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Design
Prioritisation



Participants prioritised 
the functionality and 
clarity of banknotes 
over imagery

The most significant part for me is the colour of the note. So 
you've got your purple twenties, your orange tens, fives, and 
then you've got your fifties. 

I would include both braille on the banknote and deckle edging, 
to make it very easy for somebody with limited sight or limited 
cognisance, so each banknote has a different top edge. 

I think [imagery] is more important to its use. They make very 
fine lines so they're very hard to forge, etc. Yeah, it's more 
useful to the banknote than it is to me. I don't need to know 
what it's on it. 

I guess to some extent you need a bit of complication because 
that stops forgery, doesn't it? […] you've got your holograms 
and your silver strip and everything, but that must have to 
come into it at some point as well. 

When it comes down to it, banknotes are functional. They're 
not a piece of art, you know, they're a means to an end. 

To me, as long as they work, as long as I can spend them... It's 
nice to have a quick look at them. But it's not particularly 
relevant to me



initially think

Prioritisation of other design elements 
does not mean participants were 
ambivalent about imagery selection

I guess the alternative is to have 
no imagery. And how boring 
would that look, a £5 on there 
with a serial number and a grey 
background?

It's the number on it [the note] 
that I'd be more concerned 
about, like the 5 or the 10 or the 
50. I think the imagery is 
completely and totally irrelevant.



Perceptions of the 
current ‘Historical 
Figures’ theme



Spontaneous awareness of current banknote imagery was low, with colour and 
denomination the main triggers for note recognition

I’m assuming that the [historical] figures have some sort of 
relevance to today’s times. I don’t remember which ones they 
exactly are. –

What is important first is the colour, then the number, and then 
people are looking at what's actually on the note. There was a 
lot of interest when the new King Charles notes came out, but 
it's the colour that kind of sets the scene for the note. –

I couldn't remember what on earth goes on the back of any 
banknote. It's quite unimportant to me. As long as it’s got a 5 or 
10, 20, or 50 on it. I tend more towards big numbers and easily 
definable notes than imagery. –



Participants were almost unanimous in advocacy for UK banknotes to move 
away from Historical Figures, which is seen as elitist and divisive

I would like to see more environmental themes and less people. I'm thinking about what my 
kids would like, if it’s badgers and mice and things they'd be a lot more interested [in this 
than] historical figures, unless they're studying History. –

It does kind of still feel a little bit imperialistic, the notes, even Alan Turing, who was 
obviously a famous scientist, that is within the context of winning the Second World War. It 
does feel like there is that kind of boomer, imperialistic, you know ‘we're the ones who won 
the Second World War and saved the world feeling’ to the notes. –

I think [the imagery] should represent women and men equally, and should give a fair 
representation of the population. –

Especially younger generations and future generations, they're much more cautious. We'd 
have to be very careful in people looking into the history and potentially contentious or 
controversial histories of landmarks and historical figures. I think younger generations are 
much quicker to pick that sort of stuff apart and find faults with that. –



Spontaneous
theme suggestions



Spontaneous suggestions aligned with Nature and Architecture & Landmarks 
themes, and reflected a broad desire to move away from people

Historic landmarks would be a good 
one. And I think that also raises 
awareness for different places in the 
UK

I think it'd be better having sort of 
historical buildings, landscapes, that 
sort of thing, rather than individual 
people.

Very few people are going to get 
angry about the political implications 
of an otter. 

We have such stunning countryside 
in the whole of the UK. Why don't 
they use something like, you know, 
the four highest peaks in the UK?

The new ones [notes] out here are absolutely gorgeous. 
The colours on them and the depictions that are shown 
on them you know, they show fields and countryside and 
things like that.



Nature



I think we've got a wide variety of landscapes too and 
a wide variety of areas. So, we could represent every 
area of the country and represent Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland as well. So that would be good.

I think bringing in nature can take away some of the 
controversy and complications that come with public 
figures and things like that. So that could be a good 
avenue to steer away from those things.

It's a bit too generic, really, isn't it? As you say, [to 
make nature] specific to the UK, you’d struggle. If 
you're in Australia, yeah, [it could be easier]. But, you 
know, what have [the UK] got?   

Immediate reactions to 
Nature were very 
positive; with praise for 
its neutrality and 
inclusiveness



Participants identified the strengths of Nature as its potential to unify, alignment
with modern values, emotional resonance, and endurance over time

In terms of what's going to be relevant, I 
don’t think the features of our landscapes 
are going to change. The ecology might 
somewhat, but the staples of British 
nature like oak trees and robins are 
going to be around for the foreseeable 
future anyway. I think there are some 
pretty safe choices there.

I think looking at nice pictures of nature 
or animals is good for your mental 
health, it helps calm you down and I think 
if that's on money that you're using every 
day, if it brings a bit of cheer into 
people's life, it's a good thing. I much 
prefer nature that’s vibrant and 
encourages people to get outdoors.

We could have a positive depiction of 
how we've gradually realised how 
important nature is. It's taken us too 
long, but we have finally started to see 
the bigger picture with how important 
these various environmental things are. 

Nature is much better suited to not 
excluding anyone and making everyone 
feel a valued part of the UK because it is 
not restricted to anyone. In contrast, 
images of cities or specific people could 
be alienating in some way.



A minority saw as a weakness that Nature is too generic or not distinctly British,
raising concerns about memorability and relevance

some

The only thing is, with nature is, as I 
say, it is quite bland and all-
encompassing, but architecture and 
landscapes, they do jump out and 
scream, this country, this area and an 
ancient history.

Animals die out in regions increasingly 
nowadays so I'm not sure if it's safe to 
have any particular animals 
representing any particular region 
because they're likely to change over 
the supposed lifespan of the note. –

I worry about optics. Is it going to help 
anything at all you printing on plastic 
polymers which [aren’t] environmental. It 
doesn't go together that well. I could see 
people picking that up and [saying] 
you're using these endangered species, 
but what are you actually do doing about 
it?

I think you have to be a little bit careful 
because something like the White Cliffs 
of Dover could be seen by some 
people to be a political statement, 
particularly at the moment around 
immigration and small boats.



National suggestions blend nationally-recognisable landscapes with flora and 
fauna that transcend regional and national borders within the UK

While most nature images were viewed as 
uncontroversial, the White Cliffs of Dover was 

cited as potentially divisive (due to its 
association with the UK border).



Regional suggestions centred on the value of distinctive, place-based imagery –
so that each area of the UK can feel represented on the banknotes

(especially Manchester)

Some suggestions carry recent cultural 
significance beyond nature theme (e.g., 

Manchester bee as resilience symbol). Consider 
whether these additional meanings strengthen or 

complicate imagery choice.



Participants want banknotes to reflect their own regions, but there’s a clear 
need to balance local pride with fair, UK-wide representation in the final design



The Bank can celebrate diversity in the context of Nature by considering three 
key decision-making principles, underpinned by regional equity

You could have a landscape and then a QR code 
where you could scan and get that information. It might 
be a nice way to interact with a note and would give 
you a whole background to the image and the history of 
the image on the note. 

The seasons [idea] is lovely. It gives it a good 
feeling and shows you're thinking about the country 
that we live in and the beautiful seasons that we 
have. We have such a plastic society and tap in 
society and we're not talking to people enough, [this 
idea] it just brings it together.



Architecture & 
Landmarks



Immediate reactions to 
Architecture & 
Landmarks were positive, 
but with concerns around 
equitable representation

I mean, everyone knows Big Ben, everyone 
knows the House of Parliament, everyone 
knows York Minster, Everyone knows all the 
places that. The famous Stonehenge... –

Most countries have something instantly 
recognisable. […] If you see the Eiffel Tower, 
you know, you're in Paris. You know, Britain 
has loads of stuff like that that you can just put 
on.
–

I realise that how much we're saying ‘England’ 
because it is the Bank of England, but Bank of 
England notes are used throughout the UK.



Perceived strengths of Architecture & Landmarks centred on resonance, instant 
recognisability, and cultural symbolism

I mean if they [banknotes] had landmarks, let’s say 
Nelson's Column in London, you could go around 
and think ‘oh that's there’ – physically go and see 
it.

[Regarding Buckingham Palace and Westminster] 
You don't have to like it to admire it and to know 
that it's instantly recognisable and in the wider 
world represents what we think of as particularly of 
England. –



Concerns emerged around regional equity and historical baggage, with more 
participants identifying weaknesses with this theme compared to Nature

There are definitely buildings in Britain 
that have been erected on the back of 
slave trade money and that might not 
go down well.

Landmarks are very much just 
regionally based, you know, and I think 
if you pick a landmark, there's going to 
be people who are not from an area 
who are going to be a bit annoyed that 
you didn't pick their regional landmark.

If you're having, like the Cotswolds with 
a nice thatched roof cottage on there, 
but, in reality, the cheapest one you can 
buy is half a million pounds and it's out 
of reach for your average kind of young 
person [who] might feel a bit 
downtrodden on that one.



National suggestions: Architecture & Landmark sites offer shared recognition,
but have a disproportionate pull toward London



Regional suggestions: Architecture & Landmarks were not viewed as 
monolithic, with a wide range of examples provided across regions and eras



The Bank can celebrate diversity in the context of Architecture & Landmarks by 
adhering to four key decision-making principles

I know that Westminster is instantly 
recognisable, but I don't think that 
necessarily represents what […] we are 
currently achieving as a nation..

There's people with lots of different 
religions in the UK and we shouldn't 
just be highlighting, say, a cathedral.

I don't think it's as important to have 
something that's as recognisable 
because most people, if they think 
about, oh, that's British money, it's 
going to be because of the monarch's 
head on it, really...



Theme
comparison and 
combination



Participants expressed a preference for Nature,
but many also thought Architecture & 
Landmarks is a viable theme

I guess you're looking for things that are least 
offensive to the most amount of people. 

The thing they’ve [the Bank] got to take on board 
the most, which is the hardest thing because we've 
all had our own opinions, is pick the least 
controversial subject so they don't get a headache 
in the future.. 

Nothing is going to be uncontroversial when you 
decide what four things to put on a banknote that 
absolutely everyone is going to use. But I do feel 
that nature is one of the least divisive things that 
you could you could pick. 



There is nuance within the overall preference for Nature – participants thought 
Architecture & Landmarks better meets the recognisability selection criteria

It’s [Nature] traditional and modern, isn't it? It's an ongoing 
thing

I just think [Architecture & Landmarks] are more visual from a 
lot perspectives. I think a lot of people would have either 
learned about them growing up or gone to visit. And even 
people visiting from abroad would have the same sort of 
experience. Whereas if it's nature, I don't think they'll be 
easily identifiable.



There was a desire for connected 
imagery, but less explicit appetite for a 
series of images that tell a ‘story’

What I particularly like about the 
season is because we've got very 
various different colour themes, 
you know, across the four 
seasons and the four notes. 

I echo that I think the seasons is 
lovely. It gives it a good feeling 
and also shows that you're 
thinking about the country that 
we live in and the beautiful 
seasons that we have. I think it's 
a warm thing. […] it just brings it 
nicely together. 



There was openness to 
theme combination,
provided functionality 
does not suffer

As long as like the design language stays the same. So all £20 
are like the same shade of blue. Like not one's blue and one's 
red, for instance, where it gets a bit more confusing. But you 
can mix up the pictures, it's fine. 

I guess if you knew like the fiver was a specific theme, then you 
might stick to that. But I think otherwise it could be maybe, 
perhaps confusing for some people if it changed from, you 
know, a landscape to an animal. 

I think you would still need to be conscious of not just putting 
two completely random things together. […] Maybe if we put a 
specific landmark, we could put a flower or an animal that lives 
around it

National Trust is responsible for both architecture and nature. 
So for example, somewhere like the Lake District and Beatrix 
Potter's house […] integrating nature as well as a little bit of 
architecture.

So I'm thinking urban landmark one side and natural history the 
other. So built environment one side, natural environment the 
other of the note

You could have one that is flora, one that is fauna and one 
that's architecture or something. 



Design
considerations



While respondents saw the aesthetic potential of portrait banknotes, usability is 
a high concern that limits its appeal

[Portrait notes] would be too difficult to 
find in wallets and purses. I think 
because you get used to looking at the 
same part of a note to see the number.

In the wallet, they are all not portrait, 
they're landscape, and that's how 
wallets are and that's how you fish 
them out. I don't think I could cope with 
the portrait at all. I don't know how I'd 
accommodate it.



Across all design considerations note functionality is key, 
and understood in three main ways

I think if it starts getting too complex 
and there's too many variations to the 
theme, we'll enter the world of not 
knowing what we've got in our pockets 
at some point. Just keep it simple, but 
not too simple to make it easier to 
forge.

If I'm pulling one out, I'll know that a five 
pound notes are, you know, a blue one. 
I'll just go by the colour more than 
what's actually on the note..



Strategic
recommendations



What did participants want the Bank to take from this research? Refreshed
imagery that retains banknote functionality

If it’s a £5, what is it that makes me realise it's a £5? Is it a big fat number 5, or is it 
a colour? It's got to be very simple. 

Make them clear and concise. 

The old school symbolism for the United Kingdom is not the United Kingdom 
anymore. […] We've got to detach ourselves from the past. Yes, some of it is 
important, but some of it is very controversial now and very negative. And so we 
need to have our currency to reflect where so we can have a balance with some of 
the past. But we've got to modernise the symbolism, the imagery on the currency. 



Recommendations



Guidance for navigating theme weaknesses during image selection

If the Bank chooses to use this theme in combination with Nature, it 
should bear in mind the following risk categorisation of specific 
imagery:



Appendix



Focus Group Composition



Nature – Regional Suggestions



Architecture and Landmarks – Regional Suggestions



Summary of the reception of each stimulus tested


