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Together, we can go further



2021 is upon us, and rarely has a New Year been so widely 

greeted with the expectation of a better year than the one 

that preceded it. 

I am filled with optimism about the year ahead as I think 

that there are opportunities to use the continued learning 

we have all experienced. We are really pleased to be able 

to bring our first Journal of the year to you with such a 

great balance of thought-leadership, practical tips and real 

world examples to build better outcomes for everybody.

However, just as the night is darkest before the dawn, 

significant challenges still lie before us. In recognition of 

this, the January edition of the Journal strongly emphasises 

the importance of supporting people and mental 

wellbeing. Lee Jones and Darren Minshall talk separately 

about why your people are your greatest asset and how 

to motivate them and Andrew Bryan, of Henley Business 

School, discusses how you can change your leadership 

approach to drive better outcomes. Will Archer and Helen 

Pettifer provide more personal insight, with direct tips for 

a better mental health balance and an uplifting story on 

gambling addiction.

The Journal also contains elements of our strongest 

recurring theme currently, that of the changing and 

widening nature of vulnerability. We have articles from 

Kathryn Hardy of UKRN talking about the way data use is 

evolving, and a snapshot of the outputs from the second 

Collaboration Network Special Focus Group on Energy. 

Complaints are always a key topic and Sarah Lawrence and 

James Daley give us their views on the current pressures 

and the benefits of quality complaint resolution, while 

Welcome
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Nikki Sawford explains how a great customer journey will 

help to minimise complaints in the first place.

And very appropriately to start the Journal, Chloe Dale 

of Transmit Start-Ups provides us with a really positive 

story of the work they are doing to support new business 

initiatives and furlopreneurs (new word to me!) and makes 

a great reference to how the Collaboration Network 

inspired them to train mental health first-aiders.

We hope that we are able to continue this positivity and 

provide the opportunity for our members to work together 

to build better experiences for their customers, colleagues 

and themselves. We have a full webinar and conference 

programme into Q2 already and the new Collaboration 

Network Community App is available for download, to 

enable you, as members, to drive conversations and 

Community Special Interest Groups in the future.

Because together we can go further.

Mark Bailey
Director & Co-Founder
Collaboration Network

mark@collaborationnetwork.co.uk

Collaboration Journal

https://www.linkedin.com/in/baileymg/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/baileymg/
mailto:mark%40collaborationnetwork.co.uk?subject=
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Member Case Study

Lockdown Loans:
The Bold & the Brave

By Chloe Dale
Senior Business Operations Co-Ordinator at Transmit Startups
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Founded in 2013 as the brainchild of three friends, Transmit 

Startups has grown to employ 25 people and work with 

half a dozen more freelance advisors. 

Start Up Loans
Winning a contract with the Start Up Loans Company 

in February 2013 to deliver the government-backed 

programme in the North East of England, the business soon 

progressed into being the most successful delivery partner 

in the region and then expanded its service across England. 

Transmit now delivers in Scotland, Northern Ireland and 

Wales and has supported businesses as far apart as 

Shetland to the north and Falmouth to the south.

For two years now, we’ve been the leading delivery partner 

for Start Up Loans, and we now undertake 28% of all lending 

through the scheme, as just one of 21 delivery partners. 

We’re outperforming even our most ambitious targets, with 

a team who just seem constantly able to reach and exceed 

every benchmark they are set.

2000 lockdown loans
Just weeks before the first lockdown, we supported our 

6,000th entrepreneur, and on November 22nd we supported 

our 8,000th. That’s 2,000 people that have become bold 

and brave entrepreneurs during the most difficult period 

in living memory. And during that time, our team have 

decamped and created themselves home offices, working 

diligently and efficiently to make sure our customers were 

supported throughout.

That number of loans is far in excess of what we’ve ever 

achieved before; double our original targets for the period. 

We’ve recruited and taken on six new team members 

who’ve adapted brilliantly to the strange circumstances 

of their new jobs, and we’ve cheered each other on over 

Slack and Zoom, sharing some of the most touching and 

inspiring messages of thanks from the customers we’ve 

helped - who’ve contributed to keeping our Feefo customer 

feedback score at an impressive 98%.  

Thanks to inspiration from the Collaboration Network, 7 

members of the Transmit team are currently undergoing a 

Psychological First Aid Course from Public Health England 

so that we can continue to support each other and our 

customers through the ongoing challenges. 

Working at scale
In 2019 monthly loan applications doubled. In 2020, they 

have doubled again (+99%), and we’re now seeing 1,200 

people approach us for support in starting their businesses 

each month.

In 2019 we hit 100 monthly loan approvals for the first 

time. By October 2020, we’d trebled that number.

Our work to improve efficiency and the customer experience 

has radically changed the number of people we can support, 

and the type and level of support available to them. Whilst 

Start Up Loans continues to be our primary product, we’ve 

developed a series of ways to help budding entrepreneurs 

really form their ideas into businesses, focussing specifically 

on making those enterprises sustainable.

We’ve developed and launched a series of support 

initiatives, including:

•	 Six to Start: for those looking to take a roll of the 

dice in self-employment, this is a six week guided 

learning programme which results in the early draft 

of a business plan following the evaluation of an idea 

and its potential market. More than 200 people signed 

up in its first few weeks, and it’s now become part of 

our application process for people who don’t feel like 

they’re quite ready to get going just yet.

•	 Furlopreneur’s playbook: We saw quickly that the 

commencement of the Government’s furlough scheme 

correlated with a rise in enquiries about evaluating 

self-employment opportunities. So, in response, we 

developed a downloadable e-book which was written 

with those people in mind; people who suddenly 

found themselves in a situation where they had time 

to pursue ideas that they usually couldn’t, and people 

who wanted to take back control of their careers and 

“Thanks to inspiration from 
the Collaboration Network, 7 
members of the Transmit team 
are currently undergoing a 
Psychological First Aid Course 
from Public Health England.”
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livelihoods. Throughout the first lockdown period, it 

was consistently one of the most popular downloads 

from our site, shared extensively on social media.

•	 Start up guides: Based on the trends we identified in 

customer enquiries, we developed a series of Start Up 

Guides to walk people who are starting up through 

some of the areas of running a business they were less 

familiar with. They’ve become a tool used by our entire 

advisory team to empower customers, and give them 

the confidence to make decisions and commit to their 

plans.

•	 Christmas Gift Guide: With a number of our customers 

being retail businesses, we wanted to go the extra mile 

to support them at the end of an extremely challenging 

year. And lo, our Christmas gift guide was born! 

We reached out to all the entrepreneurs we’d supported 

and from dozens of applications, we managed to feature 50 

businesses who were market-ready in an online publication 

which we designed in-house, with the overarching objective 

of encouraging people to buy from small, independent 

businesses at Christmas.

More than just Start Up Loans!
Whilst the majority of our work continues to be the Start 

Up Loans scheme delivery, 2020 saw a fresh focus on 

diversification in the business support industry, maintaining 

a focus on facilitating access to finance for businesses who 

are excluded from mainstream bank credit facilities for a 

multitude of reasons, via products and brands of our own, 

and using our experience and expertise to expand other 

brands into 2021.

Transmit Growth Loans
Businesses who are turned away by banks have had few 

affordable options to help them follow their plans to 

grow - until now. Transmit Growth Loans were designed 

specifically to meet the needs of small and medium sized 

businesses who need an injection of funding to maximise 

their potential, backed by the Enterprise Loan Guarantee 

Fund. In March, that fund was turned into the Coronavirus 

Business Interruption Loan Scheme and overnight - literally 

- we ramped up our operations to handle 3,000 applications 

for the scheme between March and May.

Transmit Consulting
Transmit Consulting offers straight-talking consulting 

and coaching to high-growth businesses across the 

UK. We help entrepreneurs, businesses and non-profit 

organisations strengthen, commercialise and innovate. We 

deliver business growth programmes for organisations 

such as Arch Northumberland and Generator, and are also 

supporting the delivery of schemes helping businesses to 

survive and thrive during the pandemic. 

Smarta
After 18 months of R&D, investment in our new Smarta 

platform (a £300,000 project) has started. Smarta is a 

digital platform for SMEs, commercial brands and research 

organisations that require deeper insight into the SME 

sector. We collect data on the SME sector from a number 

of sources and use AI to create business intelligence and 

sector forecasts. 

Every SME customer has their own simple dashboard, 

personalised to what they need, with access to performance 

analytics, product recommendations, advice and resources 

and 24/7 assistance from an AI assistant. Elements of 

it will be white-labelled for other enterprise support 

organisations to use.

“We ramped up our operations 
to handle 3,000 applications for 
the scheme between March and 
May.”

Chloe Dale

Chloe Dale is Senior Business Operations Co-Ordinator at 

Transmit Startups where she first joined in 2016.

http://Transmit Growth Loans
http://Transmit Consulting
https://www.linkedin.com/in/chloedale95/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/chloedale95/


Guest Column

Agile Transformation Starts with 
Personal Transformation

By Andrew Bryan
Executive Fellow at Henley Business School
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The adoption of agile operating models across a business 

or enterprise is a hot topic that has been increasingly 

explored during the Covid-19 crisis. As Covid-19 restrictions 

have driven the need for change, one response is to “go 

agile” and seek the benefits of being able to change quickly 

and effectively. So, what do we mean by agile and agility?

Defining agile working is tricky as the outcomes 

can look different from one organisation to another. 

Perhaps the simplest way is to start with the origins of 

the agile movement that are based on a set of highly 

iterative, customer centric working practices in software 

development. The agile development approach looks 

to achieve more effective results by focusing on high 

end user involvement, rapid iterations, built-in flexibility 

and progressively delivering working software. Multi-

disciplinary teams work together on a common goal or 

mission with the same objectives and incentives. These 

traits are not exclusive to agile development, they are also 

part of the toolkit for similar disciplines such as service 

design, customer journey mapping and Lean process 

development. All have moved towards being customer 

or end-user centric and iterative development based on 

pilots, prototypes or proof of concepts. 

Hopefully, so far this all makes sense and sounds logical. 

What agile transformation does is take this proven 

approach and then looks to scale across entire enterprises.  

The key thing to note here is that the aim of deploying 

the agile processes is to define and implement an agile 

operating model for the enterprise.

Like most successful ideas, the term “Agile” became a 

fashionable bandwagon on which to hitch other ideas, 

initiatives and even products. Leaders may assert that they 

have adopted agile but if you drill into this and ask the 

leadership team what this means it is likely that everyone 

will have a different view.  Contrary to some opinions, 

becoming agile is not simply about forming cross-

functional teams, throwing away processes or running a 

few pilot projects. It is more holistic and needs to start by 

addressing some fundamental questions like: 

•	 Why do we want to be agile, what is the end result?

•	 Where do we create value by the application of agile 

working practices? 

•	 How can we organise in a more effective way? 

Essentially, answering questions like these needs the right 

people to come together to accomplish a common goal 

that could be a mission, value driver or task.

There are many great examples of companies that have 

successfully benefited from agile transformation and 

although technology companies have led the way, there 

are exemplars such as ING and Lloyds Bank in the finance 

sector, Roche in pharmaceuticals and John Lewis/Waitrose 

in retail that show what can be done. When asked about 

the benefits they have accrued, there is a view that through 

agile working the organisation experiences happier 

customers, productivity uplifts and happier employees 

with improved engagement.

One thing that experience has taught us is the need to 

begin with a focus on personal transformation, specifically 

transforming leadership mindset and behaviours.

As an example, Roche began its agile transformation 

journey with a focus on changing mindset and behaviours. 

It had become clear to Roche leadership that they had to be 

better prepared for the increasingly dynamic environment 

of the healthcare market, with technology driven changes 

creating new challenges, opportunities and competition. 

Although Roche had already undertaken significant 

leadership development, they needed to address the 

specific issues for leading agile transformation and 

“One thing that experience 
has taught us is the need to 
begin with a focus on personal 
transformation, specifically 
transforming leadership 
mindset and behaviours.”



Andrew Bryan

Andrew Bryan is Programme Director and Executive Fellow 

at Henley Business School - a.bryan@henley.ac.uk

developed a bespoke training programme for their senior 

management across the globe. Roche knew that its senior 

leadership had to understand and buy-in to the agile 

transformation initiative if it was to succeed. 

In the Covid-19 induced dynamic environment, where 

changes that might have taken 10 years have happened 

in 10 weeks, organisations need their leaders to transform 

their own approach and adopt a more agile mindset. Agile 

working requires leaders to move away from the command-

and-control operating models, learnt through years of 

experience of budget management, target achievement 

and hierarchical structures, and truly embrace the concept 

of empowering teams to solve problems. This can be 

uncomfortable for leaders and this is why the mindset 

training programmes are so important for personal 

transformation. 

Let’s look at an example to emphasise this point.  One of 

the first tasks to address in an agile transformation is to 

identify where we can create more value by using agile 

working. An example could be “How can we reduce the 

new product development and launch time from 6 months 

to 3 months”. Traditionally, the Head of New Product 

Development would be given this challenge, this raises 3 

questions:

1.	 If they had the answers it should already have been 

done - there must be inhibitors at some stage. 

2.	 Research shows customer facing staff know >90 % of 

the key customer issues, and this drops to <10 % in the 

Boardroom. So, who needs to be part of the solution 

team?

3.	 How constrained are they by organisational boundaries, 

mis-aligned priorities and the availability of key skills 

– things outside of their responsibility.

In an agile organisation, the need to create additional value in 

New Product Development would be met by forming a team 

with a common value creation mission, it is likely to be self-

managing, have autonomy, use the most appropriate tools 

and techniques for the situation and has different members 

according to need. In order to allow this to be successful, the 

organisation must enable them to embrace agile ideas such 

as dynamic resource allocation, minimal viable products and 

more flexible but defined career paths. 

Although this may sound bit of a free-for-all this is not 

the case as agile working is a structured and systematic 

approach. Agile organisations need guidelines, or guardrails 

as they are often called, to help agile teams know what can 

and cannot be touched. There is also a need for the spine or 

backbone of the agile organisation to be defined to provide 

the key building blocks that agile value creation teams must 

work with. This is achieved through the development of 

an organisational blueprint identifying which parts of the 

organisation could create more value by being agile and 

those that need to be stable and form part of the spine. 

However, agile blueprints are a whole new area of discussion 

for another time!
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“Although this may sound bit of 
a free-for-all this is not the case 
as agile working is a structured 
and systematic approach.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/andysbryan/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/andysbryan/
mailto:a.bryan@henley.ac.uk
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Expert View

Will we Ever Never 
Have Complaints?

By Sarah Lawrence
Financial Services Complaints Expert
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I don’t know about you, but the start of this year has felt 

very different from usual New Years. Typically, at this time 

of year, I’m full of beans, planning and organising myself 

for the year ahead. But this year, it just isn’t happening, and 

in fact, dare I say it, I don’t think other people are feeling 

it either. 

There’s a flatness, and a real sense of wondering whether 

2021 is going to be any different to 2020…and at the 

moment, the answer is a disappointing ‘let’s hope so’. But 

for now, it stills feels as though normal life remains out of 

our grasp. 

That means this article isn’t going to be me wittering 

on about what we ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ be doing this 

year, because putting bluntly, I don’t think it’s what many 

of us need to hear right now. Instead, I’d like to reflect 

on something a bit more whimsical - what life could be 

like if we ever faced the real possibility of never having 

complaints. 

What got me thinking about this? I was out running and 

wondering whether life will be changed after this pandemic 

as a whole. That felt too big to really contemplate, and so 

my brain took me to thinking about what it would be like to 

never, ever have complaints again. Could it be a reality, and 

would we really want that if we think about the realities of 

it anyway?

We know how we feel about complaints…they cost

I know many businesses probably dream of a Utopian place 

where they have no need of a complaints process, because 

they’ve nailed all of their other processes and people. And I 

can understand that because it’s a part of the business that 

never makes any money, in fact it costs money when you 

think about it. Not only are you paying for staff that aren’t 

bringing in customers (although I would argue they help 

you retain them), or generating extra income, but you’re 

also seeing money going out the door to compensate for 

mistakes. 

And it’s not just the finances that need to be factored in, it’s 

the man-hours that each complaint takes. It’s the amount 

of time that also has to be accounted for if a complaint 

makes its way to the Ombudsman service. Not to mention 

the real cost of losing customers, and lost revenue if that 

complaint isn’t resolved to that customer’s satisfaction and 

they vote with their feet. 

But what if we flip this on its head and think about what we 

gain from complaints. When you think about it, a complaint 

is really someone feeling they have been let down. Granted, 

that disappointment will come out in different ways, but 

breaking it down to its basest parts, that’s what it is – you’ve 

done or not done something that your customer, expected. 

And so, it represents feedback and something you can work 

with to improve things. 

  

That means complaints are an opportunity to learn from 

mistakes, try not to make them again, and connect with that 

customer on a human level to show willingness to right a 

wrong. 

Now, before you point out the obvious, I know we’ve all had 

the complaint where the business has done nothing wrong 

in practice, but there’s still that perceived disappointment 

from the customer. So, let’s park that objection for the sake 

of whimsy. 

What would it take to have no complaints?

Now imagine that we fast-forward to some future time 

when Covid is a dim and distant time ago, and we’ve had 

the opportunity to process everything that has happened, 

in the world of complaints at any rate. How though? Taking 

two extreme examples here I’ve had a think about what I 

would take to get to this point. 

“That means complaints are 
an opportunity to learn from 
mistakes, try not to make them 
again, and connect with that 
customer on a human level 
to show willingness to right a 
wrong.”
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The first would involve a gargantuan amount of time, 

effort, money and resources to get to a point that a process 

and system was so perfect that it adequately matched the 

needs of every, single customer you have. It’s hard to say 

that this would ever be truly a reality, because it would 

need you to have a small, handful of customers, tailoring 

the systems to their needs. But, anything more ambitious 

and you’re always going to be faced with the prospect 

of not being able to please all of the people all of the 

time. You’d still be receiving complaints, but perhaps a 

significantly smaller number. Nil points for practicality, 

costs and being able to grow, or fulfil the brief.

The alternative is that you trim your customer numbers 

drastically, by turning the complaints function off entirely. 

How would that trimming occur? Huge dissatisfaction and 

large numbers of people sharing that unhappiness with 

other people to the point that your reputation is mired 

in the dirt. People wouldn’t complain, as they wouldn’t be 

able to, they’d simply leave, destroying your reputation into 

the bargain and your business folds, because you can kiss 

goodbye to new customers. Again nil points for practicality, 

costs and being able to grow or fulfil the brief.

The reality is we need complaints

So, that being said, for me I don’t think we’ll ever live in a 

world without complaints, because we need that balance to 

keep things in check. I mean no business is every going to 

match everyone’s needs all the time, and the best feedback 

we can get when something has gone pear shaped is a 

complaint. 

And if you think about it, there are too many people 

involved – from staff, customers and processes that require 

some level of interaction. We’re all human and mistakes 

happen, it’s just a question of accepting this and putting 

things right or being able to explain why something wasn’t 

able to meet their expectations. 

You might be sitting there thinking, well, we could automate 

it all then. Do away with the humans in the process, but 

as we all know, even technology isn’t infallible, because 

nothing is ever perfect. 

And I’m not saying that because I work in complaints, and 

it could be argued I have a vested interest. I genuinely 

believe that customers need to be able to make complaints, 

because of that imperfection. Everyone should have the 

ability and the means by which to tell your business that, 

in their opinion you’ve screwed up.  

So, in answer to my whimsical question at the beginning, 

could we live in a world without complaints? Yes, we 

could with massive, seismic changes to our processes 

and investment, or by completely shutting feedback/

complaints mechanisms down. But is that a world we ever 

want to contemplate? I really don’t think we do, because 

underneath it all we need complaints to be able to 

continue to grow, develop and adapt.  

Sarah is our Financial Services Complaints Expert. She is 

Co-Director of CWSL Training Services Limited, which is on 

a mission to help businesses get more out of the complaints 

process, support customers and their front-line complaints 

handling staff into the bargain.  

Sarah has worked in customer service roles since the start 

of her career, and specifically in the financial services sector 

for over 20 years with over 16 years in various roles at 

the Financial Ombudsman Service. More recently she has 

qualified as a coach and a counsellor, and combines her 

passion for customer service, complaints and mental health.  

Sarah Lawrence

www.cwsltraining.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarah-lawrence-6b1146a6/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarah-lawrence-6b1146a6/
http://www.cwsltraining.com
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By Lee Jones
Director at Elev-8 Performance



Optimising performance is about investing in people’s 

development, and at times like these many organisations 

tend to put that at the bottom of the priority list. Worse 

still, many will treat their people as the problem (financially, 

anyway) and cut heads.

I will never understand this because, time and time again, 

we see that the best way to improve an organisation’s sales 

or service performance is to get more people doing what 

their top performers do.

I recall many conversations with customer service 

leadership teams where I ask why they measure things 

like ‘use of the customer’s name’, or questions like ‘is there 

anything else I can help with?’ Usually, you get an answer 

like ‘…Well that’s what customers want, don’t they?”.

Do they?  I don’t think I have ever interviewed a customer 

where they said: 

“What I want when phoning for help, is for somebody to 

use my first name”.  

You know the best way to drive brilliant customer 

experiences? Observe what your top performers are doing! 

In an organisation, you will have a range of performance, 

from low to high. Irrespective of whether you think your 

organisation performs well, there will always be people 

who perform at a higher level than others.

You need to tap into what your high-performers are doing. 

These people are proof that there are skills within the 

organisation that work.  In our experience, there isn’t just 

one high-performer - there are many.  We keep seeing the 

same skills showing up in organisations time and time 

again - and the great news is that they are repeatable and, 

more importantly, trainable.

I recall a particular customer service centre for one of the 

UK’s largest water companies. We were there to improve 

customer experience and increase their SIM rankings (the 

‘then’ OFWAT regulatory incentive mechanism).

This company had spent money on customer service 

training in the past but were still failing to get it right for 

customers.  This company certainly wasn’t neglecting their 

people’s development - quite the opposite (hence why we 

were there). 
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Swathes of Quality Control Advisors measured 90’s 

customer service skills. Using the customer’s name, smile 

when speaking, and other CX clichés.

Sadly, not only were they focused on the wrong things, but 

compliance had become such a big thing in this business, 

that it was taking over the conversation.  Advisors were 

on autopilot and, seemingly, were too afraid to display any 

initiative or deviate from the script.  I felt like putting my 

head in my hands as I listened to the same story unfold on 

each call:

Advisor - “Hi, you’re through to Lee at Collaboration Water. 

How can I help?”

Customer - “Please can you help? This is the third time I’ve 

called this week!  I have sewage spilling into my garden, 

and we don’t know where it’s coming from!?  The smell is 

so terrible!   I have to carry my children over it to get them 

to the car, and quite frankly, I have had enough! When is 

somebody going to get this sorted?”

Advisor - (in a monotonous voice) “I’m sorry to hear that, can 

I take your postcode, please?”

Wow!  You can imagine how the customer felt and how the 

rest of the call unfolded. This was complete neglect of the 

customer - lack of empathy, lack of energy, and nothing to 

suggest that the problem will get sorted anytime soon.

We listened to hundreds of calls like this – if you were a 

customer, this would be your typical experience.

What was needed was a focus on what high-performers 

were doing in this business.  We could have given advice 

regarding what people should be saying to improve their 

customer experience, but we didn’t need to... the answer 

was already in their business.

“What was needed was 
a focus on what high-
performers were doing 
in this business.”



Lee Jones

We asked to listen to calls that were categorised by 

customers as high-performing (CSAT 5 calls). 

I asked the Quality Team Manager: ‘What makes these calls 

high-performing calls?’

‘They usually use the customer’s name and score highly for 

“personable and polite”’.

What made these calls ‘high-performing’ had nothing to 

do with ‘personable and polite’ behaviour.  To prove the 

point, I scored the personable and politeness of the low 

performing scores, and there was no difference.  How could 

they believe that this was the answer?

We continued to analyse calls, using our Elev-8 Conversation 

Analysis Framework.  There were 7 or 8 things that these 

high-performers did differently. Let’s focus on the call 

opening, by way of an example:

Advisor – ‘Hi, you’re through to Lee at Collaboration Water, 

how can I help?’

Customer – ‘Please can you help, this is the second time 

I’ve called this week?’

Advisor - “OK Mr Jones, I can imagine that’s causing you 

stress, and I can hear in your voice how important getting 

this resolved is for you.  My name is Lee, and I will get this 

sorted as quickly as possible for you.  Now, to ensure I am 

speaking to the account holder, may I take your postcode 

please?”

Bingo! How much better does that sound? How much more 

ownership has that person displayed? How much more 

urgency has this person placed on resolving the customer’s 

issue?  They made their customer feel safe in their hands.

OK, so a few more seconds were added to the call length, 

but the beautiful thing was that high-performers had 

much shorter calls, overall, as well as higher customer 

experience scores.  Why?  They reduced customer anxiety 

and frustration, putting the customer in the advisors’ hands 

and controlling any situation.   

Interestingly, there was a huge internal battle of opinion 

at Board-level around what ‘good’ customer service meant.  

There was a view from many senior leaders that customer 

service could not be improved due to network inefficiencies 

and state of repair.  There was a group of people that said 

customer service couldn’t improve unless process and 

technology did.  Wrong!  People development was the 
answer to improving service for this company.  Improving 

service reduced repeat customers contact, reduced call 

handling times, reduced headcount and improved SIM 

rankings.  If you improve SIM rankings, then you reduce 

OFWAT penalties – even more financial ROI.

The answers to business improvement are likely sat within 

your business. You can spend too long ‘inside’ your business 

and become blinkered. Sometimes, a step back can allow 

you to see that the answer was there all along.

There are two key messages here.  Firstly, the answer to 

improving your business lies within your people. Most 

importantly, though? By developing your people well, you 

can benefit from huge commercial benefits, and these 

will make a massive difference, even when faced with 

unprecedented times. People development = ROI.
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About the UK Regulators’ Network
Back in 2014, a group of UK regulators established the UK 

Regulators’ Network (UKRN) to share knowledge, explore 

and collaborate on cross-cutting issues, and build better 

ways of working for the benefit of consumers and the UK 

economy. Today, we have 13 member regulators that cover a 

wide range of sectors and issues, such as transport, utilities, 

and financial services.

We and our members share knowledge and collaborate 

across a number of areas, ranging from Human Resource 

and Diversity & Inclusion topics to Infrastructure 

Investment and Climate Change. Central to the work done 

through UKRN is improving outcomes for consumers in 

vulnerable circumstances. It’s an area where collaboration 

across regulators, as well as businesses, consumer groups 

and government, is key to making a difference.  

Using data to improve outcomes 
Our work on improving outcomes has focused on the role 

of data. Making better use of data can improve outcomes 

for consumers in vulnerable circumstances by helping 

government, regulators and regulated companies to 

identify consumers who may be experiencing vulnerability, 

understand their needs and provide them with services and 

support to meet those needs.

It’s vital to ensure the consumer voice is at the heart 

of discussions about the use of data. So last year we 

commissioned Revealing Reality to explore people’s 

Regulatory View

By Kathryn Hardy
Vulnerability Manager, UK Regulators Network

Reimaging the use of data: 
Cross-sector regulatory work to improve outcomes 

for consumers in vulnerable circumstances

https://www.ukrn.org.uk/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/
https://www.revealingreality.co.uk/
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attitudes towards the identification, collection and sharing 

of data relating to consumers’ vulnerabilities. 

The research (published on our website) included 

interviews and focus groups with members of the public 

experiencing a variety of vulnerabilities, conditions and 

life circumstances, as well as interviews with firms and 

regulators across different sectors.

The key findings were that:

•	 There was a clear relationship between the severity of 

vulnerability and openness to disclosing and sharing 

this data. So, the needs of those who would benefit 

most from the sharing of data, and are most open to 

it, are being overlooked. 

•	 Firms and consumers overestimate the risks, and 

underestimate the benefits, of data sharing. While 

many concerns are valid, the fear of sharing data is 

often based on misconceptions stemming from a lack 

of clarity.  

•	 So while there is genuine consumer concern about 

the disclosing and sharing of vulnerability data, there 

is a significant group of people who know about the 

help that’s on offer from businesses, value it, and want 

to see it further improved and utilised.

This research shows there is an opportunity right now 

to make a difference in this space, and that the barriers 

perceived by both firms and consumers can be addressed 

and overcome to enable more sharing of vulnerability data 

where it’s appropriate and in a way that improves outcomes 

for consumers. 

Revealing Reality highlighted several potential next steps 

to do this based on the findings, such as: 

•	 Reframe the language around ‘data sharing’ to combat 

negative associations with the term and acknowledge 

the potential benefits.  

•	 Use a needs-based approach to help strike the right 

balance of storing and using information in a non-

intrusive, but useful, way. 

•	 Build empathy with those who would benefit from 

data sharing. 

•	 Better communicate the safeguards in place. 

•	 Build confidence in using legal bases, rather than 

consent, to share information.  

•	 Use a data sharing model that gives consumers 

control. 

Where to from here
“This research shows there is an opportunity for us all to 

work together to find ways to share data in a way that is 

safe and works for consumers, to help make sure those that 

need support can get it. This is an area where we can all 

make a real difference for consumers.” Attricia Archer, UKRN 

Director 

We’re keen to understand people’s views on the research and 

how and where we can best work together – with regulators, 

businesses, consumer organisations and other interested 

parties – to take action that will ultimately benefit people 

that need additional support the most.

We’re holding a Collaboration Network webinar on 4th 

February to discuss this research in more detail and what 

the potential next steps could be. This, alongside other 

information gathering, will help inform how we and 

regulators take this work forward. 

*See UKRN Annual Workplan: https://www.ukrn.org.uk/

publications/ukrn-annual-report-and-2020-21-work-plan/

Vulnerability Manager,
UK Regulators’​ Network

https://www.linkedin.com/in/kathryn-hardy-30768485/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kathryn-hardy-30768485/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/how-can-we-help-you-ukrn-and-revealing-reality-publish-vulnerability-research/
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/82654958383
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-annual-report-and-2020-21-work-plan/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-annual-report-and-2020-21-work-plan/


First Aid England), Darren Minshall (Chief Strategy 
Officer at The PepTalk.Co) and Anastasia Vinnikova 
(Wellbeing Lead at Bank of England).

Geoff McDonald
A quick introduction to myself, my name is Geoff 

McDonald. I spent 25 years working for Unilever, in a 

global HR role, and left Unilever at the end of 2014 to 

essentially go out into the world filled with a very deep 

sense of purpose. And that has been to create workplaces 

all over the world, where people in those workplaces feel 

that they genuinely have the choice to raise their hand up 

and ask for some help if they’re struggling with a common 

form of mental ill health. 

I’ve been on the road, and on this journey, for the last 7 - 8 

Below is an excerpt from an expert panel 
discussion which took place on the Collaboration 
Webinar on 3rd December 2020, revisiting the 
topic of mental health and wellbeing in the 
workplace. This session built on our previous 
discussion panel which took place in the summer 
of 2020. But how has the landscape of mental 
health in the workplace shifted with ensuing 
lockdowns and the winter period?

The discussion was chaired by Geoff McDonald, 
(Mental Health Ambassador to the Collaboration 
Network and International Keynote Speaker). He 
was joined on this discussion by Ama Afrifa-Tchie 
(Head of Culture & Wellbeing at Mental Health 

Expert Panel Discussion

A Discussion on 
Mental Health in the 

Workplace
Part 2

The Expert Panel

Geoff McDonald
Discussion Chair

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
Expert Panlist

Darren Minshall
Expert Panlist

Anastasia Vinnikova
Expert Panlist
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years. And in many ways, COVID-19 has democratised the 

conversation around mental ill health. Outside of the UK, 

I have found that my work has gone to parts of the world 

that previously, this conversation wouldn’t take place, that 

there was far too much stigma to be able to even have 

this conversation. 

And I think that what I have found is that it really has 

democratised this conversation, because I don’t think 

anybody has been immune from the psychological effects 

of COVID-19. So I think we all know the physical effects 

of COVID-19. But I think there have been significant 

psychological effects too, which we probably don’t talk 

enough about. 

And those psychological effects have been driven by 

factors such as a disruption to our social connections, and 

new ways of working, virtual working, working from home, 

significant disruption to our family systems and how 

the family is operating. There’s all the uncertainty that 

the virus has brought in the form of trauma with people 

losing loved ones and people’s ability to work and earn a 

living. I think everybody has been, in some way, impacted 

psychologically. 

And I think that’s allowed for us to have these 

conversations that we might not have been having in 

workplaces or in different parts of the world prior to 

COVID-19. So what I’m going to try to do here is manage a 

conversation between myself and our expert panel. 

I’d firstly like to begin by asking our panel to introduce 

themselves, starting with Anastasia, and to share a little 

about why you are so passionate about this whole concept 

of mental health and wellbeing? 

Anastasia Vinnikova
I’m Anastasia Vinnikova, I’m Wellbeing Lead at the Bank of 

England. But generally, I am very passionate about mental 

health. So, I do lots of other work in the mental health 

space. I recently sat on the Commission for Equality and 

Mental Health with the Centre for Mental Health, which 

was a really interesting piece of work around trying to 

provide policy and structural recommendations to address 

the inequalities in mental health that we see in the UK. 

And I also sit on the steering committee for Thriving From 

the Start, which is an early careers Mental Health Network 

for those who are at the very start of their careers and are 

going through a stressful transitional period. 

So, to answer your question, Geoff, I am very driven by 

personal experiences. I’ve had an anxiety disorder and 

depression for about a decade. And that was quite the 

journey of being within academic and professional 

cultures where that wasn’t really spoken about, which I 

think, hindered my own acceptance and seeking treatment 

to cope with what I was going through. And I think that 

it was when I saw the power of getting it right, and the 

impact that that had on me, both in my personal life in 

terms of looking after my own mental health, but also 

in my professional life. I think that we underestimate 

the power of being able to look after our psychological 

wellbeing and what that enables you to then do in the 

workplace in terms of productivity and output. 

And I began to realise that, unlike what I thought when 

I was 17, I wasn’t the only person in the world going 

through something like that, it is incredibly common. And 

I think that we will have seen that during the pandemic, 

it will have touched even more people. And what I do is 

driven by a desire to help other people to get to a stage 

where it doesn’t have to be something that feels shameful 

to talk about, it doesn’t have to be something that hinders 

your personal or professional life. 

Geoff McDonald
Wonderful, thank you, Anastasia. And can I now turn to 

Ama to give us a bit of an insight about herself and why 

she’s so passionate about this area.

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
I think for me, the reason why I am so passionate about it 

is actually two-fold. I have an extensive career in diversity 

and inclusion, culture and wellbeing. So, seeing it from 

a professional perspective, has provided me with a deep 

insight into what it truly means to be working well in an 

“I think 2020 has been 
pretty much a baptism 
of fire for all of us.”
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environment of healthy culture, a healthy workplace, but 

as well the professional and personal aspects are often 

intertwined in our day to day. So for me, I had a personal 

experience of my own wellbeing journey and mental 

health journey. And actually, at the time, I never realised 

that I was experiencing it until I got to a tipping point 

which was when I realised the impact of what happened 

to me, and that I was coasting through it. 

I work for Mental Health First Aid England, and I do find 

things happen for a reason and very much in full circle. I 

was introduced to Mental Heal First Aid England in 2016, 

when at the time I was working at the Discovery Channel, 

and I think for me that was the realisation of my own 

mental health wellbeing journey, and to realise that I’ve 

been through that journey to come full circle.

I think it’s very topical today. I think 2020 has been pretty 

much a baptism of fire for all of us. Not just in terms 

of dealing with the pandemic, but also in dealing with 

situations that happened in America back in May, to have 

the discussions about race in the workplace, and also how 

that impacts the mental health and wellbeing of people 

of colour and black people. 

So, I think for me, echoing, again, some of the points 

Anastasia raised, it is fundamental to our core, whether 

it is in the workplace, whether it’s our personal lives 

or in any aspects of the ecosystem of societies that we 

live in and connect to, to understand the importance 

of wellbeing and how it impacts people emotionally, 

physically and all other aspects. So for me, it’s a 

humanitarian cause that needs to be at the centre of 

everything that we do. And that’s why I’m passionate 

about it.

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Ama. And it’s lovely to also hear your 

perspective and thank you for everything that you’re doing 

in this particular space. It’s wonderful. And to you, Darren 

an introduction to yourself.

Darren Minshall
My name is Darren Minshall and for the last 25 years, I’ve 

been focused on HR and people related roles for large 

multi-nationals. Around two or three years ago, I started 

my own consultancy, supporting businesses, start-ups and 

SMEs. And I’ve always been passionate about the people 

agenda for a business and that holistic people agenda, 

which obviously covers a wide range of areas in terms of 

employee engagement, employee welfare, mental health 

and wellbeing, diversity and inclusion. 

From a personal perspective, it’s obviously been an 

eventful year for everybody. I had a bereavement earlier 

on in the year and took a lifestyle change that I would 

look to pivot and change career path just ever so slightly. 

So, I’m now working as Chief Strategy Officer with a 

start-up called The PepTalk Co. who basically have 450 

real world experts and we provide support to CPOs, 

HR teams and businesses with inspirational speakers 

across a wide range of topics, from health and wellbeing, 

remote working, diversity and inclusion. And it’s been a 

really rewarding and enlightening experience and having 

worked with clients like Starbucks, BMW and Apple over 

the last few months, and their people agendas, we’ve got 

some really good insight in terms of resilience, mental 

health and wellbeing, that are the factors at the top of 

everybody’s people agenda, and we can obviously unpack 

some of those later on through the conversation.

Geoff McDonald
Wonderful, thank you, Darren, and why don’t I stay with 

you for a moment, because you really triggered a thought 

for me when you were talking about your experience with 

SMEs, small to medium sized enterprises. We often talk 

about some of the amazing work that is going on in this 

particular space (mental health in the workplace) within 

organisations like a Bank of England, like a Unilever, like a 

HSBC or a KPMG. But the whole SME community, I mean, 

how does the SME community deal with this issue of 

mental health and wellbeing? Where do they look to get 

their support, and resources to undertake the initiatives 

that some of the larger organisations are doing?

“SMEs are actually more 
agile and adaptable to 
providing support and 
progression in these 
areas.”
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Darren Minshall
Well, what’s interesting, ironically, is that I’ve often found, 

through my experience, SMEs are actually more agile and 

adaptable to providing support and progression in these 

areas. My experience has always been that businesses 

such as these have been a lot more community based. So, 

voices can be heard, agendas can be raised, and support 

can be provided. And that’s right across the board - mental 

health, wellbeing, diversity and inclusion, all of those 

areas. I’ve tended to find that the larger the organisation, 

unless it’s got the infrastructure, and the purpose behind 

it, is a bit like a super-tanker trying to turn, so it takes a 

while for initiatives and momentum to actually build up 

within a business. 

And SMEs tend to have communities and networks 

running through them. The main start-ups that I have 

been involved in as SMEs have been technology and 

digital based. But they’re all very, very progressive in those 

areas, they almost take it as a condition of employment 

that they need to provide support for the welfare of the 

people within their business. 

And it’s interesting that I now find that when I’m talking 

on the other side of the table now in the role that I’m 

doing at the moment, when you’re talking to employers, 

I think this whole future of work, and a better ‘normal’ 

going into 2021, the focus for a lot of organisations is the 

agenda being driven, because it’s probably progressed by 

five years within five months, because you’ve no longer 

got everybody in one contained environment and you’ve 

got to come up with innovative ways in which you can 

support employees. And it’s almost a condition that they 

expect now in most businesses from a social, from an 

economic support and welfare point of view, what support 

is going to be provided?

Geoff McDonald
So, Darren, if I was the CEO of an SME, are there 

associations or communities of practice that I could turn 

to, in order to get more advice, more guidance, on the 

wellbeing agenda?

Darren Minshall
Yes, absolutely. There are communities. I mentor a few 

HR professionals who were in the early stages of their 

career and going into Head of People roles in businesses 

of around 200 people. And my advice is always to look at 

platforms like LinkedIn, which is a gatekeeper community 

for HR professionals, there’s thought pieces, there’s a 

wealth of free resources and opportunity on thought-

leadership and you can tap into in those areas. Any simple 

Google search will probably be able to present you with 

a wealth of different providers. When I look back, even 

before COVID-19 hit, there was work going on in that 

area. Now, I think it’s exponentially grown over the last 

several months.

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Darren. And to you, Anastasia, just to talk a 

little bit from a larger organisation’s perspective, and 

I’m not asking you to talk specifically around the Bank of 

England. But one of the things I’ve been quite critical of, 

and that I challenge organisations around, is wellbeing, 

and that as an initiative it often doesn’t really stick within 

an organisation. It tends to be case of having a ‘wellbeing 

week’ where they’ll care for you for one week of the year 

and it will flog you to death for the other 51 weeks of the 

year. Do you have any insights in terms of why it might 

not be sticking to the degree in which it should? And 

what do you think the pandemic offers us?

Anastasia Vinnikova
Possibly, though I’m a little bit more of an optimist than 

you. I think I know what you mean about it not sticking. 

But I think that we’re starting to see a bit of a departure 

from some of those actions, which in the past have been 

maybe tokens gestures and not really embedded in. I 

think it’s taken time for larger organisations to adapt.

And I think that one of the challenges is that some of the 

larger organisations, which you listed earlier, have a very 

long history, and sometimes it can be difficult to start 

deviating from how things were done before, and this can 

take time. Across society, how we look at mental health 

and wellbeing has moved on, we’re in a very different 

“Across society, how 
we look at mental 
health and wellbeing 
has moved on.”
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place today than where we were 10 years ago. And I think 

that organisations are trying to move along with that, 

albeit at a slower pace perhaps than we would like them 

to, but I think that we are seeing some change. And I think 

that a part of wellbeing is about processes, and kind of 

a core framework incorporating people. And I think that 

interestingly, through the pandemic, we are seeing more 

of a call and more of a need, and a focus on things like 

compassionate leadership.

On the surface it may not seem that compassionate 

leadership has anything to do with mental health and 

wellbeing. But it has, because it’s your consideration for 

other people, the context that they might find themselves 

in, the impact of your own actions on other people. 

If you’re writing people emails at 11 o’clock at night, 

and expecting them to respond immediately, you’re 

not thinking about what your actions are doing to the 

wellbeing of others. So, I think we are moving in that 

direction. 

And I think that what’s helpful is that generally, as a 

society, as we become more literate around mental 

health and wellbeing, I think what happens is that we 

can communicate to those organisations, whether they’re 

small or big, about what we expect. Whether that’s 

directly by saying, ‘we need more of X, Y and Z’. Also, I think 

through people’s decisions about where they go to work - 

whether you choose a big name or whether it’s actually a 

small start-up, that you’re really going to be cared about, I 

think that sends signals to larger organisations. 

So, I think that it’s just that the pace maybe is a little bit 

slower than society. But I do think that organisations are 

starting to think more about those tokens, because there 

is that acknowledgement that you’re not going to get the 

talent that you need, but also, you’re not going to keep 

them if you don’t genuinely do the right things to look 

after their wellbeing and to make them feel supported. 

Geoff McDonald
You’ve triggered a couple of thoughts there, Anastasia. 

I saw a report the other day that suggested during this 

pandemic, organisations that have done things because 

it’s just the right thing to do. I’ll just give one example, 

Tesco have now given back quite a lot of money as a 

result of some of the relief that they’ve had, in terms of 

rents, etc., back to the government. 

And what we’ve seen during this period is that the 

interests in those sorts of organisations, that have been 

doing the right thing, has gone through the roof. 

There was a bit of research done recently by Gallup, 

who have said that during this period, they’ve done 

some research on what is it that followers are looking 

for from their leaders. The first is that the leaders will 

instil trust. The second is that their leaders will instil 

stability. The third is that the leaders will instil hope. 

And then finally, to your point, Anastasia. The fourth is 

they’re looking for leaders who are instilling and showing 

compassion. Compassion to their people, which, let’s 

hope that as we move through this pandemic, that little 

window of opportunity allows us to see the value of more 

compassionate, and human leaders in workplaces today. 

If I can come to you now, Ama, and just ask, being part 

of Mental Health First Aid England, what are you seeing 

the best companies doing in terms of addressing the 

stigma of mental ill health? I’m sure providing training, 

like what Mental Health First Aid England does, is part 

of that journey. But what else are companies doing that 

is helping to shift the culture and create a truly inclusive 

and psychologically safe place where people don’t 

feel ashamed to talk about their mental or emotional 

struggles when they need to? What do you think?

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
As you mentioned, our training is only part of it. And 

actually, when we have companies come to talk to us 

about wanting to have some of our training, we actually 

ask them, what is the holistic whole organisational 

approach that they are taking? We really have a 

robust conversation, asking them to really think about 

strategically how that impacts their culture and what they 

“Are you enabling your 
employees to either 
share their experience 
or talk about their 
experiences? ”
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need to achieve. So, we don’t promote just having training 

and just running campaigns, we actually have on our 

website, a diagnostic tool framework for companies to talk 

about how healthy their organisation is and the things 

you need to consider which, training is part of.

I think companies that are doing it quite well, or are 

on the road to doing quite well, are thinking about the 

cultural piece, and also thinking about role-modelling 

better behaviours. So again, creating the safe spaces for 

individuals to be able to have the conversations that they 

need to have and how they support them. I think when 

you think about it, in terms of what their strategies might 

look like, they would probably look at things to do with 

not just emotional and physical, but also financial, given 

the considerations in terms of the current climate we’re in. 

And we look at it from that whole lifestyle approach. 

We also encourage organisation’s that we have spoken 

to around the ‘my whole self’ campaign’, how do you 

integrate the inclusion dynamic into wellbeing to make 

that culture change in terms of the workplace. So the 

question then becomes, how are you making sure that 

your leadership shows them models of behaviour that you 

want to show in terms of cultural inclusion and mental 

health and wellbeing. To Anastasia’s point, if a leader is 

sending an email at 11 o’clock at night, does that email 

include a note to say they don’t need to respond to it, and 

that’s their choice of how they want to work. But that is 

not the way they expect that their teams and individuals 

in their teams to follow suit. 

I think there’s also things around how you support the 

leaders as people. We talk a lot about line managers. 

So again, organisations that are doing this quite well 

are looking at the support that line managers need, as 

people managers, to enable people to have the support 

that they need. So how are you communicating with 

your employees? How transparent are you with your 

communications? What channels or forums do you use? 

Are you enabling your employees to either share their 

experience or talk about their experiences? 

And actually, when you’re looking at your supply chain 

and suppliers, are you asking them the critical questions 

that you should be asking yourself internally about 

wellbeing? How do they treat their own workforce? 

Are they committed to wellbeing and inclusion? I think 

good companies that are showing and exhibiting that 

are looking at the employee lifecycle and the employee 

experience throughout that lifecycle and actually properly 

scrutinise and review what actually needs to change and 

inviting their employees to be part of that conversation 

to change and make the impact that is needed to help 

support them.

Geoff McDonald
I think you made a really good point earlier around the 

whole diversity and inclusion agenda. There seems to 

be a real momentum, particularly as a result of what has 

happened in the United States recently, the Black Lives 

Matter movement. And the whole D&I agenda seems to 

be very high up for a lot of people. And I think there’s a 

real opportunity to include mental health and mental 

wellbeing in that agenda. Because I often say, don’t tell 

me that you’re an inclusive workplace if I can’t come and 

talk to you about my mental ill health, or my emotional 

struggles when I need to. Don’t ask me to leave my 

emotions and my cognitive ability at the door when I 

walk in, otherwise all you really want of me is to bring my 

physical self and be able to talk about my physical self. 

So, I think there’s a real opportunity to include the whole 

mental health and the stigma that surrounds mental 

health in that inclusion agenda, to create a truly inclusive 

workplace. 

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
I think the bottom line is, do individuals feel that they 

can bring their whole selves to work? As a business, are 

you creating those cultures, and those workplaces where 

you are building healthy relationships, healthy work 

performance culture, where individuals do feel that they 

can opt in? So, it’s the employee’s choice, whether they 

choose to bring their whole self in or not. 

“The flexible working 
agenda has probably 
advanced five years in 
just five month.”
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Geoff McDonald
Darren, when COVID struck back in March, and we were 

put into a lockdown, here in the UK, when we went into 

lockdown, it was perhaps a little bit of a novelty at first. 

And, in fact, people actually quite enjoyed it. Because 

we had the lovely weather, we had long days, we didn’t 

have that grind of getting on the train when there was a 

beautiful morning, and you could probably go for a run. 

And people were outdoors. 

But with the winter and lockdowns, we know about 

factors such as sad seasonal affective disorder. What is it 

that you think companies could be doing, even more so, 

during this time? As we go into the winter? What is it that 

they could be doing to really mitigate the further risk of 

burnout as well as increased mental ill health conditions?

Darren Minshall
I think what’s interesting, as you as you’ve just alluded to, 

is that from a people perspective, organisations viewed 

the three months during the spring/summer as just a 

little bit of a hump to get over. And I don’t think a lot of 

businesses foresaw what is actually happening from a 

society point of view, from an economic point of view, or 

from a business perspective as well, is that now going 

through these subsequent phases of lockdown, actually, 

it’s not about what people need to do now, it’s about what 

people need to do for the future. 

A lot of the focus, I think, for people agendas within 

businesses right now is that even with a vaccine, there are 

still going to be significant impacts on people going into 

Q1 of 2021. The flexible working agenda has probably 

advanced five years in just five months. Any naysayers 

that ever believed that you couldn’t do that have been 

proven wrong. But when situations are forced upon you, 

it’s interesting to see how people can respond and create 

those frameworks for support. 

People keep talking about the new norm, I don’t think 

there will be a new norm, I think it will be cycles of 

change. I think there’ll be a push at the beginning of 2021 

to try and get people as quickly as possible back together. 

But I do think that now that businesses will probably be 

looking at different structures in terms of do they go with 

all employees, or do they have a contingent workforce? 

How do you work with that? What does it mean from a 

management and leadership point of view? What does 

that mean from an employee welfare point of view? I 

think all of those considerations are currently there. And 

for me, it’s a medium to long-term strategy that I think 

businesses are now beginning to grasp. 

I’m talking to clients over the last few weeks where 

previously they would have tentatively have just tried to 

get their neck through the next few months, they’re now 

looking at long-term strategies around how they need 

to put people agendas in place and support people in 

business. 

I do think that in the past, pre-lockdown, there’s been a 

lot of people that have basically created labels around 

how they’re a caring employer, a compassionate employer, 

and supportive. I think now they’re really pushing the 

agenda, they need support, they need to have their voices 

heard, they need a welfare mechanism in place from a 

social or from an economic point of view. So, I think a 

lot of the strategies will need to turn towards long-term 

support. And I only see that as being a benefit in terms of 

the kind of reward support and benefits strategies that 

businesses will have going forward.

Geoff McDonald
Thank you, Darren. Anastasia, did you want to comment on 

that, could companies be doing more this winter? What 

could they be doing? And what could individuals be doing 

as well? Because I think there’s a degree of organisational 

accountability in the space, but there’s also a degree of 

individual accountability to look after your own wellbeing.

Anastasia Vinnikova
I think from a winter wellbeing perspective, what’s really, 

really important, particularly this winter because of 

everything else that’s going on, is to avoid the temptation 

to have your blinkers on and to only be thinking 

specifically about COVID. Winter is a difficult time for 

wellbeing generally. There are so many things at play, 

“Winter is a difficult 
time for wellbeing 
generally.”
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from our financial wellbeing to the changes in our diet, 

increases in alcohol intake, darker days, we’re less likely to 

go outside, that’s going to have an impact on our mental 

health. 

And yes, of course, all of those things are affected in 

different ways by what’s going on in the context of the 

pandemic. But I think that it is important sometimes to 

bring people back to those basics of this is what happens 

at winter. And this is how we mitigate some of those 

things. These are some of the things that we should 

be aware of both for ourselves, but also, a lot of the 

principles of wellbeing extend beyond just the workplace 

environment. It’s about your interactions with your family, 

with your friends. It’s our lack of being able to go outside 

because it’s a bit rainy and cold, that is going to impact 

how we feel. 

As an organisation, very often your role is to equip people 

with the knowledge and understanding of what some 

of those obstacles are, and what are the things that you 

can do to overcome them. And then hopefully, what that 

does is empower individuals to think okay, well, these 

are the things that I need to look out for over the next 

couple of months. And I think that the usual challenges of 

that winter period are, of course, amplified by the context 

that we find ourselves in. We don’t have that same relief 

of social contact that might make us feel included, that 

might make us feel happy and improve our mental health 

as we surround ourselves with people that we care about 

and love. 

I think you have to be aware of some of those obstacles 

to then be able to overcome them. So I think that there’s 

definitely that education piece. But not just saying, look at 

all these things that are going to be bad this winter, but 

also saying, look at all these things that are opportunities 

for us to mitigate some of the things that might make us 

feel bad.

Geoff McDonald
What sort of very simple practical tips could you offer 

to people to think about employees during this winter 

period? I have seen recently some data around mental 

ill health, depression and anxiety, but some data around 

burnout too, and the increased prevalence of burnout 

right now. I was with an organisation yesterday, where 

over 50%, almost 60%, of the people were saying that 

they were either close to or at very high risk of burnout. 

What practical tips could you give that we as an 

individual could take on to prevent burnout?

Anastasia Vinnikova
I think there’s kind of a two-fold question there because 

I suppose there are some things that are relevant 

specifically to this time period. And some things more 

broadly. I think that there are things that you can do. For 

example, there’s a reluctance, I think, for people to go out 

and get the same exercises we might have done in the 

summer, because it’s not so nice to have a walk in the rain. 

But I think that my biggest piece of advice is that there’s 

no such thing as bad weather, only bad preparedness for 

the weather. So, wrap up warm, and grab your brolly and 

take that opportunity, while it’s still light, to get a little bit 

to whatever sunlight is peeking through the clouds. 

And when you think about that, from the perspective of, 

I’m doing that for my physical wellbeing, because I know 

that it’s good for me to go out and get my heart rate up 

and see a bit of nature and change my environment, when 

you force yourself to do that, in the middle of the day 

with the excuse of it is going to be horrible when it’s dark 

at six o’clock, what you do is you break up your day.

When we are stuck in the same position, in your dining 

room, or your study or your bedroom, wherever you’re 

working from, it becomes easy to just keep going, it’s very 

hard to break away, because you don’t have a reason to 

break away, even if it’s to go and get a cup of tea, you 

might only be going a couple of metres to your left to go 

and turn your kettle on, which isn’t what we see in the 

office, and you don’t have that benefit of commuting. 

So I think it’s something about trying to replicate those 

forced breaks in the day that we would have if we were 

in the office. And if you convince yourself that the reason 

“What’s important is the 
pattern of your sleep 
cycles, it’s not just about 
sleeping for 14 hours.”
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that you’re going outside is to get that fresh air, then that 

has the additional impact of taking you away from the work 

that you’re doing, then that’s important as well. 

I think it’s things like sleep that can be really disrupted at 

the moment. Particularly at the beginning of the lockdown, 

there were lots of articles about people saying, my sleep 

is disrupted. And it’s related to generally heightened 

sensations of fear and anxiety amongst people. But then 

we move to the winter, we have this temptation to start 

hibernating and going to bed earlier and sleeping for 

longer. What’s important is the pattern of your sleep 

cycles, it’s not just about sleeping for 14 hours, that’s not 

necessarily beneficial for you. 

And I think, the things that we do in our personal life with 

our physical wellbeing inadvertently have an impact on 

how we approach our work. But I think that on the burnout 

piece, what I think is incredibly important, and is an 

opportunity at the moment where many of us might be in a 

similar position to others from the point of view, is trying to 

find a way to communicate to the others around you what 

might be causing that sensation of feeling burnout. 

So for example, coming back to what Ama mentioned 

earlier, if you’re getting emails from someone at 11pm, 

and you don’t know if that means that you should be 

replying at that time or not, I think that that’s a moment 

to intervene and say, I don’t work those hours, it’s okay if 

they’re comfortable for you, but please don’t expect a reply 

from me at that time. I think that’s a very reasonable thing 

to say to someone. But also, those limits might vary for 

someone, if it’s that, please don’t expect a reply from me 

at three o’clock, because I have to go and pick my child up 

from nursery. I think it is important to set those boundaries, 

and have those conversations about some of those things 

that are behaviours for other people that might impact how 

you feel. And then conversely, also reflect on are you doing 

some of those things for others? 

I think that is important, because we have more of an 

impact on one another than I think often we realise. And I 

think that those are sometimes some of the things that can 

contribute to that sensation of being swept away. And that 

snowballing effect that does lead to burnout.

Geoff McDonald
I love the concept of building in boundaries to your day. 

Ama, a question for you: how can we identify and support 

people with high functioning depression or anxiety? And 

how can we raise awareness of this type of mental health 

issue amongst our peers? 

Ama Afrifa-Tchie
It’s a great question, it’s also an interesting one, because 

often we look for the anomalies that show that an 

individual isn’t coping. So, with our training, we look at 

symptoms and signs to look for. If somebody is withdrawn, 

who is normally bubbly in nature, are there certain things 

that actually are the opposite characteristics of that 

individual? 

I think when you’re looking at high functioning people in 

that sense, it is often that they’re very high functioning, 

and what in essence you would typically look for is 

invisible, but actually will come through to certain 

degrees. And I think that the key thing is that it comes 

back to the point around really understanding and 

knowing your people. And in order to do that you set time 

aside to have the conversations to ask how people how 

they are truly doing. 

What we often say to our Mental Health First Aiders is 

that whilst the signs and symptoms might be there, in 

terms of how people present themselves, or how they 

interact with individuals, it’s quite hard sometimes to 

“Whilst the signs 
and symptoms might 
be there, in terms of 
how people present 
themselves, or how 
they interact with 
individuals, it’s quite 
hard sometimes to look 
for it virtually.”
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look for it virtually as well, because in the office, you can 

see it, but virtually, you have to really take that time and 

proactively put in time to get to check in on people. 

So again, I think it’s the questions around making sure 

you ask the right questions, or the questions you need 

to be asking is, how is your day? What have you been 

up to? Really good, in-depth questions that bring the 

characteristics and the real essence of the individual out.

It’s very much about continually asking those questions, 

because you can ask once and somebody will be fine. 

And it can be quite difficult when you’re looking at 

someone who is high performing, high functioning, 

because in essence, what they are showing might actually 

be the height of the extreme of what they normally 

are, compared to actually the lesser of the extreme 

of work routine. But you need to put in the time, it’s 

all about those wellbeing conversations, it’s all about 

understanding where that person is and enabling that 

person to trust you to want to open up and say ‘Look, I’m 

really struggling’, but you can look out for that. 

But in order for that to happen, you need to build a 

relationship with that individual. What I will say is that 

we shouldn’t all start going into it looking for the signs 

like we are counsellors, because you’re not trying to be 

a counsellor, you’re not the expert in the field. But what 

you do need to do, from the human element, is make sure 

you’re making those right conversations, you’re constantly 

checking in on those individuals. And just making sure 

that they know that your door is open for the conversation 

and to be able to signpost them to it. 

There will come a point if you don’t look after your 

wellness, you will then have to manage your illness. We 

all have a breaking point. We don’t want people to get to 

that breaking point for us to then notice it. But there will 

be some things even for a high performing person who’s 

either anxious or suffering from depression that will come 

through. 
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Consumer Patience is Wearing 
Thin. Are you Prepared?
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Expert View

It’s been an incredibly challenging 10 months, and after 

all our hope and celebrations on 31 December, we find 

ourselves back in Lockdown and facing the worst episode 

of the pandemic so far.

Many of us felt blindsided by the announcements after 

Christmas. Having only just emerged from the last lockdown 

in November, there was hope that – at the very least – 

this year might be managed through the new tier system, 

with different parts of the country moving in and out of 

tighter measures as the virus rates changed. But – perhaps 

predictably with hindsight – Christmas saw the situation 

spin out of control nationally and has rapidly taken us to 

the darkest moment in the pandemic so far.

Although the mixed messaging from government has been 

frustrating, 2020 was at least a chance to get to grips 

with working in the new normal – to use a now well-worn 

cliché. While many businesses were found out at being 

underprepared when the pandemic began, many surprised 

themselves as they adapted to the new environment 

quickly. Others struggled. But as we continue through this 

challenging era in 2021, most customers have now run out 

of goodwill when it comes to the service providers that they 

have to deal with. Many consumers are tired, frustrated – 

and in some cases financially vulnerable – after the strain of 

the last year, and when something goes wrong that would 

normally be simple, they’re likely to be on shorter fuses.

I was struck that when the organisers of the clap for carers 

movement tried to get people on their doorsteps again at 

the start of January – almost nobody bothered. My kids and 

I were literally the only people on our street banging our 

pots and pans from our doorstep!

So has your firm learned its lessons from lockdown one? If 

you weren’t able to crack the operational challenges that 

lockdown threw up for your business in 2020, have you at 

James Daley
Financial Ethics Champion
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Unfortunately, 2021 is not going to be the plain sailing 

that many of us hoped. There’s still some way to go until 

coronavirus is behind us. But even though your business 

and your staff are feeling fatigued, be careful not to drop 

the ball in this last period. If you can leave people feeling 

that you looked after them at a time when they were feeling 

at their most vulnerable – as so many people are right now 

- you will have a much greater chance of retaining them. 

Not just now, but for life.

least cracked the communication ones? If you can’t offer 

the same levels of service, are you letting customers know 

– and implementing new ways to support them – perhaps 

offering call backs or email support rather than leaving 

them hanging on the phone for hours.

One major financial services business was recently telling 

me how the first lockdown had helped it innovate. When it 

struggled to keep its call centres at full capacity, it began 

diverting many of its customers’ calls straight into their 

local branches – providing a better service, and food for 

thought about a whole different model once the pandemic 

is over.

But if you’re not able to adapt to meet your customer’s 

expectations, it may be the time to start thinking about 

ways to say sorry and to compensate them if they do 

suffer as a result of your operational challenges. Given 

that people’s patience has mostly evaporated, they will 

be more ready to start moving their business elsewhere. 

If you’re honest about your struggle and even offer up a 

small discount or gift for those that are inconvenienced, 

you may be better placed to retain them through to the 

end of the pandemic and beyond.

Good customer service is all about meeting and exceeding 

customers expectations. 

And when you fail to do that, there’s still the opportunity 

to exceed their expectations in the way you respond to 

their complaint.

“If you’re not able to adapt 
to meet your customer’s 
expectations, it may be the 
time to start thinking about 
ways to say sorry and to 
compensate them.”

James Daley is Financial Ethics Champion at the 

Collaboration Network and Managing Director of 

Fairer Finance. He has been a consumer campaigner 

and financial journalist for 20 years. Before launching 

Fairer Finance in 2014, he worked for the consumer 

group, Which? where he campaigned for a better deal 

for customers of banks and insurers in the wake of the 

financial crisis.
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from family members and told them, this is the last time I 

won’t do it again.

It cost me relationships with my mum and my brother, which 

I still haven’t got back to this day. I lost a few friends along 

the way and other relationships. I’ve got two children, 7 and 

9, and the relationship with their mum broke down because 

of my gambling.

I had to move out of my family home, and I wasn’t there to 

see my children every day. I was working long hours in the 

betting shop and just became very isolated. My gambling 

spiralled out of control. My mental health took a real turn for 

the worst, and I attempted suicide because I just couldn’t see 

a way out.

So that was really the rock bottom. And it was at that point 

that I knew I really needed help. 

So I reached out to a gambling operator. That first phone 

call that I had was just a massive relief. Just having someone 

to talk to that I knew had gone through it and really 

understood me and wasn’t going to judge me. It’s a game 

changer.

It was a privilege to have Matt Blanks as a recent guest 

on my podcast. Matt is a recovering gambling addict, now 

working with BetKnowMore, a gambling charity, using 

his lived experience to help and support others currently 

suffering. 

Matt’s personal journey is powerful, and I want to share 

some of the podcast conversation here.:

“I used to work in the betting shops for 16 years. That 

was my background. During that time, I struggled with a 

gambling addiction for the best part of 20 years. I was 11 

years old when I was first exposed to gambling. My mum 

and dad were going through a divorce, and at that age, 

I found it really tough not being able to talk about my 

emotions and my feelings.

My dad moved out of the family home and he moved in with 

his dad, my granddad. My grandad bet on the horses and he 

asked me to pick a horse and at 11 years old, I didn’t have a 

clue what I was doing and just picked a name. And you know 

what happened? My horse won at thirty four to one and my 

granddad won on it.

He gave me twenty pounds! Instantly my first experience 

of gambling at a young and difficult time in my life was a 

reward. And it kind of started from there.

Over the years I got in deep, that I was borrowing money, 

taking out credit cards and loans. I got bailout after bailout 

Gambling Addiction – A Lived Experience

Helen Pettifer, 
Customer Vulnerabilty Expert

Expert View

“Everyone thinks of gambling 
as associated with money and it 
isn’t just about money. ”
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Everyone thinks of gambling as associated with money and it 

isn’t just about money.  It’s such a complex issue. Gambling 

addiction. There is normally always a reason behind why 

people gamble. Money isn’t the only impact that gambling 

addiction has. It totally consumes you. If you’re not actually 

doing the activity of gambling, then you’re thinking about 

gambling and you’re thinking about how you can get hold of 

more money.

You miss family engagements. You don’t see friends because 

you haven’t got money. You’re essentially living a double life 

because there’s no physical signs like drugs and alcohol. You 

can present as normal on the outside, but inside is absolute 

chaos. Unfortunately, there is a high suicide rate attached 

to gambling, whether that be through suicide attempts or, 

unfortunately, death by suicide.

People don’t talk about their addiction, but things to look out 

for in a person are mood swings, being tired, talking about 

gambling, maybe big wins. Talking about money a lot, asking 

when payday is or, even borrowing money.

I used to always post on Facebook about the big wins. I never 

posted how much I lost. And if you looked at my timeline, 

you’d think I was a millionaire!. No one knew the extent of 

damage because people just talk about the wins. 

These are all red flags. These are all potential warning signs 

to look out for that someone could be struggling with their 

gambling.

We should be looking out for people that we engage with 

every day. Our colleagues, friends, families. These are 

indicators that we can pick up from other people, then start 

that conversation. 

It’s just asking that question – “Is everything OK?” 

And someone might not be ready at that time. But if you’ve 

normalised the conversation, maybe when someone gets 

into a bit of trouble further down the line, they think, I can 

actually go and talk to this person because they did try and 

open up a conversation before. 

It’s also about being able to signpost. The National Problem 

Gambling Helpline is a service that runs 24 hours a day, 365 

days a year. Someone struggling can pick up the phone and 

talk to someone or they can use the chatline on their website. 

I would say to anyone that is listening and is struggling, to 

reach out for help.

The first conversation is sometimes the most difficult. But 

once you’ve got that out of the way, you’ve actually spoken 

to someone and you know that there is help and support, it 

moves on from there.

I wish I’d reached out a lot sooner than I actually did. 

I speak to a lot of people in recovery that say the same thing 

because generally you have to hit rock bottom before you 

reach out for help. 

A life in recovery is amazing and it is possible. I never 

thought it was possible, but now I’m living proof that it is.”

You can listen to the whole podcast episode on Apple 

podcast, Spotify, other podcast platforms or here: 

https://www.spreaker.com/user/helenpettifer/episode-25-

gambling-addiction-a-lived-ex

Helen Pettifer is our Customer Vulnerability Specialist. She 

is a  customer service consultant and trainer, specialising in 

consumer vulnerability since early 2018. Helen has built up 

a strong brand reputation for her work in raising awareness 

and standards within organisations on treating vulnerable 

customers fairly. 

Helen Pettifer
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Keeping Balanced in Lockdown:
7 Tips for Better Mental Health

By Will Archer

I recall when I was in school one of our teachers used to 

run a juggling class. I never attended one, so I can’t say for 

certain if these lessons would have enabled me to perfect 

this ability, but over the past few weeks I’ve found myself 

thinking that perhaps juggling would be a useful skill to 

have in my kitbag. 

Not that I’m unaccustomed to managing multiple 

tasks, projects or work-flows. Or indeed, balancing my 

responsibilities as a father and my own personal interests, 

such as exercising. Life is about balance after all.

Yet I’ve found juggling everything over the past two weeks 

has been tough, and I don’t mind admitting, I lost that 

balance for a while. 

My daughter and I had to isolate from everyone for a two-

week period on our own away from our support bubble due 

to coming into contact with someone with Covid. During 

that time, as a single father, I was home schooling (I’ve lost 

track of the number of times I’ve said the word ‘phonics’ 

and the number of times I’ve had PVA glue stuck to my 

shirt) and juggling multiple work-flows, cleaning, cooking, 

and literally never finding any time to relax. 

Meanwhile, the noise from the media was presenting a 

vision of daunting scenarios, with rising Covid cases and 

fatalities, with no clear end in sight to this new lockdown.

And before too long, the stress and anxiety of it all caught 

up with me. And I had to remind myself to breathe. So 

that’s why I would like to share with you here 7 tips for 

anyone who find themselves struggling with their mental 

wellbeing during this latest lockdown.

I’m a big believer in sharing stories around mental 

wellbeing, and at times like this it’s important for all of 

us to ensure we regulate ourselves, and take the time to 

look after our health, both body and mind. Because if I was 

feeling that level of stress, then I know for a fact that others 

will be too. And many feeling it far, far worse than I.

1.	 Breathe
It may sound simple, we do it involuntarily after all, but 

breathing is crucial. When waves of stress and anxiety feel 

as though they are going to overwhelm you, find a quiet 

“At times like this it’s 
important for all of us to 
ensure we regulate ourselves, 
and take the time to look after 
our health, both body and 
mind.”
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place, close your eyes and breathe deeply; inhale through 

your nose and exhale slowly through your mouth, pursing 

your lips. Repeat this several times and you will soon find 

yourself calming and your body relaxing. If you’ve yet to try 

it, now could be a good time to explore meditation and mind 

calming techniques. 

2.	 Control the controllables
There is so much happening right now that’s been taken out 

of our hands and beyond the realm of our control. If you aren’t 

able to solve the problem, then try not to focus upon it too 

much. Try not to worry about things beyond your influence of 

control. It reaps little reward and costs you energy. Instead 

concentrate on what you can control.

Control the controllables. 

3.	 Exercise (if you can)
Personally, I find it harder to do a workout at home than I 

would if the gyms were open and I had to physically take 

myself somewhere to exercise, and I know others find this to 

be true too. Once you’re in the gym you can focus solely on 

a workout, but at home there’s challenges and distractions. 

There are tasks to be done, there’s not enough space, you 

don’t have the equipment, the kids want too much of your 

time, etc. But try to make time, whether it’s a walk around the 

block, skipping in the garden, or doing a Joe Wicks workout 

with the kids (my daughter and I do this), just try to find some 

time to exercise your body. Your mind will thank you for it 

later.

4.	 Talk to people
I was so busy for a while that I didn’t find the time to talk to 

anyone, to discuss how I was feeling and exchange stories to 

reinforce that I wasn’t the only one feeling this stress. When 

my phone rang recently, I was almost tempted to not answer, 

because I felt I didn’t have the time. But after a 20 minute 

call with a good friend I felt a lot more relaxed. A weight was 

lifted. And afterward I was very grateful for the call. As the BT 

adverts used to say, ‘It’s good to talk’.

5.	 Be in the moment
It’s been a tough 12 months, I won’t sugar-coat it. And it could 

yet still be a difficult period ahead for an indeterminate 

amount of time. But rather than fret about the past, or worry 

about the future, try to focus and live within the moment. 

Don’t worry about tomorrow at this point (as my Nan says, 

it’s promised to no one) just focus on the moment. Breathe, 

live and find a sense of peace by centring yourself where you 

are, rather than putting your energy into apprehensions for 

the future or regrets of the past. Energy goes where energy 

flows, so try to focus it upon the present. Because that’s 

where you are.

6.	 Ask for help
There’s no point in being a martyr or pretending you are 

fine when you are not. If it’s all becoming too much, speak 

to someone. One thing that delights me is that as a society 

here in the UK, we seem to have breached the taboo barrier 

around mental health and our ability to open up. Especially 

for men. That’s not to say there’s not more work to be done 

in this area, but it’s definitely a safer space now to raise 

your hand and admit you’re struggling. If that is the case, 

then speak to your family or friends and confide in your 

line manager. Your employer has a duty of care for you and 

that applies to your mental health as well as your physical 

health. If you don’t feel comfortable confiding in those 

individuals you can also reach out to the Samaritans, SANE, 

Support Line or Mind UK.

7.	 Remember, it will pass
Much like the ocean tides, whatever is washing over you - 

be it stress, anxiety or personal worries - it will eventually 

wash away. The lockdown will end. You will have that 

holiday again. You will get to see your family and friends 

once more. You will be able to attend that event and you 

will get through whatever this period throws at you. It will 

pass. And you will be stronger for it.

So don’t feel too disheartened if you can’t replicate the 

skills of a professional circus juggler. We all drop the ball 

from time to time.

Will Archer

Director, Collaboration Network

https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/contact-samaritan/?gclid=CjwKCAiAl4WABhAJEiwATUnEFwBcduDPud9wCFvmiFjGYcx2NQAjirf7ocDbXKIV8cpe3M33GZxHNRoCo7kQAvD_BwE
http://www.sane.org.uk/
https://www.supportline.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/?gclid=CjwKCAiAl4WABhAJEiwATUnEF9pqg9RklsVdJz7uao9Gu0_UFqaK-8cNiB0QSV0LY1ay2C_pimQowxoC25wQAvD_BwE
https://www.linkedin.com/in/will-archer-5063235b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/will-archer-5063235b/


As we enter into the New Year, the importance of 

considering how we can keep our people feeling supported 

and connected becomes ever more apparent. With spirits 

running less than high in many cases, we’re posing the 

question: What can leaders do to maintain team motivation 

and employee welfare? 

Taking a look at the key predictions for the future of work is 

an intriguing place to start. Some of the most frequent ones 

we’ve been seeing are:

•	 A combination of remote and office based working 

becoming the norm.

•	 A larger focus on employee welfare through support 

of health and wellbeing.

•	 A strategic focus on collaboration and communication 

for remote workforces.

•	 A larger focus on management and leadership skills to 

support new ways of working.

When looking at each of these predictions, particularly in 

the current climate, much of the message behind them 

comes down to how supported and engaged employees are 

feeling. The dynamic for effective working from home has 

been propelled forward many years in the space of just a 

few months. Catalysed by external stressors, the ability for 

leaders to understand and combat the struggles employees 

are now facing is more prevalent than ever before. 

The damage that can be done without proper intervention 

and investment has been shown to be increasingly 

detrimental over time too:

•	 Poor workplace wellbeing causes a decrease in 

productivity for 63% of employees. (CABA). 

•	 $500 billion is lost every year due to lack of employee 

engagement. (Rapt Media).

What Can Leaders do to Maintain Team 
Motivation & Welfare? 

The True Cost of Disengaged Employees

Darren Minshall
Chief Strategy Officer at The PepTalk Co.

Expert View
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Alternatively, the benefits of engaged employees are just 

as clear: 

•	 Engaged employees outperform their peers that are 

not engaged. Overall, companies with high employee 

engagement are 22% more profitable. (Smarp.com 

August 2020). 

•	 Companies with higher engagement and morale are 

22% more profitable. (Fasttrack 360 research February 

2020). 

•	 Highly engaged workplaces saw 41% lower 

absenteeism. (Gallup survey 2017).

Having only been on the scene for 7 months, PepTalk was 

born into a Covid world. Just like most companies, we are 

now a part of the remote workforce and understand how 

burnout can wreak havoc. Having seen the unfavourable 

effects of lack of motivation but also the invaluable 

benefits of motivational nudges from experts, PepTalks are 

changing the game to bring about the solution.

To give a little more context, PepTalk is a live video platform 

that connects individuals to real-world experts. Whether you 

need a PepTalk on nutrition, developing greater resilience 

or becoming a better manager to your team, we have an 

expert on board that can help you through a personalised 

session.

Although new to the market, it’s clear that bite-sized talks 

from motivational experts allow employees to develop skills, 

change behaviour, and become more engaged even while 

working remote. The desire to fit learning and development 

into a time schedule that suits busy workers is key. Taking 

the current circumstances into consideration, PepTalk has 

developed a formula to combat lack of motivation at the 

source. We strive to connect companies to the right experts 

to generate a network of support with employee welfare 

firmly at the forefront. 

By breaking down what each team requires and delving into 

the individual needs at a granular level we have created 

our PepTalk playlists. Each Playlist contains a selection 

of perspectives and experiences from a select group of 

experts to help leaders to get unstuck whilst motivating 

each employee to stay in the game and feel well-supported. 

With the current situation in mind we’ve created playlists 

to support employees within the following categories...

•	 Health & Wellbeing
•	 Remote Working
•	 Change & Transformation
•	 Fighting the Fatigue of Lockdown

Navigating through turbulence might not always be easy, 

but at PepTalk, we aim to provide the guidance needed to 

not just survive the change, but to really keep teams feeling 

connected and engaged. Having worked with a number of 

teams recently, we’re already starting to see the immense 

benefits for ourselves. To inquire about a PepTalk Playlist 

for your team, please click here. 

Darren Minshall

Darren Minshall is the Chief Strategy Officer at The 

PepTalk Co. and Founder of People/HR Consultancy 

GrowthScope, Over the last two decades he has 

designed and implemented the People Agenda for a 

wide range of international businesses. As a qualified 

Executive Coach and Start-Up / Board Adviser, he also 

supports personal and leadership development for 

high growth businesses.

“PepTalk has developed a 
formula to combat lack of 
motivation at the source.”

https://www.getapeptalk.com/us/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/darrenminshall/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/darrenminshall/
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Expert View

A Magic Key to 
Customer Satisfaction

By Nicola Eaton Sawford
Customer Experience Ambassador



If there is one thing every organisation should look to do 

to boost Customer Satisfaction, it is this: strong Mirroring, 

or sometimes we call it - Reciprocity. And it is not talked 

about enough.

When we at Customer Whisperers design a Customer 

Journey, this is a key consideration – to what extent does this 

experience mirror itself? And it is top of our list of things 

we challenge boardrooms on when we run Customers in 

the Boardroom sessions.

Let me explain what mirroring and reciprocity means in 

a customer experience context. Let’s take a simple retail 

purchase – a customer buys an item of clothing in store 

and they pay on a credit card, for delivery to home. These 

days the customer sees the transaction appear on their 

account statement or on a text message notification almost 

instantly. The customer then receives the item, let’s say, the 

next day. The item sadly is unsuitable. So the customer 

returns the item the same day, but it takes more than 28 

days for the refund to land in their bank account.

This is poor mirroring/reciprocity and a key driver of low 

customer satisfaction. 

So when we design a Customer Experience, we’re looking 

to design out, minimise or reposition the elements that 

contribute to low customer satisfaction.

Its not a simple fix when we look behind the Customer 

Journey and into the business process that supports this. 

If we look at that Journey from an internal perspective - 

a customer buys an item in your store and pays by credit 

card. The bank ‘authorises’ that payment but at this point 

no money reaches you as a retailer (merchant), that takes 

a few days and it varies by bank. You despatch the item 

for next day delivery to your customer. The customer then 

returns the item same day to you – as a business you may 

or may not know they are doing that. If your process is that 

the customer has to request a return and print a returns 

label then you get early warning that it is on its way back. 

But you’ve also added an extra step for the customer, 

increasing Customer Effort in the Journey and that can 

have a negative impact on customer satisfaction if you 

don’t balance it out. 

If no such process exists, then the first you may know of a 

return is when it lands back at your warehouse a day later – 

let’s call this delay 1. You process the returned item (delay 

2) and instruct your bank to process the refund (delay 3). 

Finally, your bank processes your refund request – delay 4.

It is the same process in reverse, but the time is almost 

always longer in reverse due to delays 1, 2, 3 and 4. In an 

ideal world, to achieve optimum customer satisfaction, 

the time it takes to process payment (as perceived by 

the customer) is the same as the time it takes to receive 

a refund (as perceived by the customer). That would be 

perfect mirroring/reciprocity. Perfect mirroring/reciprocity 

is hard to achieve, often impossible. So, we have to work 

to mirror as closely as possible, even if we can’t make it 

perfect, to protect customer satisfaction.

Part of the difficulty here is customer perception. When 

customers receive that text message notification or see 

their bank statement showing the transaction almost 

instantly after purchase, their perception is that you have 

got their money. And when the refund is much slower to 

arrive, customers perceive that you are stalling, holding 

onto their money for as long as you can. Like it or not, 

customer perception is what it is. It can be influenced 

through communication, but money is an emotive topic 

and an area where customers often find it hardest to trust. 

When you communicate the reasons for refund delay it is 

often interpreted by customers as excuses and fobbing off 

rather than genuine reasons – so it’s not our best tactic at 

this point in the customer experience.

So what can we do? Well, we can employ one of Mr Covey’s 

good old tools and look at our circle of control. Which 

aspects of the experience are within our control and which 

are not? Delay 1 we have a degree of control over. Delays 

2 and 3 we have full control over. Delay 4 we have almost 

no control over.

At Whisperers, we don’t like to make things harder than 

they need to be – so we start first with the elements we 

“We have to work to mirror 
as closely as possible, even 
if we can’t make it perfect, 
to protect customer 
satisfaction.”
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have full control over. Delay 2 the package has landed 

at your warehouse and we need to process that return – 

we make this as fast and slick as we possibly can.  Where 

refunds take 28 days there is a significant chunk built into 

this stage, often more than 7 days – let’s speed that right 

up, shaving off days, then hours, then minutes to make it as 

close to ‘immediate processing of the package on receipt’ as 

we can. And believe me some organisations get very close!

We do the same with delay 3, let’s instruct the bank to 

refund superfast after processing the returned package, 

immediately if we can and often we’ll aim to lump package 

processing and refund into one single process step. Dealing 

with these 2 elements alone can shave 21 days or more off 

a refund time – keep pushing it.

Then we look to speed up elements we have partial control 

of – in this case delay 1, the transit of the parcel from the 

customer back to our warehouse. This may mean we need 

to upgrade/change the service level agreement/courier we 

use for returns to make it as fast as possible. There is a 

commercial trade off to be considered between the cost of 

an upgraded service and the commercial benefit derived 

from the enhanced customer satisfaction.

Delay 4 could possibly be within your control if you have 

the option of using different banks with different service 

level agreements – but changing banks is a biggie!

So a 28 day+ refund process, with a bit of thought and 

effort, can be reduced to under 7 days, which is much more 

palatable for customers. It will have a tangible impact on 

your customer satisfaction and position you well in most 

sectors, compared to the competition.

But you could still do more – we are still a long way off 

perfect mirroring.

Let’s talk about trust. When the customer buys the item 

from your store, the customer trusts that the item they have 

just paid for will be delivered to home next day – they leave 

your store with nothing to show for the money they have 

spent. If next day the package does not arrive, they have to 

go through the arduous process of chasing. 

How well do we mirror trust? Do we trust customers as 

much as we expect them to trust us? Most often the answer 

is NO, we don’t trust customers much at all. We generally 

do not trust that customers will return an item until we 

actually have it in our hands and it is rare that a retailer 

would refund before a returned item was received. 

The truth is the vast majority of customers DO return their 

items and it could be argued that the majority aren’t trusted 

because of the behaviour of the untrustworthy few. There 

are a few untrustworthy retailers too – but you still expect 

a high degree of trust placed in you, handing over their 

cash and trusting you to deliver that package as promised. 

If you want customers to deeply trust you, you really need 

to get to a place where you show them reciprocal trust, like 

in any other relationship. 

As ever, where speed of process and low customer effort 

is concerned Amazon have a habit of leading the way. I 

personally had an experience this month of returning 

items via the QR code mechanism to Amazon which means 

customers don’t have to print labels. I scanned the Iabel 

on the instore scanner, it printed a label and I stuck it on 

the box. The store assistant scanned the label on the box 

and my phone immediately pinged with a message from 

Amazon to tell me my refund had been processed. Wow, 

that was impressive and felt great! Amazon have edged 

the experience forward a notch, so they don’t wait until the 

package arrives with them to make the refund, they just do 

it. It’s a high bar – but customers will quickly start asking ‘if 

they can do it why can’t you?’.

The impact of perception discrepancies here are important 

to understand. Whatever we know really happens behind 

the scenes, customers do not know, and you’ll find it hard to 

convince them. So you need to do all you can to minimise 

what they have to grumble about in this element of the 

experience and be the best you can be, mirroring as closely 

as you can.

Now plenty of the Customers in the Boardroom discussions 

“The principle of mirroring 
and reciprocity don’t stop 
at payment and refund, 
they feature in other 
aspects of the experience.”

40



Nicola (Nikki) is our Customer Experience Ambassador and 

a well-known and influential Customer Experience architect 

who works closely with big brand organisations to disrupt 

and advance customer experience across sectors.

Her company, Customer Whisperers, was born as a one stop 

shop customer experience and training house back in 2007. 

Their work is enjoyed by millions of UK customers and 

disruptive ambitious across multiple sectors.

www.customerwhisperers.com

Nicola Eaton Sawford

we have with clients on this topic are met with the 

commercial challenge that it makes good financial sense 

to hold onto cash for as long as they possibly can – get 

it in quick, pay it out slow. From a mathematical point 

of view that makes very good sense, however from a 

customer satisfaction point of view it is does not make 

good sense and low customer satisfaction has its own, 

growing commercial impact. The conclusion is often that 

the balance needs to shift.

The principle of mirroring and reciprocity don’t stop at 

payment and refund, they feature in other aspects of the 

experience. Take for example cancellation and refund 

policies across many sectors. Conditions of purchase often 

stipulate that if you cancel, say your holiday, within a 

given number of days of departure, you lose your money, 

all of it or part of it. If that same holiday is then resold 

– the new customer makes a payment for it, sometimes 

at a discount. The original customer is out of pocket, 

sometimes significantly so, and almost never benefits. The 

companies involved in the provision of the holiday pocket 

the difference. 

And yes they will have had to remarket – but rebooks are 

often very profitable sales even with the cost of remarketing 

and administration taken into account. When the boot is 

on the other foot, and the holiday company needs to cancel 

a holiday, the customer is often refunded but rarely gains – 

so they remain cost neutral and disappointed with maybe 

a small gesture of goodwill. Does this seem fair? It is not 

reciprocity and it creates customer dissatisfaction. And 

there are many other examples in customer experiences of 

elements that are not mirrored. Go look for them in yours.

If you describe yourself as customer centric, think you 

truly put customers first and hold customers’ interests 

at heart – go test it out. Run your experience backwards 

and look hard and objectively at how well you mirror and 

reciprocate. You will find discrepancies. And if you can’t 

get to perfect mirroring, how close can you get? What 

is the likely uplift in customer satisfaction, what is the 

commercial benefit through increased retention, advocacy, 

extension of relationship, share of wallet and reputational 

benefit in doing that? 

You make the choices about how far you take mirroring 

and reciprocity in your customer experience. But in a world 

where trust score and customer satisfaction scores are an 

ever-increasing driver of commercial success, now and in the 

future – maybe it’s an area you want to revisit in your own 

organisation, to make sure you have got that balance right. 

There are significant customer satisfaction gains to be had 

by improving mirroring in most customer experiences. What 

gains await you?

41

https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicolaeatonsawford/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicolaeatonsawford/
http://customerwhisperers.com/


42

Special Focus Group: Energy Sector
Developing a Communication Strategy for Vulnerable 

Customers this Winter: Continued Findings

On 17th December 2020, the Collaboration Network ran the second of its Special Focus Groups within the Energy Sector. 

Representatives from Energy firms, the regulator, the Ombudsman, charities and support services came together to 

continue to tackle a specific issue: developing a communication strategy for vulnerable customers throughout the winter 
period 20/21. On the second session we explored challenges around the use of vulnerability data and the human element 

when it comes to empathy and energy for frontline staff. Below are some of the findings from the session.

“How are you identifying vulnerable customers and how 
has this changed this year?”

•	 The group observed that there are ‘gaps’ to do with 

vulnerability which were highlighted by Covid. Those 

gaps include:

1.	 - Identifying people and how they are identified.

2.	 - People not appearing on ‘registers’, as a result

3.	 - It was felt that these gaps were, in part, due to the 

language around vulnerability, which doesn’t play well 

with those who are newly vulnerable. These ‘newly’ 

vulnerable are likely to have financial, possibly mental 

health, vulnerabilities, which are transient and likely to 

disappear when they find work.  

•	 There was an observation that this year has 

actually made it clearer that the narrow definition 

of vulnerability no longer works. Due to things like 

‘new vulnerability’ and the emphasis on financial 

vulnerability, there is more subjectivity 

•	 This new subjectivity is asking more of staff in terms 

of being able to identify people, and the flexibility of 

them being able to spot the ‘cues’  

•	 The process of having a separate function for 

vulnerability was also identified as an issue, because it 

places more steps and touch points in the way of the 

customer. This was something that caused concern, but 

an acknowledgement that not everyone can do this 

type of work.  

•	 In terms of data capture – we had a great example 

of an energy company that uses the information 

captured to ensure that when they come to review 

pricing for that customer next year, they won’t be 

adding to that customer’s problems by coming up 

with something too expensive. The pro-activity of 

this example, was praised by the group.  

•	 Another interesting example was using the data 

captured to assess how staff are coping. The 

‘visibility’ of staff struggling has disappeared due 

to working from home, but using the data capture, 

you can see how staff are coping with the calls. 

Suggestions were that it would be a question 

of comparing the quality of the data, say in the 

Monday morning to Friday afternoon, to see what’s 

happening for that staff member.  

•	 Observation that medical vulnerabilities are often 

connected to financial – PSR does not capture this. 

•	 80% furloughing for low income customers is 

creating debt. 

•	 Robust signposting to debt and mental health 

charities to attempt to help before it becomes a 

bigger problem. 
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Collaboration Conference
18th March 2021

Online
Confirmed Speakers:

Sarah McKenzie  
The Financial Conduct Authority

Geoff McDonald
International Keynote Speaker on Mental Health in the Workplace

Chris Fitch
Money Advice Trust

Monzo Bank
Speaker to be confirmed

Northumbrian Water
Speaker to be confirmed

Nicola Eaton Sawford
Customer Whisperers

Plus More
To be announced soon

The Collaboration Conference will take place 
on 18th March 2021. 

www.collaborationnetwork.co.uk

Book your 
Spot Now
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