 is the norm, or the starting point, because research and experience shows the average donation will be higher this way than if they gave options starting at, say, $20.

Human beings need these anchors. They put the ‘educated’ in our ‘educated guesses’. If someone doesn’t give them to us, we find our own.

But knowledge is power, of course, and now that you understand how anchoring works, you too can enlist it in the war on bills. Here’s how.

Anchoring is a vital element in employing ‘The De Niro’ or in accessing ‘Under-the-Table Deals’, for starters. As I said earlier, your best chance of getting one of these deals is when you’ve already got another good offer to use as leverage. That other offer is your ‘anchor’.

When you tell your provider, ‘I’ve just been offered a 30% discount on my electricity’ or ‘I can get sports on Kayo for only $25 a month, so why would I keep paying over $100 for Foxtel?’, you’ve just given them an anchor.

They now know where the psychological starting point is to try to win you over.

Anchoring is also vital in the ‘Mystery-Shopper’ trick I’ve just described. Your mystery-shopping expedition creates an alternative quote.

Even if it’s not a 100% real quote (because you’ve used your neighbour’s address details, for example), it becomes a very real anchor for your insurer.

It’s one of their quotes, and that makes it pretty hard to argue against. So they will often try to match it or compromise with you if they can.

And in most cases, the best way to find a good ‘anchor’ for your negotiation is to be internet-savvy, which we’ll talk about in Chapter 8, ‘David’s Slingshot’.






CHAPTER 4THE ELIZABETH TAYLOR
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‘Your energy plan will be renewed, Joel,’ said the letter I received a few years back from my electricity provider.

But the fine print revealed they’d ‘renewed’ me on a discount 10% lower than I had the previous year. How kind!

Needless to say, they’re now my ex-provider. But this is a common story, especially when it comes to power and insurance companies. Entire industries have been built on this ‘Honeymoon’ model.

In business it’s known as a ‘front book versus back book pricing strategy’, where your ‘front book’ is made up of those new customers who receive attractive joining offers (remember the ‘Price-Chasers’ from Chapter 1?), while your ‘back book’ is full of all those ‘Sleeping Beauties’ on old prices or rising prices who kindly pay extra to help fund the newbies.

I call it ‘the Honeymoon Strategy’ and from a customer’s point of view it looks like this:


	
1. First, they give you a very cheap one-year offer to win you over (sometimes they’re even prepared to lose money on you in the first year if that’s what it takes).

	
2. Then, they quietly wind back your discount, or increase your rate or premium. And because of our human traits of ‘Status Quo Bias’ and ‘Loss Aversion’, which I’ll explain later, they take a punt that you’ll be too busy or too lazy or too afraid of change to dump them.

	
3. Finally, they make their money out of you in years two, three and four – provided your natural aversion to change still proves strong enough to stop you from switching or complaining.



Companies do this because it works: extensive testing and experience have shown it time and time again. Most of us don’t want to shop around or move providers every year. Who has time and energy for that, right?!

But that’s the insider trick here: the ‘Honeymoon Strategy’ of businesses actually creates a loophole for Bill-Killers. If you’re prepared to move regularly, you can win and win again from this business model.

You can see where I’m going here. The way to pay as little as possible for your power bills and a range of other bills too is to adopt the ‘Elizabeth Taylor’ approach and take honeymoon after honeymoon after honeymoon.

You can honeymoon with different providers and sometimes even with the same provider more than once (hello again, Richard Burton!).

And sometimes you don’t even have to leave to get a second honeymoon – when your plan goes up in the second year and you call the provider and say ‘Please explain’, they will often bring it back down and give you another ‘Price-Chaser’ deal to stay.

So don’t end up in an unhappy marriage with your providers. There are plenty of other fish in the sea. Switch or negotiate a better offer if you see your price rise suddenly.

After all, not shopping around every year or two can be very costly. Just look at a typical power bill, for example. Let’s say you’re on a great one-year electricity discount of 25 per cent.

After 12 months, it reverts to zero discount, which is common. The company might send you a letter, as they’re required to do now (but not in the past), but maybe you miss it or you just don’t get around to doing anything about it for whatever reason (also a common situation).

In the next year, that lost discount could mean your plan costs you over $1000 more than the year before.

The good people of St Vincent de Paul are so worried about this phenomenon that they do an annual report showing how big the gap is between the best discounted ‘honeymoon’ offer and the worst zero discount ‘old married couple’ offer (my words, not theirs).

As I mentioned earlier, in 2018 their report showed the gap was up to:


	$240 for electricity in the ACT;

	$1040 for electricity in NSW;

	$600 for electricity in south-east Qld;

	$1165 for electricity in SA; and

	$2675 for electricity in Victoria!



This gap should now shrink thanks to some major changes to the energy market in mid-2019, but you get the idea.

The gap between the honeymooners and the ‘Sleeping Beauties’ can be either a danger or an opportunity. It’s up to you.


True Story: Bek Saves $769 after she was downgraded without realising

Journalist Bek Day is a self-taught expert on health insurance savings (you can see some of her top hacks in Chapter 13). But she hadn’t looked closely at her energy bill for a year or two.

When she got involved in an energy campaign we were running, she interrogated her latest bill and found she’d been downgraded to a plan with no discount. This is more common than you’d think.
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In Australia, most energy discounts last for a year or two and you are then downgraded – unless you pick another plan.

Bek switched providers and took up a 30% discount for two years and our energy analyst estimated it would save her $769 in the first year.

‘I was absolutely stoked,’ she told the Today Show, ‘and to be honest, it was only when I got a really eye-wateringly high power bill that I decided to finally take my own advice, bite the bullet and call up and make the switch.

‘Like a lot of Aussies, I found out I was on a dud deal. So that’s an extra nearly $800 in my pocket.’








CHAPTER 5THE MOVING TARGET
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Do you know what the hardest thing is about winning the war on bills?

Bills don’t stand still!

You can switch your electricity plan but the following July the rates increase by 15% and suddenly you’re not on the best plan anymore.

You can sign up for a killer home loan rate but then your bank raises it by 100 basis points, or you find a great insurance offer that saves you a packet but come your next renewal, your premium jumps by $200.

Each bill is a moving target and you can win battle after battle but the war is never really over.

But here’s the thing: the ‘Moving Target’ creates another opportunity for you to save money.

Why? Because each time the market changes, there’s a chance you can get a better deal for your dosh than you had before.

The key here is to identify markets where prices are dropping. In those examples, if you move plans every year, you’ll find you get better and better bang for the same buck.

But set and forget, on the other hand, and you’ll end up marooned on an old pricing tier and paying too much – like that feeling when you buy a new TV and you see a bigger, better model at a lower price a month later.

Right now, the best examples of household bills where prices are dropping are mobile and broadband – because the technology is moving so fast.

Consider this: it used to be common for people to pay $100 a month for mobile or broadband plans with not much data.

Now, it’s common to see plans for $60 a month with unlimited data (for broadband) or about $40 a month for 30 Gigabytes of data (for mobile – that’s enough to watch about 40 SD episodes of Game of Thrones).

This is happening for two reasons: one, we are using so much more data every year, and two, the cost of data is dropping for the providers.

In the three months leading up to June 2018, for example, Aussies downloaded 3.8 million terabytes. Seven years ago, we only downloaded about 7% of that amount over the same time period!

We’re now downloading or streaming about 14 times the data we downloaded seven years ago.

But in 2011, did an internet plan or a mobile plan cost any less than it does today? Not really. NBN plans now cost about $60–$100 a month, which was roughly what we paid for dial-up internet in the early days.

The graph below from the Australian Bureau of Statistics is one of those pictures that’s worth a thousand words. It shows how our downloads have skyrocketed.

This target moves very quickly and you have to ride the rocket!
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True Story: How my first telco learnt a thing or two from the Hare Krishnas

My first ever ADSL broadband plan had a 300GB download limit. Not long after I signed up, the provider (iiNet) contacted me to say they’d upgraded us to a 1000GB download limit.

I nearly fell out of my chair. There must be some mistake, I thought. Who gives anyone anything for free these days, apart from the Hare Krishnas?
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But my telco had in fact borrowed an age-old trick pioneered by that brightly robed, shaven-haired, chanting crew from the International Society for Krishna Consciousness.

The Hare Krishnas have long had a successful fundraising technique that involves giving out flowers and then asking for a donation. Most people take the gift, and then find it hard to say no when asked for a few bucks.

This trick was so effective that the state of California ended up banning them from airports!

What’s that got to do with my old telco? Well, they locked me in for years with that gift. They bought my loyalty.

What I didn’t realise at the time was that it cost them virtually nothing. The extra data was a gift of sorts (they didn’t have to give it to us) but the data was costing them less and less each day so it cost them no more to give us more.

Moral of this story? Telcos should periodically give us more for the same price (and if they don’t, we should change plans regularly).

Oh, and more businesses should give their customers gifts! They might find we’re more loyal if they show us some loyalty first.



Why ‘good enough’ is almost always good enough: ‘Satisficers’ versus ‘Maximisers’

At this point, I think it’s important to let you off the hook.

In this book I want to demonstrate how to really show your bills who’s boss, with minimal time and effort. What I don’t want to do is make you feel guilty if you’re not always on the absolute best option.

You don’t have to switch every bill every year. You don’t always have to get the best under-the-table deal. You don’t have to move every time the telco market does. Who’s got time for all that? Life is short, after all.

These are general principles and the important thing is that you know them and you do these things from time to time. But don’t be too hard on yourself.

It’s bizarre but sometimes being a perfectionist can lead to doing nothing at all.

American psychologist Barry Schwartz really hit this nail on the head in the noughties when he told people:


❝‘Good enough’ is almost always good enough.❞



In his bestselling book The Paradox of Choice: Why More is Less, Schwartz’s research found you’re actually more likely to be happy in life if you’re what he called a ‘satisficer’. ‘Satisficers’ are happy to settle for ‘good enough’.

‘Maximizers’, on the other hand, who always have to find the absolute best or cheapest option, are less satisfied with their lives. (They do earn more, mind you, but they’re also more likely to regret their decisions, and to be depressed.)
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It used to be that there was only one government-owned energy or telco provider (there still is in some parts of Australia). A lot of us are very nostalgic for those days: why do we have to chase down a better energy or mobile deal? Why have we created all this work for ourselves?

Schwartz says we’ve created so many choices in our modern lives that it can confuse us and make us miserable. In one famous study, psychologists presented 24 different types of jam to shoppers and gave them a voucher for $1 off a jar. But they bought less jam than another group of shoppers who were presented with just six options.

‘Unconstrained choice,’ he says, ‘is paralyzing, not liberating’, and he has a point.

Let’s say you need to choose a laptop from the thousands of options now available to us. His tip is:


❝Whenever you need a new laptop, call up one of your maximizer friends and say, ‘What laptop did you buy?’ And you buy that laptop. Is it going to be the perfect laptop for you? Probably not. Is it going to be a good enough laptop for you? Absolutely. It takes you five minutes to make a decision instead of five weeks and it’s a ‘good enough’ decision.

I don’t think you can delegate all of the decisions in life in this way but you can certainly delegate a hell of a lot of them. What’s best for your friend won’t be best for you but chances are it will be good enough for you.❞



There’s no need to be on top of every bill all the time. I’m certainly not.

Just don’t let yourself do the opposite, which is nothing. The biggest mistake we can make when it comes to our bills is to do nothing at all. Hopefully this book will show how even a small effort can produce big savings.

Which brings us to the next trick you need to master: listening…
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right - it's not just for Christmas; you'll get your new quota every month from now on.
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