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Identifying and collecting from  
vulnerable customers fairly

FCA: “Consumers need firms to 
encourage disclosure based on trust 
and good relationships, and/or be able 
to identify signs of vulnerability with a 
genuine interest in understanding the 
customer’s situation. Research found 
that people do not expect charity from 
firms. However, they do expect more 
intelligent and sophisticated products 
and processes that work for ‘real 
people”.
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How to protect your corporate 
reputation and boost customer 

satisfaction 



1)Taking stock of the regulatory changes

 • Emotional aspects such as 
stress, embarrassment and 
anxiety.  

 • Financial detriment arising from 
arrears or debt and impact on 
credit history.  

 • Loss of trust in firms. 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Types of detriment

The Financial Conduct Authority confirmed in July this year that it would be 
adhering to its original definition of vulnerability: 

• Withdrawal from financial 
services altogether and  
consequent exposure to risk. 

• Reduced ability to  
obtain redress. 

• Wasted time spent  
on resolving issues.

“A vulnerable consumer is someone who, due to their personal 
circumstances, is especially susceptible to detriment, particularly 
when a firm is not acting with appropriate levels of care.”



Ofgem 

“Vulnerable consumers need help to overcome the barriers 
created by their circumstances so they can engage easily 

and effectively. This means designing and delivering 
products and services with vulnerable consumers in mind to 

avoid creating or exacerbating vulnerable situations.” 

Ofwat  

“Offer a tailored approach to customers. Water companies 
could do more to understand and segment customers to 

better their inform policies, services and approaches, and to 
tailor responses more effectively”

  Other regulators agree

Ofcom  

“Require broadband and mobile providers to have fair, 
transparent debt-collection practices in place.”

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/system/files/docs/2017/10/consumer_vulnerability_report_web_003.pdf
https://bit.ly/2S0G5QK
https://bit.ly/2FEvmuf


Defining vulnerability becomes 
clearer when we remember it 
relates to circumstances, 
temporary or permanent, rather 
than being an inherent 
characteristic of a person. It is ‘a 
state not a trait’. By separating the 
situation from the person we can 
enable better conversations about 
difficult circumstances with our 
customers. In an ideal world, self-
disclosure would be a routine 
procedure in resolving arrears but 
it isn’t always easy.  

Your agents will have already 
received training on spotting the 
signs of vulnerability using the 
TEXAS and BRUCE drills and you 
will have in place protocols for 
referring customers on to debt 
advice bodies where necessary. 
When you have a customer who is 
ready to engage with an agent via 
telephone conversation this is 
invaluable. Not all customers are 
ready or willing to have that 
conversation or even to pick up 
the phone. The barriers to 
disclosure are easy to understand 
when we put ourselves in our 
customers' shoes; stigma and 
shame, emotional distress and 

the fear of losing control of the 
situation are common.  

Some customers will want the 
human touch but as digital 
interaction becomes more 
widespread, many people prefer 
and actively seek to communicate 
through digital channels.  Due to 
the unsophisticated nature of 
payment portals, this had 
previously presented problems 
for customers who do not fit into 
the ‘average’ profile. The need is 
there for well-designed, clear and 
easy to understand solutions that 
meet people’s needs and for 
flexible options that respond to 
individual circumstances, which 
are often not that uncommon. 
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2) Forgetting about ‘them and us’ 
and thinking ‘that could be me’

Leading up to next year’s FCA 
consultations on how to 
identify and treat vulnerable 
customers, we would like to 
offer a collections-focused 
perspective on the next steps 
your company might take to 
get ahead of regulatory 
requirements. 

https://bit.ly/2FY3tZC


 7

3) Collecting fairly- collections solutions 
that take account of vulnerability

“Where a firm is developing a new product it 
should consider vulnerability as part of the design 
process, paying regard to target market, clarity, 
accessibility and the operation of the product.” 

There is a cohort among 
debtors for whom digital 
interaction is easier and less 
stressful than a live 
conversation. Helplines such as 
The Samaritans and Childline 
recognise that stressful 
circumstances can interfere 
with communication and are 
increasingly offering 
alternatives to telephone 
communications via online 
interactions.

Lending Standards Board

As well as non-vulnerable 
people who default to online 
communications as the norm, 
digital has some specific 
benefits for those in difficult 
circumstances. Regulatory 
bodies are focused on 
eliminating detriment, this 
includes, but is not limited to, 
providing as wide a means of 
access as possible and to cover 
as wide a range of preferences 
and abilities as is practical.  

https://bit.ly/2QZGUcR
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The benefits of a digital 
self-service solution

 

Helen Undy from Money and Mental 
Health notes that “ banks often 
require customers to call in over the 
phone”  but her organisation’s 
research shows that half of people with 
mental health challenges find it hard to 
make a call.  

“It’s purely about accessibility,” she 
says. “It’s the mental-health 
equivalent of a ramp into a branch, 
it’s making sure that the only route 
into your service isn’t fundamentally 
inaccessible.” 

A self-service digital repayment 
solution gives customers in 
vulnerable circumstances, who  
are likely to be experiencing reduced 
levels of confidence, a sense of being 
in control. By choosing the time, 
place and method of engagement  
the customer can avoid 
embarrassing phone calls that may 
arrive at unhelpful times. 

 a) Staying in control

https://bit.ly/2AfeJz7
https://bit.ly/2AfeJz7
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The benefits of a digital  
self-service solution

A heavy reliance on call centre telephony 
can hinder interactions as people often find 
instructions and menus hard to navigate 
when they are under time pressure. For 
some, responding to personal questions  
on a phone call is too emotionally draining; 
others may be put off by poor past 
experiences with other creditors or worry 
about being judged by agents. A digital 
solution can help de-escalate these 
tensions. 

“The recorded message says “we’ve got a 
very high demand for calls at the moment, 
please continue to hold. You are currently 
caller number 15 in the queue” and I just 
give up”. 

With a digital approach customers can set 
their own pace and create a little breathing 
space for themselves, and by using a 
secure portal and choosing to consent to 
data sharing, they can enjoy a feeling of 
privacy as they are enabled to make a 
sustainable arrangement.  

Credit providers often understand the 
issues “but...sometimes their legacy IT 
systems actually just mean that they 
can’t act” Helen Undy, Money and Mental 
Health.  



A good digital solution is more 
than a payment portal. It is a leap 
forward in creating sustainable 
payment arrangements online. 
Asking all the right questions in the 
best possible way to gain trust and 
maximise incentives, and using the 
latest machine learning capabilities 
to detect sentiment and intention 
can create the right culture for 
disclosure.  

FCA: “Many systems seem not to 
be designed to respond to 
inevitable vulnerability. Many 
consumers in vulnerable 
circumstances feel that services 
have become streamlined, 
designed for the ‘perfect 
customer’, and do not meet the 
needs of non-standard consumers 
who do not fit the mould or whose 
personal circumstances may have 
changed.” 

All customers can benefit from 
making the settling of arrears less 
stressful and with the breathing 
space to disclose issues discreetly, 
without recourse to an agent 
except when strictly necessary. 
This can save time for the 
customer and reduce drop-out 
that occurs when the process is 
too time-consuming.   10

Personal Finance Research 
Centre: 
“4 in 10 clients with mental 
health problems report not 
disclosing this to advisers. 
 Organisations need to 
address this ‘disclosure gap’ 
through improving access to 
their services for vulnerable 
people, creating disclosure 
environments, and looking 
for ‘red flags.” 

b) Creating the space for disclosure

https://bit.ly/2FY3tZC
https://bit.ly/2T8HJBo
https://bit.ly/2T8HJBo
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c) Sustainable arrangements convert  
to positive feedback

Payment arrangements where the 
customer feels in control have a better 
chance of being sustainable. When the 
customer, who perhaps dreads a live 
encounter, finds they can resolve their 
arrears online, they appreciate the trust 
and agency placed in their hands. It is a 
relief. 

As a positive side effect, this feeds back 
into customer satisfaction ratings for 
convenience, simplicity and time-saving. 
For vulnerable customers, not having to 
verbalise their most embarrassing 
details but at the same time having 
those circumstances taken into 
consideration, means negative  
emotions can be minimised and  
control maximised.  

Customers can also be assured that 
when they engage to manage and 
maintain their repayments in a 
sustainable way, the Lending  
Standards Board protects them from 
further unnecessary contact. 

Good practice means: “People in debt 
will be more likely to engage, and 
stay engaged, with their creditors 
and sustainable repayments will 
mean creditors spend less time and  
resources chasing payments.”  

Citizens Advice Bureau.



Research (Martenson, Gronholdt, & 
Kristensen, 2000) shows that 
corporate reputation and profitability 
are linked and that trust and 
confidence ratings reflect directly 
upon company image. Feedback and 
reviews from customers who have 
fallen into difficult circumstances, 
and still felt they have been treated 
appropriately and fairly, are the most 
valuable of all ratings, while negative 
publicity following a tragic outcome 
for a vulnerable customer can be 
devastating and long-lasting.  

With your every customer interaction 
subject to immediate and public 
review on social media and review 
websites, it is important to accurately 
record your appraisal methodology 
and to provide a consistent and 
responsive customer journey every 
time, the right digital system will 
ensure this happens as standard. 

4) Gold-plate your reputation

You will always have specialist teams 
and well-trained agents for 
customers who want or need them. 
By offering a digital resolution 
option as standard, you can reach 
more people at a time that suits 
them, on their favoured device, 
wherever they are. With new  
customers costing up to five times 
more to acquire than it costs to 
retain existing customers, it makes 
sense to cover all bases. 

https://bit.ly/2A8D4XE
https://bit.ly/2A8D4XE
https://bit.ly/2A8D4XE


Flexys Solutions

@flexys_uk

flexys.com

enquiries@flexys.com

+44 (0)117 428 5741

“There are a range of reasons why doing the right thing for consumers in 
vulnerable circumstances can be commercially beneficial to firms. 

Flexible treatment is beneficial and treating customers who may be in a 
difficult situation with flexibility and offering options such as 

forbearance where appropriate is likely to lead to better outcomes in 
repayment of debt.” 

FCA
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