
Collaboration 
JournalExpert guidance, 

thought-leadership, 
industry case studies and 
market insight from key 

influencers across sectors

www.collaborationnetwork.co.uk

Supporting Cross-Sector Collaboration

Issue 11

Summer 2022

Collaboration Journal



2

Collaboration Journal
Issue 11

Summer 2022

The Collaboration Journal is published each quarter by the Collaboration Network.
Reproduction, copying, extraction, or redistribution by any means of the whole or part of this 
publication must not be undertaken without the written permission of the publishers. 

The Collaboration Journal is distributed as a free member benefit to all members of the 
Collaboration Network. 

Articles are published in good faith without responsibility on the part of the
publisher or authors for loss occasioned to any person acting or refraining from action as a result of 
any views expressed therein. 

Opinions expressed in this publication should not be regarded as the official view of the 
Collaboration Network or as the personal views of the members of
Collaboration Network.

All rights reserved in respect of all articles, graphs and photographs published in the Collaboration 
Network. Reproduction or imitations of these are expressly forbidden without permission of the 
Collaboration Network.

Together, we can go further



Welcome to the Summer 2022 edition of the Collaboration 

Network Journal.

It’s an exciting period for the Network and our Members, and 

as I write this, we’re now only a few weeks away from our first 

in-person event taking place in London at the Collaboration 

Network Conference. We’ve seen many new organisations join 

the Network and existing Members expand their numbers, 

which is helping to bring new voices and additional expertise 

to our collaboration platforms. Following hot on the heels of 

London will be the Manchester Conference taking place on 

29th September. Members are able to secure their places now. 

You can find out more on page 55.

Whilst we continue to explore the sharing of knowledge 

and best practice through a variety of means, such as our 

Discussion Club Series, Focus Groups and Workshops, I’m also 

a big fan of written form, and always value the learnings 

on offer through the thought-leadership articles in the 

Collaboration Journal. Therefore I’m delighted to present to 

you our Summer Edition of the Journal, where once again 

we have a range of articles covering a suite of on-the-pulse 

topics. As you may expect, given the current situation we 

are experiencing across society, vulnerability and the cost of 

living crisis features heavily within this.

Naomi Sweeting from Grand Union Housing Group provides 

an honest and insightful look the challenges involved 

in better understanding your customers’ needs and 

vulnerabilities.

Anna Roughley from the Lending Standards Board discusses 

the role we can all play in the prevention of scams.

Victoria Zuiderent from Auden outlines the challenge in 

balancing responsible and inclusive lending within the credit 

market.

Welcome
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Helen Undy from Money and Mental Health shares insight 

and research on the current cost of living crisis.

Duncan McCombie of YES Energy Solutions shares his views 

on how research can’t always give us the right answers.

Andy McClure from AXA articulates why it pays to be kind 

and how supporting employees can lead to better customer 

experiences and even an increase in revenue.

Plus lots more...

Our Members share a passion to collaborate towards the aim 

of achieving better outcomes for customers and colleagues. 

And increasingly, the Network is being shaped by Members 

who are becoming the architects of our programme. This is 

something we both embrace and encourage, and we invite 

Members to contribute however they feel they can, whether 

as a guest chair at a discussion club, a presenter on a webinar 

or as a guest columnist here within the Collaboration Journal.

If you require any more information around the subjects 

outlined within this issue of the Journal, or if you’d like to get 

more involved, please contact us direct.

Together, we can go further.

Will Archer
Director & Co-Founder
Collaboration Network

Collaboration Journal

https://www.linkedin.com/in/will-archer-5063235b/
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Guest Column

now, as a company we’re not yet seeing a spike in our 

reportable complaints linked to debt/inability to pay a bill. 

However, through our various contacts what we are seeing 

and hearing is more people make reference to tightening 

of finances and often some distressing and sad personal 

circumstances. Our Advisors work hard at spotting and 

hearing triggers for vulnerability. Whether financial or 

otherwise, our teams are trying to support our customers 

more by identifying affordability tariffs they may be entitled 

to and we are certainly starting to see larger numbers of 

our customers moving onto these specialist tariffs.  

Building conversations with empathy and encouraging 

honesty will help us collect monies and support where we 

can but the key for now is all about build relationships for 

the future, after all, with our monopoly, these customers 

will generally be with us for some time so case ownership 

is key. 

Cost of Living Crisis:
Impact on Contacts and 

Complaints

By 
Liz Everest

Channel Manager - Complaints, Quality & Training

South East Water

You can’t move at the moment without hearing or seeing 

reference to the economic climate – limited or no pay rises, 

council tax, fuel, energy and food increases plus the knock 

on all this has had on the cost of general services/day to 

day living as well.  Overall everyone is feeling the post-

Brexit, post-Covid, post-whatever you want to reference it 

too, pinch … and it’s affecting us all – you, your customers 

and your staff.  

Day-to-day conversations often involve the money squeeze 

chat – one less meal out, one less weekend break in 

real terms is no hardship, but for the percentage of the 

population we are hearing from this equates to the ‘What 

bill shall I pay? or ‘Can I afford to eat?’ decision.

South East Water bills are not increasing to the same 

levels as energy bills and we are avoiding any increases 

above a five per cent annual increase for customers.  Right 
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Our aim is always to seek out what is affordable to the 

customer and see what we can do to help with the tools 

available.  Between our teams, specifically our Customer 

Care area, we are definitely hearing words on lines off: 

“I only have £10 left each week, I’m filling up on rice, I’m 

desperate but you’ve been kind so I’ve shared my genuine 

situation with you.” All hardship words are hard for our 

teams to hear. We’ve got some great support examples 

at the moment where the team has been so taken by 

someone’s conversation about lack of food that our field 

team have delivered them a small food parcel. 

As an organisation during the pandemic we created 

payment breaks for individuals and had many take this up, 

with the majority returning to making payments. During 

this period we continued to grow our relationship with 

local councils and as a result have been able to work 

together enabling some of our most in need customers to 

be given government/council money towards their water 

bill. This has been a great help for many and no doubt will 

reduce contacts and potential complaints in the future. 

Storm Eunice, for some, will bring back memories of 

power cuts, although no power/no water inevitably drove 

some complaints/contacts into us – it did provide us with 

a communication line to more vulnerable individuals, 

third party organisations and other utilities to look out 

for customers who were struggling. Those power cuts 

highlighted not just the physical/medical vulnerability, but 

financial, and we were able to turn this unwelcome event 

to welcome many to a support tariff who usually might 

not have considered coming forward us for help. Whatever 

level of support we are able to offer right now, there seems 

to be a general gratitude towards it, which for our teams is 

rewarding and hopefully will build trust with us for future 

conversations. 

Finally, it’s easy to only reflect on customers, but what about 

your team……this affects us all to a differing degree – have 

you noticed your team asking for overtime, looking around 

the business for higher paid roles (or outside), are they 

telling you on return to office they are now struggling to 

pay their travel costs alongside other bill increases, are you 

hearing the new to housing/rent market saying they wished 

they’d fixed their mortgage or that their landlord is putting 

their rent up? It’s worth taking a moment to remember 

some of the contacts and complaints they are taking might 

resonant close to their own personal circumstances so 

some of our team might need that extra breather after a 

call or someone to chat with too.

I’m sure that by the time this is published yet more 

conversations of this nature will be had so whatever the 

scenario and whatever the end of the cost of living narrative 

is going to be – it’s key that we look out for signs from our 

staff as well as our customers and offer whatever we can 

when the time is right.  

“It’s worth taking a moment to 
remember some of the contacts 
and complaints they are taking 
might resonant close to their 
own personal circumstances so 
some of our team might need 
that extra breather after a call 
or someone to chat with too.”

Liz Everest

Liz is Channel Manager - Complaints, Quality & Training at 

South East Water.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/liz-everest-3386038b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/liz-everest-3386038b/


Guest Column

Money & Mental Health:
Cost of Living Crisis Research 

By Helen Undy
CEO at Money & Mental Health
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“I can’t sleep at night for worrying. I keep crying and wonder 

how I’ll manage to keep going. I’m staying in bed a lot more, 

even though I’m not sleeping, as I’m scared to go out and 

spend money, and scared to heat the flat when it’s cold.”  

Expert by experience

At Money and Mental Health, we hear stories like this 

every single week. We run a Research Community of over 

4,000 people with personal experience of mental health 

problems, and we hear from them each week about their 

experiences of everything from banking to mental health 

services, employment to paying their energy bills. And at 

the moment, the cost of living crisis is having a terrifying 

impact.

It seems as though there is a new media story out every 

week revealing the increasingly stark impact of the crisis 

on people’s finances. But this month our new research has 

exposed the devastation being caused to people’s mental 

health too. It reveals that six in ten (59%) UK adults say 

that the cost of living crisis has had a negative impact on 

their mental health, such as leaving them feeling anxious, 

depressed or hopeless. 1 in 5 (21%) say they have felt 

“unable to cope” due to the rising cost of living — amounting 

to 11m people in total. 

11m people, and that’s in the summer months, when 

most of us see our energy consumption at its lowest. It’s a 

shocking figure. Sometimes the overload of awful news and 

the proliferation of huge numbers can start to leave us a bit 

desensitized. But behind that huge number are 11m human 

beings, 11m people struggling to sleep, work, care for their 

families and pay their bills. 11m people with experiences 

like this one:

“[I’m] more depressed. I don’t eat as much. I panic when food 

shopping in case I spend too much. I don’t wash clothes as 

much…. When I get cold, I go to bed and stay there. This 

does nothing for my mental health except make me feel 

even more depressed and suicidal.” 

Expert by experience

At Money and Mental Health, we are calling for action to 

stop the cost of living crisis becoming a full blown national 

mental health crisis too.

This feels particularly urgent in light of previous research 

by our charity which revealed the strong link between 

financial difficulty and suicide — with people who are in 

problem debt three times more likely to have considered 

suicide than those without problem debt. This research 

found that debt collection activity, whether that’s letters, 

text messages or even bailiff visits, were a significant 

trigger for feelings of panic and helplessness. So, we 

were concerned that our most recent polling found that 

nearly 9m people say they currently dread opening post 

from essential services firms such as banks and energy 

companies.

“You worry every time that the post comes in case it’s to 

change your direct debit for more.” 

Expert by experience, May 2022 

There is no silver bullet to tackle the cost of living crisis. 

But rather than get overwhelmed by the scale of the task - 

just as focusing on the human beings behind the big stats 

can be helpful - identifying some concrete first steps that 

we can take now will help.

Letters are a good place to start. It’s not an exaggeration 

to say that making relatively small changes to the letters 

that firms send out now could save lives. We want to see 

firms making their letters to struggling customers less 

threatening and more supportive - leading with signposting 

“Letters are a good 
place to start. It’s not an 
exaggeration to say that 
making relatively small 
changes to the letters that 
firms send out now could 
save lives.”

https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/policybriefing/a-tale-of-two-crises/
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to help and support, including with mental health. And we 

want to see regulators making their expectations on this 

clear to firms, taking swift action when standards fall below 

what we’d want our own family to be receiving in a time of 

crisis.

“My energy company are causing me great anxiety at the 

moment and definitely making my mental health worse. I 

don’t want to be in court for not paying my bills, or worse 

still in jail, when I have tried everything to sort it out. I don’t 

know what to do next, how to fix it or who to turn to.” Expert 

by experience

We also need to make sure that the help and support 

offered by firms is accessible, and I mean really accessible, 

to people when they are struggling. Over half of people with 

mental health problems have significant difficulty using the 

telephone - struggling with panic attacks, heart palpitations 

or overwhelming fear that can make it impossible to access 

vulnerable customer teams or other specialist support that 

is often only available on the phone.

“I have not paid my energy bill and my mental health is 

suffering greatly. I am constantly worried but do not want 

to contact the provider. I can’t send an email and don’t want 

to talk to people over the phone.”

Expert by experience, May 2022

At Money and Mental Health we work with firms to ensure 

that services are truly accessible to the 1 in 4 of your 

customers who are living with mental health problems. 

“At Money and Mental 
Health we work with firms 
to ensure that services are 
truly accessible to the 1 in 4 
of your customers who are 
living with mental health 
problems” As CEO, Helen leads Money and Mental Health to deliver 

their mission: to build a world in which the vicious cycle 

of money and mental health problems is broken. Helen 

was a core part of the founding team at Money and 

Mental Health, running the organisation’s communications 

and influencing work before becoming CEO.

Helen Undy

This includes publishing our free guide for energy firms 

and a best practice guide for all essential services about 

the sorts of adjustments that people with mental health 

problems may need.

Improving letters and offering multi-channel access to vital 

support is not, on its own, going to be enough to make life 

better for some of the people we’ve heard from above. But 

it’s a good place to start - and if we can stop just one of 

those 11m people from feeling totally unable to cope, we 

might just save a life.

@mmhpi

contact@moneyandmentalhealth.org

https://www.linkedin.com/in/helen-undy-63334b29/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/helen-undy-63334b29/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/best-practice/energy-guidance/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/best-practice/equality-act-essential-services-guide/
https://twitter.com/mmhpi?lang=en
mailto:contact%40moneyandmentalhealth.org?subject=


Expert View

Cultural change:
Going Beyond Nailing 

Jelly to a Wall 
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By Sarah Lawrence
Director at CWSL Training
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With the FCA starting to push the industry for cultural 

change, we’re under increasing pressure to start to show 

tangible, measurable improvements, and Consumer Duty 

hasn’t even landed yet. 

The trouble is though, I’m starting to see a lot of firms 

struggling to nail what it is that they can do to satisfy this 

new requirement. That’s not their fault in any way, because 

let’s face it, culture and measuring is always going to feel 

incompatible and dare I say it…a bit like nailing jelly to a 

wall. 

Even in the FCA’s own words ‘We recognise that each firm’s 

culture is different, and appropriately so. We do not believe 

there should be a ‘one size fits all’ culture and we do not 

prescribe what any firm’s culture should be…’*

However, let’s take a step back and start from the beginning, 

because I’m pretty sure that much like myself you’ll have 

stories of your own where you’ve started a new job, or 

walked into a firm’s offices and thought ‘no, this isn’t for me 

at all’, or ‘wow! This is really going to be the job for me’. Call 

it intuition, or Spidey-senses, but we all have a feel for a 

culture and whether we can actively participate in it. 

Toxic vs positive culture

I only have to think back to a couple of my own jobs to really 

get under the skin of what for me is ‘culture’. And they have 

both left a mark on me, in terms of what I go looking for now 

when I’m working with firms on their complaints process. 

The first job I got in London was one my favourite jobs, and 

truth be told, had the office not moved to an Essex suburb, 

I reckon I’d still be there. The people I worked with were 

amazing – they knew their stuff, nothing was too much 

trouble and the culture was all about helping one another 

out. I fitted in straightaway and I could see a future for 

myself in terms of progression. I knew what the business 

was about and the senior leadership were friendly, sharing 

their passion and vision with us.  

Fast forward two years and I had to leave as the commute 

was beyond irritating and so with much regret I left. I then 

moved to what I can best describe as the polar opposite 

of cultures. It was an all-female IFA office. And it’s no 

exaggeration to say I knew I’d made a mistake the very first 

day I walked into that office. 

The job was not how it was described to me, in fact there 

was nothing challenging about it at all. There was a definite 

hierarchy and I was made to feel on more than one occasion 

that I was very much bottom of the pile. There weren’t any 

processes to speak of, and the atmosphere in the office was 

off. Something just didn’t feel right. I didn’t fit, and I didn’t 

want to fit. I had no sense of purpose or any idea what 

direction the business was headed. 

I lasted three weeks, and left having got myself another job 

lined up. I was offered more money to stay, I was offered 

the opportunity to work my way up through a fast track, but 

nothing could induce me to stay. Not that I knew it then, but 

the culture just wasn’t right for me.      

But it’s so wifty-wafty though

In some ways I agree, I mean does anything scream ‘nailing 

jelly to a wall’ more than the FCA saying that they want to 

measure cultural change? 

However, if you think of your own examples of great and not 

so great places to work I’m sure you’d be able to list what 

was wrong with it. Whether it was the people, the place, the 

work you were doing, or something else, it’ll all come down 

to something being off. 

So, when we start to think about our firms, our complaints 

processes and what we want for them, we can lose sight of 

the very real feel of culture. I see it a lot when speaking to 

firms about their complaints processes and what they would 

like it to be like. I often hear things like ‘our letters need to 

be better’, or ‘we need to be more customer-centric’.

“So, when we start to 
think about our firms, our 
complaints processes and 
what we want for them, we 
can lose sight of the very real 
feel of culture. I see it a lot 
when speaking to firms about 
their complaints processes”
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Yep, all of that I agree with, but underlying that is a need 

to really start to focus on what is important. Asking some 

searching questions through the lens of the FCA’s four 

drivers.  

Purpose, Governance, Leadership and People

The four drivers that the FCA has defined for culture are 

‘Leadership, Governance, Purpose and People’. Some of 

you will be aware of these and some of you won’t, but if 

I summarise each of these drivers, you’ll see why I believe 

the focus should always be on people. 

According to the FCA’s Sheldon Mills**, purpose ‘is the goals 

that a firm sets itself, the economic function it performs and 

the value it provides to its customers and other stakeholders. 

It is most clearly manifested in a firm’s strategy, values, 

products, services, and processes’. 

Which then covers off governance nicely, as that relates 

specifically to the framework of rules, policies, procedures 

which make the business tick over compliantly. 

And having strong leadership, which knows what it’s about 

and can lead from the front because it has the clearest 

sense of the firm’s direction and strategy, meaning people 

can get behind it. It also means it can be measured and 

people can understand where they fit in. It means as people 

we can fit in and know that we belong to that culture. It 

aligns to our very basic need to be accepted and know we 

fit.

Lastly, but for me the most important is people. If your 

people know the purpose of the firm, the purpose of the 

work they do and their own individual purpose then is 

influences whether they feel included, safe and able to do 

the work to the best of their ability. They feel able to speak 

up, grow and move within the structure, feeling fulfilled and 

even innovating in that space, so the business continues 

to develop too. How they are incentivized also plays into 

this, because it can encourage behaviours and drivers, 

something that the FCA will be interested in also. 

While the FCA considers they are all important, and I would 

imagine form their perspective that’s right, but for me none 

of this works without people. And if people don’t feel that 

they fit, or if something is just off, they will walk away. So, 

we can have the best governance, leadership and purpose 

in the world, if the people aren’t considered and aren’t 

asked, from top to bottom, they’ll walk. 

Keep it simple 

Many of the businesses I work with have been considering 

their culture for a while and know that the FCA is looking for 

a huge shift in the industry and individual firms. I see them 

looking at the measurables first with their governance, so 

taking a ‘top down’ approach, but then missing some of the 

perhaps more obvious things when considering it through 

the lens of people first. 

For me ‘bottom up’ can in many ways see things bearing 

more fruit and provide the measurables that are needed 

to show the cultural change. I say this with the knowledge 

that many front line staff are really under the cosh at the 

moment. Increasing complaints, increasing emotions from 

customer and a seemingly never ending offer of overtime, 

has meant I’ve sat in front an increasing number of very 

tired faces. 

Something needs to change, not just for Consumer Duty but 

because this is unsustainable for businesses and people. 

It underlines the very need to change the culture so that 

people can avoid burnout and want to stay working in 

complaints. 

How can this be, Sarah? I hear you ask. It’s something I like 

to call taking an interest in the front line, with leadership 

actually taking the time to see people working on the coal 

face. Yes, you’ll see things that are uncomfortable to see, 

you might well be told some very uncomfortable truths, but 

nothing says I’m ready to make a change quite like seeing 

it happening for real. 

“Many of the businesses 
I work with have been 
considering their culture for a 
while and know that the FCA 
is looking for a huge shift in 
the industry and individual 
firms. ”
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It’s also asking those staff what they need to make their 

life simpler. What are the processes and procedures that are 

getting in their way, where is governance being pushed over 

and above the practicalities of the job? It’s asking questions 

and listening to let those people know they are important 

for the purpose of the firm and where it is headed and 

wants to get to. And demonstrating and really showing that 

people are important and an absolute lynch pin in getting 

the culture moving in the right direction.   

And then you can start to look at the other bits that sit 

around it, like your Governance, because nothing scream 

purpose and leadership like grappling with a jelly-like 

problem and nailing your flag to the mast to show you’re 

ready, willing and able to support people beyond just 

ticking a box. 

*Transforming culture in financial services: a discussion 

paper. March 2018

**Sheldon Mills, FCA https://www.fca.org.uk/news/

speeches/regulatory-perspective-measuring-assessing-

culture-diversity-inclusion

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.fca.org.uk/news/speeches/regulatory-perspective-measuring-assessing-culture-diversity-inclusion
https://www.fca.org.uk/news/speeches/regulatory-perspective-measuring-assessing-culture-diversity-inclusion
https://www.fca.org.uk/news/speeches/regulatory-perspective-measuring-assessing-culture-diversity-inclusion
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarah-lawrence-6b1146a6/
http://www.cwsltraining.com
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It Pays to be Kind:
Why supporting employee mind 
health leads to better customer 
experience and even higher 
revenue...

By Andy McClure
Marketing & Propositions Director, AXA Health 

Expert Column

15
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At first blush when we think about customer experience, 

customer satisfaction and becoming customer centric 

– it’s natural that our first thought is to think about our 

customers. It’s obvious, right? 

But as many of you reading this piece will recognise, that’s 

only a partial solution. What if we take a step back and think 

about our people? Many of you already focus on the most 

important part of great customer service – the employee 

delivering that service. 

Richard Branson has famously created a culture based 

on people being the “greatest asset” to an organisation. 

According to research by Salesforce and Forbes, 70% of 

Executives surveyed believed that improved employee 

experience led to improved customer experience. And to 

top it off, companies with high employee and customer 

experience saw almost double revenue growth than those 

that didn’t. So it literally pays to be kind to employees. 

As AXA Health is a private medical healthcare provider 

supporting the health and wellbeing of over 2.8 million 

people across the UK, we certainly see many businesses 

investing in their employees and company culture. 

Our AXA Mind Health Study 2022, found that COVID-19 

seems to have improved the approach to wellbeing of many 

organisations, with over half of people in the UK saying the 

culture at their workplace has become more empathetic 

since the pandemic.2 This has had a positive impact on 

the workforce: 45% are more motivated, 38% are more 

productive, 32% perform better, 28% are happier in their 

jobs and 55% said they’ve been kinder towards colleagues 

over the last two years.2 

Authentic acts of kindness between colleagues – no, not 

giving an automated ‘kudos’ message on LinkedIn because an 

algorithm prompted you – are also shown to have a positive 

impact for employees. Studies support this including one 

from King’s Colleague London and Harvard Business School 

where they measured how valued a group of social workers 

felt, half of them having received a personal letter of thanks 

from their line manager and the others receiving nothing. 

A month later the group who had been personally thanked 

felt much more valued than the control group. 

As marketeers, we often talk about authentic brands and 

customer interactions – personal, meaningful, and timely. 

So a handwritten thank you note for a particular piece of 

work or picking up a coffee for a colleague on a day they 

have an important deadline, will likely be more impactful 

on your work culture than you think. 

What might sound initially warm and a bit… ‘fluffy’ actually 

filters through into better work across an organisation, better 

customer service with happier interactions. Fundamentally 

a better experience for your customers.

If we zoom in on the more specific mental health findings 

of the AXA Mind Health Study, it shows that the pandemic 

has also driven a reduction in the stigma around mental 

health1 and 29% of those surveyed said they’ve been more 

open about mental health with colleagues.*

Hopefully, that is what you see and feel in your workplace 

too. In the media it can often feel that mental health as 

a topic is saturated and we have come so far in reducing 

stigma. But this isn’t always the case. We found that only 

40% of people reported that they felt their work currently 

provides good mental health support. **

It strikes me then, that there is another more nuanced 

opportunity for improved customer experience here. 

Specifically supporting employee mind health and creating 

a culture that is open to discussing mental health struggles 

(alongside being the right thing to do for colleagues) 

enables us to understand our customers who might be 

struggling too. 

“We found that only 40% of 
people reported that they felt 
their work currently provides 
good mental health support.”
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In the UK, one sixth of the population in England (aged 

16-64) have a mental health problem according to NHS 

Digital. So if our people who design propositions, produce 

marketing material or pick up the phone to customers 

everyday have understanding and kindness around mind 

health… it’s a pretty big impact that a business of any size 

can take steps towards. 

If you think the organisation you work for might be in 

that 40% that could be doing more, with our health and 

wellbeing experts in AXA Health we have 5 steps which 

could make a difference. 

1.	 Empower employees to take a proactive approach: 

From encouraging employees to speak up if they 

are struggling to providing self-assessment or sign 

posting tools to help them understand their own 

wellbeing needs.  

2.	 Create a culture focused on whole health that is 

inclusive: Where people can speak their truth without 

stigma at any level in an organisation and leaders 

role model behaviours by being vulnerable.   

3.	 Create connection: Hold events with a common 

theme to help people connect with each other in the 

workplace and create social support.   

4.	 Invest in line managers: Supporting managers to help 

themselves and their teams and sharing their own 

experiences to create an honest and open culture.   

5.	 Listen & measure: Listen to employees and collect 

data to ensure time is dedicated to what makes a real 

impact. 

I hope these might be helpful to kick start change in culture, 

but there is certainly no quick fix here. To make significant 

and permanent change will take time and a real mind-shift. 

The ways in which employees and customers will benefit – 

with a kinder, happier and more understanding experience 

– will undoubtedly be worth the effort. 

References 

forbes-insight experience-equation final-report.pdf 

(salesforce.com) 

* AXA UK research - conducted through 3Gem research 

between 10 – 13 January 2022, polling 2,000 adults (aged 

18+), weighted to be nationally representative.

** AXA Mind Health Study - conducted between 27th 
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in each country (1,000 in each).
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Summer Holidays:
A Nightmare for Many Families

By Helen Pettifer
Customer Vulnerability Specialist
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A long summer holiday may sound idyllic, but this isn’t the 

reality for many families. As the cost of living increases, 

the financial pressures of feeding, entertaining and finding 

childcare for 6 weeks is adding pressure to an already 

difficult situation. In this article I explore the scale of the 

issue, what support is available and how employers can 

help.

What do We Know About Free School Meals?

Government data* reveals that 1.9m children were eligible 

for free school meals in January 2022 equating to 22.5% of 

all pupils in England. This is an increase of 160,000 pupils 

since January 2021. Some areas are harder hit, for example, 

in the North East, 29.1% of pupils are eligible and the figure 

is 26.5% in the West Midlands.

Here are some facts about Free School Meals:

1.	 Currently, parents have to apply to claim free school 

meals and this can be a barrier to access. So, although 

the Government holds the data to prove eligibility, 11% 

of eligible children are not receiving the food that they 

are entitled to.

2.	 The income threshold for free school meals is £7,400 

and has remained unchanged for 4 years, despite the 

escalating cost of living.

3.	 Children who remain in 6th form can continue to receive 

free school meals, however, if they attend college or 

other education settings, they cannot.

As part of the National Food Strategy, the Local Government 

Association** is pressing the Government to:

•	 Provide automatic enrolment in place of the application 

process.

•	 Increase the income threshold to £20,000.

•	 Provide free school meals to all eligible pupils, no 

matter where they study and irrespective of their 

parent’s immigration status.

These steps would enable an estimated 1.1million other 

children to access a meal every school day. This would bring 

it in line with data provided by the Food Foundation***, which 

suggests that 2.6m children currently live in households 

that regularly face food insecurity (also referred to as food 

poverty).

Following pressure from various organisations, the 

Government announced an extension to free school meal 

eligibility in June. Households below set income thresholds 

and with ‘no recourse to public funds’ (unable to access 

welfare grants and benefits due to their current immigration 

status), can now apply for free school meals.

Food Hunger During the Summer Holidays

Research undertaken by the University of York revealed that 

30% of parents with school-aged children had concerns 

about feeding them through the summer holidays. 

What Support is Available?

The Government has provided funding for summer Holiday 

Activities & Food (HAF) programmes across the UK. All 

children who receive free school meals in school will receive 

a HAF code, which can be used to book a place on a local 

scheme. This will help many families, but not all children 

want to attend and not all parents can get children to the 

nearest programmes.

Some families will visit food banks to help put food on the 

table. In the 20/21 financial year, The Trussell Trust network 

distributed 2.1million food parcels across the UK****. This 

is in addition to many other community food donation 

schemes that operate. Although food banks provide a 

lifeline for many families, parents and children often feel 

embarrassed about relying on charity to eat.

Find your local food bank here: https://www.trusselltrust.

org/get-help/find-a-foodbank/

Many supermarkets, cafes and restaurants provide free 

children’s meals during the school holidays. This is 

generous, however, in most cases, the offer is dependent on 

the purchase of an adult meal. 

Additional Financial Challenges of the School Holidays

Keeping children well-fed is not the only financial challenge 

of the summer holidays. Looking after children means that 

https://www.trusselltrust.org/get-help/find-a-foodbank/
https://www.trusselltrust.org/get-help/find-a-foodbank/
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many parents have to take unpaid time off work or pay for 

childcare. In some families, there is no option but to go to 

work and leave children at home, fending for themselves.

There is also the pressure to provide activities through 

the summer, many of which cost money. Yes, there are free 

parks to play in, museums to visit and free activity clubs, 

but even transport to venues can be beyond the budget, 

especially with the current cost of fuel. With the recent rise 

in electricity bills, parents will also be concerned about how 

much time children are spending on devices or watching 

television.

The summer holidays are also the time of year when new 

uniform and shoes are purchased for the new school year. 

This is a substantial extra expense when money is tight. 

Parents can contact their Local Council to ask for financial 

support with purchasing uniforms. It may also be possible 

to buy second-hand uniform from schools.

What can Companies do to Help?

If companies acknowledge that the summer holidays are a 

challenge for some employees and customers, they can put 

in place measures to assist. They might include:

•	 Being open to flexible working hours and remote 

working to make it easier for parents to juggle home 

and work life. 

•	 Providing payment break opportunities for customers 

during August.

•	 Organising a fundraising event or food donation point 

for a local food bank.

•	 Donating to charity, such as Barnardos: https://www.

barnardos.org.uk/unseen-summer/why or a local Young 

Carers Group.

•	 Displaying information about free community events, 

food banks and other resources that could help parents.

•	 Subsidising places on a local holiday playscheme for 

the children of your employees.

•	 Providing an organisational foodbank for employees.

•	 Listen when employees or customers disclose 

struggles and ask what would make things easier for 

them to cope.

Surviving the Summer Holidays

For many families, the summer holidays will be a bigger 

challenge than ever this year. Rising costs will result in 

some difficult decisions being made. There are sources of 

support, but many families will need employers, schools 

and other organisations to proactively help them access 

what is available.

References

*https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-

statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
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“For many families, the 
summer holidays will be a 
bigger challenge than ever 
this year.”

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. 
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Networks Work!

By Leah MacFadyen & Hannah Barrett
Insurance Australia Group (IAG)

The title of this article may seem like a statement of the 

obvious (particularly when we consider the audience for 

this publication) but networks and communities of practice 

really do work! We all know that strong networks create 

opportunities for learning, building capability, sharing 

knowledge and reducing duplication of work. But perhaps 

the most exciting part of being in a supportive network is 

that they can also inspire innovation, thought leadership, 

and can drive real positive change for our organisations, our 

customers and our broader communities.

At IAG, we have seen firsthand the power of a strong and 

supportive network through the success of our Customers 

Experiencing Vulnerability (CEV) Community.

Our CEV Community was established in September 2020 

and has a member base of around 100 people. Getting 

together monthly the purpose of the Community focuses 

on the following: 

Building a Network & Generating Ideas

We do this by connecting people across a large, complex 

organisation who support customers experiencing 

vulnerability. These discussions encourage collaboration, 

the sharing of new and existing opportunities for continuous 

improvement and ways to influence organisational change.

Focusing on Customer Outcomes

Using storytelling to generate discussions about the 

impacts or actions that CEV Community members may have 

on customer experience and outcomes. 

Sharing Knowledge & Support

Sharing best practices and enabling the CEV Community 
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to gain new perspectives is an important component 

of this network. We create a space to share knowledge 

and support employees to become specialised in their 

field. Conversations include recognising the impact that 

supporting CEV can have on our people and providing a 

means for mutual support. This is also a space to identify 

opportunities to better support our people in relation to 

their own mental health and wellbeing.   

Engaging External Networks

We value thought leadership and subject matter expertise 

that is gained from engaging specialist organisations and 

external networks into IAG. This includes organisations such 

as:

•	 Lifeline.

•	 Rape and Domestic Violence Services Australia (Full 

Stop Australia).

•	 Thriving Communities Partnership.

•	 1800RESPECT.

•	 White Ribbon.

•	 Red Cross.

Our CEV Community members value the opportunity to 

hear from a variety of internal and external guest speakers. 

Over recent months, many sessions have included open and 

honest discussions around the importance of caring for the 

health and wellbeing of our customer facing employees, 

a topic that has proven to be one our Community is very 

passionate about. 

Also, knowing how an understanding of people with various 

backgrounds, characteristics and circumstances can impact 

the way we support customers experiencing vulnerability, 

we have held bespoke sessions with representatives of our 

Employee Network Groups (for example Pride, Celebrating 

Women and MindHealth).

We have been fortunate enough to gain insights and 

perspectives from special guests within external 

organisations. Lifeline spoke to our Community about the 

impact that disaster events such as fires and floods has 

on the mental health of Australians. In another session, 

Thriving Communities Partnerships talked about their goal 

to see everybody have fair access to the modern essential 

services they need to thrive in contemporary Australia.

The most common topic of discussion in our sessions centre 

around knowledge sharing through case studies from our 

customer facing employees.  Using storytelling and specific 

examples of situations, we discuss times when we have 

helped customers experiencing vulnerability in a supportive 

way, as well as times when we have identified opportunities 

where we can improve. 

Perhaps one of the most inspiring things we have seen come 

out of our CEV Community, is the willingness for individuals 

to take their learnings and incorporate these into their own 

business units. A particular example of this is when after 

hearing from one of our Community members talking about 

the benefits of the introduction of regular and formalised 

debriefing for Vulnerability Specialists within their teams, 

others in the Community have been inspired to do the same. 

Fostering an inclusive and truly customer centric culture, 

and the health and well-being of our team members has 

been an integral part of the narrative in our Community.   

When we asked our members what they have enjoyed most 

about our CEV Community sessions here is what they said:

 

•	 “The open forum nature of the sessions, a bunch of 

really passionate people talking about something that 

means so much to them. Empathy is modelled so well 

here but also cultural understanding and growth.” 

•	 “The opportunity to connect with members of the 

community and become more informed through that 

“Fostering an inclusive and 
truly customer centric culture, 
and the health and well-being 
of our team members has been 
an integral part of the narrative 
in our Community.”

https://www.iag.com.au/our-employee-network-groups
https://www.lifeline.org.au/
https://thriving.org.au/
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Leah MacFadyen is Customer Vulnerability Principal at IAG

Leah MacFadyen

experience and exposure”

•	 “The customer-centric empathy & passion is inspiring!”

So, if you are keen to build your own community focussed 

on inspiring innovation, thought leadership and driving 

real positive change, we’d love to hear from you.  We are 

happy to share some of the highlights and challenges we 

have encountered along the way, help thinking around how 

an internal CEV network can benefit your business and your 

customers.

Finally, we’d also love to hear from you if you are interested 

in attending one of our regular sessions as a guest speaker. 

Our Community members are certainly a welcoming bunch 

who value diverse perspectives and insights, so please get 

in touch if you would like to contribute.

Hannah Barrett is Principal, Customer Inclusion at IAG 

Hannah Barrett
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In developing a truly customer centric mindset, Grand Union 

Housing Group is developing a robust strategic approach 

to really understanding who our customers are and more 

importantly what they need.

Social housing organisations operate within a non-

competitive market. We have a housing crisis and access to 

social housing can often mean a long wait. For those who 

are successful in securing a home, can we be sure that what 

we offer is fit for purpose both now and in the future?

Whilst it is true of any essential service provider, the need 

to understand vulnerability in a social housing environment 

is even more important. The nature of our customer base 

means that we have an ongoing relationship with customers 

with a wide variety of needs. When considering vulnerability, 

we are approaching through the lens of behaviour and need 

- this can be extended across all our customers to ensure we 

are able to deliver a more evidenced, targeted, and tailored 

service design for all. 

We know through talking to our customers that the home 

is the centre of their focus – if the homes we provide aren’t  

meeting needs then our customers can’t begin to consider 

exploring, expanding, or fulfilling other aspects of their lives.

Having worked across some diverse sectors (financial 

services, central government, higher education) I was 

genuinely taken aback when I joined housing. With the 

back drop of relatively weak regulation in comparison to 

other sectors, alongside a lack of customer choice, it felt 

that housing had evolved in part from an internal belief 

system and sector hive mind rather than being driven from 

a customer perspective; data; evidence or with an eye to 

real innovation. Certainly, some of the processes and service 

delivery appear to lack some of the more typical advances 

other sectors had moved to in recent years. 

From the condition of our homes, as mandated by the 

decent homes standard (a minimum standard for home 

condition at point of letting) to a heavy reliance on written 

communications alongside technology that can feel 

somewhat outdated both in capability and delivery, the time 

is right refocus on customer. The very fact that the central 

core system in our organisations are housing management 

system rather than CRMs, is a tangible illustration of an 

asset management focus rather than customer service 

delivery prioritisation.

So, who lives in social housing? It’s a question that prompts 

many judgements and beliefs. Certainly, the issue of stigma 

is a priority within emerging regulation. Where does this 

stigma come from and how does it impact on the service 

customers receive? It can feel that some standard service 

offers within housing have been driven from long-held 

and outdated beliefs– tenants don’t work and are available 

when we need them to be. Tenants are treated as though 

they are equally financially able to decorate and carpet 

their homes whilst also displaying high levels of anti-social 

behaviour, non-rent payment and not keeping their gardens 

in an acceptable state.

I am of course speaking with generalised stereotypes, but 

it is borne out by some of the archetypal service design. 

Housing organisations have often offered a paint pack 

voucher to new tenants. Really? I was quite shocked that 

homes were not decorated. Equally, flooring is not a standard 

for new tenants. A lot of our processes and services operate 

between 9-5 Monday-Friday. We have all taken steps to 

digitalise, but this has often been driven by a cost saving/

efficiency position rather than really understanding what 

customers’ need, and often not backed up by the necessary 

improvements to processes and internal systems. 

Our policies have often been created with a mindset of 

‘we don’t do something for anyone’ (as this is fair) because 

otherwise ‘we will have to do something for everyone’. I 

find this quite problematic. What about our duty under 

the Equality Act? Equity and inclusivity isn’t doing the 

same for everyone. What about the cost though? In the 

absence of some analytics capability and outcome-focused 

performance reporting, it has been difficult to demonstrate 

the true extent of inefficiency in current service delivery. 

Performance reporting and management focuses strongly 

on activity, rather than impacts and outcomes. What is 

“We have all taken steps to 
digitalise, but this has often 
been driven by a cost saving/
efficiency position rather than 
really understanding what 
customers need”
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the cost of service failure, and what could any cost saving 

mean for developing a better standard and outcome for our 

residents? Better information and analysis will provide the 

foundation to both evidence and give confidence to a less 

binary policy position.

Don’t start with the cherry when you haven’t baked the 
cake

Now, I am not suggesting there has been a wilful disregard 

for customers. Over recent years housing organisations have 

clearly demonstrated a commitment to drive innovation and 

transformation within their businesses. However, in order to 

really transform to a better future state it is critical to know 

the baseline starting position (current state) and what our 

customers need and who they are (to design the future state 

that meets needs and drives positive improvements). 

Starting with a programme of improvement or innovation 

without having the baseline evidence for change and the 

ability to measure the impact of change from an outcome 

position is analogous to applying the icing and cherry 

before you’ve baked the cake.

And so, to the cake. This is the critical element. Segmentations 

have long been a standard business tool across sectors. In 

recent years housing have recognised the value but have 

not always applied the right approach – buying a spanner 

when what is needed is a screwdriver.

For housing, we are in a very different position than a 

commercial organisation where competitors could easily 

attract our customers with a better product or service offer. 

Equally, we have in part been driven by a sector consensus 

voice in delivering comparable service approaches that we 

then judge against each other – it can sometimes feel like a 

race to the bottom rather than to the top and by measuring 

the wrong things, we are often at risk of hitting the target 

but missing the point.

Some sectors have their product offer totally nailed – does 

it meet the customer’s need? Well of course it does, that’s a 

hygiene factor. If it didn’t meet need, they’d soon be losing 

customers and risking the entire business. For housing 

‘meeting need’ has not necessarily been properly understood 

and we are sometimes guilty designing services based 

on the premise that we have always done something in a 

particular way. It’s time to change. Not because regulation 

says we have to, not because everyone else is, not for any 

other reason but that it is right for our customers and in 

turn it will positively impact our bottom line, enabling us to 

do more for more people and importantly, free that resource 

to deliver to our most vulnerable customers.

So, what about vulnerable customers? What do we mean? 

Again, I’ve observed a great deal of academic debate about 

whether we should refer to customers as vulnerable. It’s a 

moot point and we should stop debating and start acting. It 

isn’t about creating a prescriptive list of vulnerability

Sometimes we make our life more complicated than it need 

be. If we approach our service delivery with an inclusive 

mindset, it is a better service for everyone. This isn’t about 

endless adapted resources and processes but creating 

an offer and framework, supported by organisational 

infrastructure, that can empower our people to do the right 

thing and enable our customers to be serviced in an easy, 

efficient way that meets their needs.

At Grand Union Housing, we have developed a robust 

psychographic segmentation. Why this approach? Because 

it is predicated on the complete person – their needs, 

capability, capacity, values, and motivations. It enables us 

to understand why customers behave in certain ways and 

how we can do things differently to get better outcomes. 

Knowing the customer through a demographic or life stage 

lens can’t do this.

By understanding how to meet our customers’ needs, we 

can improve customer experience whilst also improving 

organisational efficiency.  A psychographic or behavioural 

segmentation will provide rich and detailed information 

from a needs-based perspective at both a total customer 

and segment level. The impact of any identified difficulties 

or needs may show how your current service design is 

contributing to service failure. If your customers are 

“By understanding how to 
meet our customers’ needs, 
we can improve customer 
experience whilst also 
improving organisational 
efficiency. ”



Naomi Sweeting is Director of Customer Experience at Grand 

Union Housing Group.

Naomi Sweeting
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unable to decorate their home and the lettings approach 

is to provide paint packs, then there is a gap between need 

and service; If customers are not able to maintain their 

gardens and you are observing multiple ‘messy garden’ 

ASB complaints, you may need to consider how to manage 

general maintenance more effectively. Observing differing 

levels of literacy, cognitive capability, developmental or 

learning disabilities (all potential protected characteristics 

in equality legislation) may indicate a need to review and 

redesign both your offer and communication strategies to 

ensure accessibility. 

We must understand that we are not dealing with a 

homogenous group and recognise that the needs of 

different customer groups will be very different across your 

customer base, and between different housing providers. 

This only further highlights the limitations of benchmarking 

and standardised approaches which also applies to how you 

manage customer voice. 

For Grand Union, we now know our customers in great 

detail. For us this means we now know that 75% of our 

customers have at least one condition that impacts them on 

a day to day basis. That is significant. What this looks like at 

segment level is the real story. We have groups of customers 

who are very capable and confident, and others living with 

a complex profile of need across physical, mental, and 

cognitive capability. This doesn’t necessarily mean adopting 

different approaches across our whole service design – we 

are equally likely to observe dissatisfaction from our most 

confident and capable customers when they experience a 

service design that doesn’t deliver to their needs. 

By designing our services through the lens of customer 

need, we can start to really design our service for all. We 

“For Grand Union, we now 
know our customers in great 
detail. For us this means we 
now know that 75% of our 
customers have at least one 
condition that impacts them 
on a day to day basis. ”

will all experience a degree of vulnerability at some point 

in our life. It’s sensible to start considering any vulnerability 

offer as a primary strand of good service design rather than 

a separate add on to a core offer. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/naomi-sweeting-096a6654/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/naomi-sweeting-096a6654/
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same lines. If you work outside of financial services, you’ll 

know what yours are. The words might be ever so slightly 

different, but the intent is the same. 

Be good to your customers. Be nice. Play fair.
So, if the concept of being fair to customers is it is so 

part and parcel of our everyday conversations about how 

we go about things, why has there been a need for the 

Financial Conduct Authority (the FCA and regulator to the 

financial services industry) to introduce the Consumer Duty, 

which requires firms to operate to a higher standard than 

TCF ever did? Isn’t it all a bit, unnecessary? Isn’t TCF so 

embedded into the fabric of what we do now that we and 

our regulators don’t need to worry about it anymore?

Ah, if only that were the case. If I’m honest, I think TCF and 

its later variant the fair treatment of customers (it’s arguably 

Do we really need to be told by 
Regulators to treat our customers well?

By 
Caroline Wells

Director at Different Petal Consulting

I’d like to think the answer is a resounding and heartfelt 

no. Then I could make this quite possibly the shortest 

article I’ve ever written and go out and enjoy the one day 

of heatwave we have this summer before it rains.  

Oh, hang on…I’ll put my beach bag down. 

The concept of treating customers fairly is something many 

of you will be familiar with. In financial services these three 

words, treating customers fairly - or TCF as many of us have 

come to know and love it by – has tripped off the tongue 

with relative ease in almost every conversation about 

customers for the last few years. 

The concept of TCF It isn’t just reserved for the likes of 

financial services though. Over the last decade regulators 

in other sectors have also adopted something along the 
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Caroline is the Collaboration Network’s Regulated Markets 

Customer Service Specialist and Director of Different Petal. 

She is an award-winning consumer advocate and custom-

er insight professional and has a deep-rooted knowledge 

of customer service, complaints handling and consumer 

vulnerability across a number of regulated industries.

Caroline Wells

www.differentpetal.co.uk

the same thing or, is it?) have become almost too familiar 

and over-used in our vocabulary. A bit like the word ‘like.’ It 

can all sound like a little W1A like, if you get my meaning. 

“Oh yes, we need to be seen to be TCF, this is all about TCF. 

Yes, exactly. Yes. No. Brilliant.”

Did we lose the true meaning of TCF somewhere along the 

way? 

I think we may well have done. In some ways it was 

inevitable. When we get so familiar with something, we can 

stop seeing things for what they really and we forget to 

really challenge ourselves about it. We can become guilty of 

making so sure we’ve done what we’re expected to do under 

the rules to tick that box, that we forget to hold a mirror up 

to ourselves about how we went about it. 

Here’s an example; there’s a world of difference between 

saying you’ve met the rules because you sent an 

acknowledgement letter to a customer within the required 

timeframe and you sending a letter within the required 

timeframe which truly provides early reassurance to your 

customer that you have their complaint and you’re looking 

into it. One ticks a box, the other demonstrates a good 

customer outcome. 

And, when it comes to those of us making decisions or 

creating policies, products and processes that have a direct 

or indirect impact on our customers, that’s where this over-

familiarity can strike and do its damage. We’ve seen that 

happen recently where firms across different industries 

have been pulled up for their approach on everything from 

magazine and TV subscription packages, to phone and 

insurance contract renewals, and in the last couple of weeks, 

customers struggling with the rising cost of living. 

Until we can outrun over-familiarity, outwit it, and basically 

beat it at its own game, regulators will continue to have to 

find ways to remind us to be good, be nice and play fair.   

“One ticks a box, the 
other demonstrates a 
good customer outcome.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/caroline-lusted-wells/
http://www.differentpetal.co.uk
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We all have multiple relationships with those that provide 

services to us, either personally, such as insurance or 

financial products, or as part of a household, such as utility 

use or waste collection and the road infrastructure.

As a customer we look at them as a service, something we 

pay for.  But this is only the financial transaction.  What 

about our other expectations and the experience of physical 

transactions - what else do we care about?

•	 I pay the water bill but everyone in the household is a 

consumer, just not a customer.  Are they getting what 

they want?

•	 Do I know what I am getting for my money, does the 

leaflet from the water company, energy provider or 

council really help me understand where my money 

goes and what I can expect?

•	 What about other elements?  As a citizen I want to 

know I am using renewable energy, the potholes are 

filled with recycled material and vulnerable customers 

are getting the support they need.

But these are my views, collectively and individually we 

have diverse views across a myriad of topics and subjects. 

‘Just get them filled quickly!’ many would say about 

potholes, preferring a quick concrete filler as opposed to 

waiting for recycled material to be sourced.  And are we all 

open to some of our energy bill being spent on vulnerable 

customers in cold draughty homes, granting them financial 

help to receive free insulation and a new boiler for a cosy 

home?

This brings me to the point of having the right data: rich, 

broad, and extensive customer, consumer and citizen data.  

We capture data about what has happened, in most cases 

this gives us information about history.  But our policy 

makers and economists fill most of their days trying to make 

sense of the current situation let alone what will happen in 

the future!  

How does research help them? 

All we know for sure is what has happened but 
expecting the future to be like the past is a 

flawed concept.

Computing power, AI and the diverse range of data points 

collected instantly from across our lives are providing 

opportunities for more granularity.  Still, nothing 

about next week or next year, nor how the future will 

be influenced by the views of citizens, customers or 

consumers.  Throw in a war, famine, pandemics, global 

interdependency and short-termism, suddenly you have an 

extremely complicated ‘soup’ in which to fish for thoughts 

about the needs of future infrastructure.  But that is the 

soup we expect water companies, energy companies 

and infrastructure providers to go fishing in, pulling 

out assurances their plans are right for regulators and 

investors.

But what about big computing power?  Where data is 

aggregated, as well as being commercialised to sell ‘stuff’.  

There are limited examples of when data collaboration 

is used to increase understanding to help guide the 

approach for future activity across different disciplines or 

infrastructure delivery.  

Do we have the wrong data?  This comes in two parts.  The 

data you have is less reliable the older it is, but how old 

is it?  Secondly, the data you really want you cannot get - 

organisations do not want to share it with you.  The causes 

lie in data being unable to be obtained quickly, not being 

open and transparent, and not being acted upon quickly, 

resulting in a scenario where you are unknowingly making 

the wrong decisions.  Such errors are exacerbated by 

taking a linear approach from research to decisions.

To elaborate on this, I will tell you about an example from 

a recent discussion.  Both brown bears and black bears 

are prevalent in Canada.  One will run away from you in 

most cases, the other is likely to attack you.  You have 

done your research, analysed the data you have collected 

and interpreted what you need to do.  You are prepared 

with your linear decision when you come across the bear: 

play dead when confronted by a brown bear or stand your 

ground when confronted by a black bear.

You are out on your hike and equipped with your linear 

recommendations from your data gathering and evaluation.  

“Decision making in 
isolation has an economic 
impact on customers.”
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It is a bit late in the day that you see the hulking shape of 

a bear ahead of you.  The sun has dropped and dusk has 

fallen – is that brown or black fur you see?  With a crucial 

decision to make, your linear model has broken down.  A 

wider selection of data is needed for this decision to be 

more robust.

What is going to make you change your mind 
about your future plans?

Decision making in isolation has an economic impact on 

customers – those who pay the bills see higher costs – 

while they and the environment do not get an optimal 

solution – both suffer.  But breaking out of these silos to 

embrace a broader agenda is limited by existing inertia, 

complexity and culture.  We need more polymaths skilled 

across different disciplines to break the conventional 

linear decision-making process and escape silos.

Without a cross silo policy, we will not effectively and 

efficiently tackle climate change and its detrimental 

effects - or indeed the transition to a digital society with 

full fibre infrastructure.

Vulnerabilities cut across silos and the usual models do 

not see households, but instead customers at the end 

of the pipe, a wire or service.  This was highlighted in 

the pandemic.  Pre-pandemic, headlines would cite NHS 

waiting times, which does not tell you much about health 

in a community.  There was focus on how many of the sick 

had been hospitalised, again rather than the wider picture 

in the community.  Here the metrics used are irrelevant 

to the issues we should be concerned about.  Maybe we 

were asking the wrong questions, choosing to focus on the 

symptom not the cause.

But attempts at engagement is better than none at all. 

“Democracy is the worst form of government, except for 

all the others.” (Churchill, 1947).  We should consider that 

not asking questions at all may be worse than asking the 

wrong questions to the wrong people. 

When you do engage, having the right angle of 

engagement or ‘hook’ is crucial.  We get a response four 

times greater when we say: “you are wasting £200 by not 

doing it”, rather than “you can save £200 by doing it,” when 

talking about loft insulation.  Additionally, response rates 

increase higher when we offer to do it for them.  Engaging 

with consumers appropriately and robustly for future 

decision making, requires non-linear approaches. 

Change is afoot as we begin to take steps to address some 

of the fundamental issues across our infrastructure in the 

UK, all the while making sure no-one is left behind.  

Collaborating across sectors with different lenses will 

allow us to break the silos, develop non-linear decision 

processes and attempt to gain a clearer view of the future 

by asking the right questions to the right people.

Duncan McCombie is CEO at YES Energy Solutions and 

Chair of Customer Engagement Group at Western Power 

Distribution.

Duncan McCombie

“We should consider that 
not asking questions at all 
may be worse than asking 
the wrong questions to the 
wrong people.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/duncanmccombie/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/duncanmccombie/
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It’s a bit of an understatement to say that the last few 

years have been filled with uncertainty and instability. 

Brexit, the pandemic, the recent outbreak of severe conflict 

in eastern Europe, and now the cost-of-living crisis, have 

created a perfect storm of challenges within our society 

and an increase in people experiencing new or heightened 

personal struggles.

Many people who would not previously have found 

themselves in challenging circumstances may now be at 

risk and require support and assistance in their day-to-day 

lives. This has meant that organisations have had to step 

up to ensure they are doing all they can to meet people’s 

needs and support those who may be struggling or more 

susceptible to facing challenges. 

This is true of the financial services industry. The strive for 

financial inclusion, ensuring every customer can access the 

products and services they need in a way that is suitable 

for them, together with changing consumer behaviours 

and other external factors, has driven a surge in innovative 

models of banking. Digitalisation, for example, presents new 

opportunities for customers and financial services providers 

alike. 

But it’s not just banking that’s moving online; more and 

more people are turning to the internet for work, dating, 

support and so on.

As well as creating positive opportunities, these changes 

that have been spurred on by the impact of the pandemic, 

have consequently presented opportunities for criminals. 

I’m talking here about scammers. 

Scammers prey on vulnerabilities, thrive in challenging 

circumstances and feed off emotions. 

I think it is likely that you will have been targeted by a 

scammer at some point, and likely fairly recently. As an 

example, have you received a text claiming that you have 

overpaid on your electricity bill, and to receive your refund, 

you just need to click a link to verify your details? Or have 

you been contacted by ‘Royal Mail’ asking you to pay a 

delivery fee for a parcel before it can be sent to you? These 

are everyday examples of Authorised Push Payment (APP) 

scams, and they are on the rise.

APP scams occur when a customer is tricked into authorising 

a payment they believe belongs to a legitimate payee, but in 

fact belongs to a scammer. For those amongst you who have 

never fallen victim to a scam, it may seem highly unlikely 

that you ever would, and you may have even gone as far 

as thinking those who have fallen for them are careless, 

but the reality is, even the most savvy of us can be socially 

engineered into believing one of these scams is true. 

Months of work can go into these crimes. These criminals 

often forge relationships with their victims online, tap into 

their accounts to gather information that they can use to 

demonstrate confidence, create urgency and panic, and even 

pose as colleagues or loved ones, in order to gain trust. 

APP scams can be complex, sophisticated, difficult to 

detect, and have the most devastating impact on their 

victims. They often bring about feelings of shame, guilt and 

embarrassment, not to mention financial distress. 

These negative impacts don’t leave their victims, in fact, 

recent research by Canada Life suggests that over half 

said falling victim to scam had taken a toll on their mental 

health, 47% were left feeling foolish and 37% felt their trust 

in people has completely gone. 

Prior to 2019, there were no specific protections in place for 

customers from APP scams, despite their prevalence within 

our society. 

That was until the introduction of the CRM Code, which 

remains to this day the only set of protections, in the 

financial services, requiring its signatory firms to detect 

and prevent scams, and respond to those scams that slip 

through the net.

Anyone can fall victim to an APP scam, and factors such as life 

events, physical and mental health, caring responsibilities 

and so on can make us more susceptible to falling for an 

“Prior to 2019, there were no 
specific protections in place 
for customers from APP scams, 
despite their prevalence within 
our society. ”

https://www.canadalife.co.uk/news/our-latest-insights-into-financial-scams-since-covid-19-outbreak/
https://www.lendingstandardsboard.org.uk/crm-code/


35

Anna Roughley

Anna Roughley is Head of Insight at Lending Standards 

Board.

APP scam. Citizens Advice recently revealed that whilst 

over 55s are most likely to be a target of a scam, people 

under the age of 34 are actually five times more likely to 

fall for a scam. 

In the context of an APP scam, evidence of a vulnerable 

situation may not necessarily increase the chances that 

someone will fall victim. For example, the fact that a 

customer is suffering with a physical health condition, may 

not make the customer any more vulnerable to a scam, than 

someone who is feeling in good health; but it could do. 

So, whilst you might assume you are out of the woods, in 

fact, any of us could be a target. 

Picture a situation where you have recently been let go 

from your job and have received a redundancy payout. You 

get a call from what looks like your bank, displaying the 

number on the back of your debit card, and it’s the fraud 

department. They tell you there is suspicious activity on 

your account, and to avoid losing your money, you must 

immediately transfer your savings to a safe account. After 

going through security checks and confirming recent 

transactions on your account, with a sense of urgency, the 

caller calmly explains what you need to do, and you quickly 

move the money over as advised. 

You can see here how the urgency and panic created by 

the caller, the reassurance in respect of what they know 

about you, coupled with your job circumstance, could lead 

you, in that moment, to being more susceptible to that 

particular scam. And whilst if you bank with a firm that is 

signed up to the CRM Code you may get your money back, 

reimbursement alone won’t reset the distress, shame and 

guilt you are likely to feel after falling victim to one of 

these scams.  

Preventing the scam will. 

Tackling APP scams is high on the agenda for the financial 

services industry, and rightly so, but this fight goes beyond 

one industry working alone. Scams don’t occur at the point 

of payment. 

Like I said before, scammers socially engineer their victims 

to fall for their deceit, by building relationships and trust 

with them, tapping into accounts to gather information, and 

hacking phone systems to feign their identity. This means 

that often by the point the customer comes to make the 

payment, they are already convinced it is legitimate and 

nothing can break the spell.

That is why other organisations must play their part; 

social media companies preventing scammers from 

making accounts; phone companies preventing scammers 

from spoofing phone numbers; and utilities companies 

preventing customers from falling for impersonation scams. 

These organisations need to make public commitment that 

they too, will be held accountable when scams slip through 

the net. There are so many sectors involved and so many 

opportunities to intervene. 

Early intervention and prevention are paramount to 

putting a stop to customer harm, one of the Codes primary 

objectives. All industries need to, as a matter of urgency, 

look at the part they play, independently and together, in 

the scam journey, identifying as many opportunities as 

possible to intervene. Stop the scam in its tracks. Protect 

the customer and ensure the scammer is the only one 

losing out. 

Is your organisation playing its part? 

“Early intervention and 
prevention are paramount to 
putting a stop to customer harm”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/annaroughleycompliance/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/annaroughleycompliance/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/about-us1/media/press-releases/36-million-brits-targeted-by-a-scammer-so-far-this-year/
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Sally, Propositions Manager, had been tasked to focus 

on a problem where the Extra Care Team advisors were 

inadvertently driving additional demand into the contact 

centre. She’d been on the project for about two weeks and 

was taking the time to understand the problem – looking a 

data, talking to call centre leaders, listening to calls etc. She 

was beginning to gather thoughts on potential solutions 

and had casually discussed them with her line manager 

Paula (Head of Propositions) in the coffee queue. The next 

day Paula called Sally - she was buoyed and excited by 

something.

“I was thinking last night about your suggestion to review the 

call guide for the advisors. I think it’s great. It makes absolute 

sense to me – they just need some fresh thinking, and we can 

give them that. When you do, include a review of the steps the 

advisor should take as there could be something there too.” 

Paula, Head of Propositions

Sally had barely had time to finish researching the problem 

before she was directed on to the solution. She downed 

her research plans and pivoted into delivery mode. Her 

next conversation with Ahmed, Head of Contact Centres, 

was a difficult one. He was underwhelmed by the solution, 

thought it a hard sell to the advisors and felt it didn’t go 

deep enough into the problem.

This is a scenario I come across time and time again when 

talking to clients. I’ve also been on the receiving end of it 

– the Highest Paid Person’s Opinion (HIPPO) trying to lead 

but inadvertently diluting the impact of the project.

Just 3 months into working with Sally, she’d developed 

a much clearer understanding of what their vulnerable 

customers’ needs were. Together, we walked in the shoes 

of Mohammed, Jane, Peter, Frank and Margaret and gained 

insights and spotted patterns backed up by data. These 

insights revealed the driver of the demand was a system 

triggered communication after a call with the Extra Care 

Team. The team knew of the communication, but no one 

knew it was their call and actions in the system which 

triggered it.

Take a moment to think about what your planned 

improvements are based on...are they based on real or 

perceived customer needs?

NEWSFLASH!
You can’t do inclusive service design without involving the 

customers you seek to include.

Reading it now, it might seem obvious but in the haste of 

a busy office/workload, it’s easily overlooked. Let’s take a 

moment to look at what my proven inclusive service design 

approach looks like in the below graph.

Following a robust Engage stage where you’ve set your 

foundations for success and an in-depth Discovery stage 

walking in your customer’s shoes to capture and align on 

the customer’s journey, you’re ready to move into Design.

Preparing to redesign experiences
You won’t be short of ideas, that’s certain. So much so that 

during the Discover phase you’ll have had to implement a 

“car park” to capture ideas and battled to keep the team 

focused on refining and defining the problem. “What 

they need to be doing is...” or “Could we look at...” are 

commonplace!

So, as you move into Design, you’ve defined the customer 

problem statement, e.g.:

“I want to understand my payments, but I can’t because the 

email I received is confusing and I’ve no money to call them.” 

Luke, 32, low-income household

You have the Desired Emotions you’re looking to invoke, 

e.g.:

•	 Valued.

•	 Understood.

•	 Supported.

You have the Customer Promises you’ll redesign in 

alignment with, e.g.:
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•	 We’ll recognise your time is precious.

•	 We’ll treat you like a person.

•	 We’ll anticipate your needs.

It’s time to redesign – buckle up!

Ambitious ideation
Bring together (virtually or face to face) your Sprint Team 

along with relevant subject matter experts and contributing 

vulnerable customers. Teams are pre-briefed that nothing 

is off the cards and blue-sky thinking is the norm. Ideation 

takes place at 3 levels to really push realms of possibility.

Level 1 – What do we think would resolve Luke’s problem?

•	 Starting with the ideas in the car park, validate them 

against the Desired Emotions and Customer Promises 

and eliminate any which aren’t a good fit.

•	 Call on the participants to note their own ideas on 

stickies and display them on a wall/digital white board 

(recommend Mural).

Level 2 – How do our competitors resolve Luke’s problem?

•	 Call on participants who have worked for or are 

customers of competitors – how do they do it well?

•	 Carry out desk research on competitors (pre-work).

Level 3 – How do other industries resolve Luke’s problem?

•	 Call on participants who have worked for or are 

customers of brands in other industries – how do they 

do it well?

•	 Carry out desk research on other industries (pre-work).

The higher up the levels you go, the harder it is for 

participants to contribute. A little pre-work to bring some 

inspiration often helps e.g., car salespeople often have 

the benefit of being face to face with the customer when 

explaining car finance payments – what can we learn from 

them that we can adapt and adopt for Luke?

Sometimes a break or a period of silence for minds to 

think uninterrupted help reset the group but Level 3 is 

really where the transformational ideas come in. They’re 

often not expensive ideas either – tactical but impactful 

changes. So, it’s worth spending time in this level to make 

sure you get the most out of it.

From this point you’ll have a messy wall/board of stickies! 

A quick grouping of similar ideas followed by collective 

scoring and ranking, and a layer of common sense will 

bring you naturally to a roadmap for delivery with 1-3 

(max) clear prioritised ideas.

There is often excitement and eagerness to get going on 

these ideas and a buzz develops in the impacted teams, but 

it’s important to take the time to validate the anticipated 

impacts with customers, estimate the measurable benefits 

on customers and colleagues and the commercial impact 

and keep the sponsors engaged on progress.

Moving into action
Service prototyping of the concept to prove the anticipated 

benefits and rapid deployment of it to realise the benefits 

quickly come next. I recommend Agile project delivery for 

this however, if this is your first Agile project, be careful to 

create the wider environment (governance, culture etc) for 

an Agile delivery to be successful – not only the roles and 

responsibilities of the team.

Concluding
Inclusive Service Design is fun and effective when done 

well but the real value comes in the Design stage. It’s 

important to be ambitious and start with the end in mind 

and work backwards without deviating from the vision of 

a transformed experience which meets or exceeds your 

Customer Promises and invokes the Desired Emotions. Only 

this way will you realise the full potential of my proven 

approach.

Carolyn Delehanty

Carolyn is the Collaboration Network’s Vulnerable Customer 

Lead and helps to deliver our programme of activities that 

enable organisations to improve the support extended to 

their customers.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolyn-delehanty/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolyn-delehanty/
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One of the challenges I have grappled with in my time 

as a credit risk manager is the balance between lending 

responsibly and lending inclusively. It was for this reason 

I took the question - how do you ensure that fairness and 

inclusion are embedded into your products and services? - 

to a Collaboration Network session I was kindly invited to 

host back in February. In the world of financial services, more 

and more often responsible lending is in direct conflict with 

being inclusive. It is widely considered that the safest way 

to avoid lending irresponsibly is to decline lending in the 

first place. But this exacerbates the disadvantage already 

felt by those with the fewest options, favouring applicants 

with good credit histories, abundant disposable income and 

access to a variety of lenders. 

I cannot help but think how back to front our systems are 

when those who can afford borrowing the least are charged 

the most for it. It could be argued that a person who cannot 

afford loan repayments should not be taking out a loan, 

and in principle that sounds absolutely fair. But there a 

few mitigating considerations. What happens when we, as 

lenders, aren’t accurate in our assessment of who can and 

can’t afford a loan? And because of the blunt approaches 

taken to assessing credit worthiness, with its reliance on 

credit reference agency data and historical views of income, 

we decline thousands of creditworthy applicants? Consider 

it like this – most credit decisioning processes use credit 

scores to provide a probability that a customer will pay back 

their loan. 

Thresholds are chosen that predict a level of arrears that 

an organisation is comfortable with. If a threshold is set 

to give, for example, a 30 percent arrears rate, which in 

usual circumstances would be considered extremely high, 

it would eliminate 70 percent of customers at that score 

who would pay back their loan. These are the customers 

who end up either being charged the highest prices for 

credit or are excluded altogether, paying the penalty for 

all customers who look like them but do not pay back 

their loans. Everything that happens in credit decisioning 

has merit and credibility, and is backed up by statistical 

significance. It makes total sense to decline a loan when 
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the commercial return is marginal and volatile, and when it 

does not appear to be in the best interests of that customer. 

But how much does not giving an affordable loan benefit 

the customer long term as well? As Vine’s Boots Theory 

explains, low income households have to spend smaller 

amounts more often, leading to more spend overall. There 

is also the issue of forcing someone who simply needs more 

money to non-regulated, unprotected routes if they do not 

have options elsewhere. How beneficial is that for them, 

really? Where I question typical decisioning processes the 

most is how far they currently go to support the 70 percent 

that would have paid. 

There must be something, other than bureau and income 

data, that can help determine creditworthiness? Maybe 

it’s looking at communication with the organisation 

- the willingness to talk and the building of trust (which 

works both ways). Maybe a thin credit file indicates good 

management of finances, with limited borrowing that a 

customer is better able to manage. 

Maybe a customer who engages with a budget management 

app is most capable of managing their money because, 

despite what affordability calculators say, they know exactly 

how much they have and what they can spend it on. Maybe 

a customer has recently gained independence of their 

finances and their previous credit history is not reflective 

of them. Maybe they just need help, and for their mental 

health and the sake of their families, allowing financial 

headroom can make all the difference. 

The only way for us to know any of this is to find non-

intrusive ways of gathering such data in a way that the 

customer is comfortable with, that demonstrates empathy 

of their situation and that allows them to engage with 

financial institutions without intimidation or fear. If we 

always decision to the worst case, or the lowest common 

denominator in risk, i.e. the person taking the loan that they 

can’t afford, with no intention or ability to repay and with 

an over-reliance on credit to supplement their lifestyle – if 

we decline everyone else for the sake of that person they 

we are always going to be exclusive rather than inclusive. 

As lenders, we have a responsibility to be better, particularly 

given the economic challenges currently being faced. Until 

we know the circumstances an individual is operating under, 

we cannot possibly know what the best solution is for them. 

Until we can find ways to get closer to the why, we should 

be cautious about dictating the what. 

It has always been difficult to predict the future based on 

the past but unfortunately this is the principle credit risk 

is built on. In these crazy, uncertain, unprecedented times 

though, with arrears rates certain to rise unless proper 

attention is paid to what customers actually need, maybe 

it’s time to start looking past what we’ve always done. 

“Maybe they just need 
help, and for their mental 
health and the sake of their 
families, allowing financial 
headroom can make all the 
difference.”

Victoria Zuiderent

Victoria Zuiderent is Head of Credit at Auden and Director 

& Co-Founder at Vilo Sky.

https://moneywise.com/managing-money/budgeting/boots-theory-of-socioeconomic-unfairness
https://www.linkedin.com/in/vicky-zuiderent-69747a19/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/vicky-zuiderent-69747a19/
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No More Bets Please...

By 
Stuart Murgatroyd
Data on Demand

Casinos, lotteries, and online gaming operators are betting 

on promotional marketing to find the customers who will 

deposit and play again.

There’s a chance they might target the right customer at 

the right time, but there is also a chance they will target a 

vulnerable customer at the wrong time.

Taking that chance can be costly – creating potentially 

damaging outcomes for operators and customers.

In February 2020 over 100 gambling experts attended 

the Gambling Commission event in Birmingham to make 

progress on creating a single industry-wide solution to help 

reduce gambling harm, in particular, where customers have 

multiple online accounts.

The initiative was supported by the Betting and Gaming 
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Council (BGC) and representatives from the Information 

Commissioners Office attended, with the aim of raising 

awareness of individual rights and to discuss issues around 

privacy.

Neil McArthur, Chief Executive of the Gambling Commission 

at the time said:

“We recognise that keeping a customer safe where operators 

currently only have a partial view of a customer’s behaviour 

is a challenge. That is why we are bringing together experts 

from outside and within the gambling industry to explore 

how technology could create a single customer view, 

as it has the potential to significantly improve customer 

protection.

A particular area of focus for The Gambling Commission is 

to make progress in raising standards and reducing harm 

through the use of advertising technology.

When sharing personal data there are always concerns 

about the impact that the processing could have on the 

individual. The purposes for processing the data should 

always result in a better outcome for the customer.

Processing personal data for promotional marketing 

activity and not taking the steps to identify some of those 

customers who are currently vulnerable never results in a 

better outcome.  It results in avoidable harm to individuals.

BGC were accepted into the Regulatory Sandbox, a service 

developed by the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), 

to support organisations who are creating products and 

services which utilise personal data in innovative and safe 

ways to create better outcomes for customers.

The aim of the SCV Sandbox was to establish an appropriate 

lawful basis under GDPR that allows for the sharing of data 

between online gambling operators via a single customer 

view.

It is the ICO’s view that both ‘Public Task’ and ‘Legitimate 

Interests’ are lawful bases which would allow such 

processing.

In February 2022, the Betting and Gaming Council 

announced that GAMSTOP would be running the ‘Single 

Customer View’ trial to share data on those most at risk of 

gambling harm.

On 9 March 2022, The Gambling Commission fined a large 

operator £1.17m for marketing to vulnerable consumers.

On 2 November 2021, the operator distributed a 

promotional offer of “Bet £5 get 100 free spins” to 41,395 

self-excluded customers and 249,159 customers who had 

unsubscribed from the operator’s marketing emails.

These actions breached licence conditions aimed at 

ensuring gambling in Britain is socially responsible.

Andrew Rhodes, the current Chief Executive of the 

Gambling Commission, said:

“Self-excluded customers are likely to be suffering 

gambling harm and should absolutely not be sent direct 

marketing that could tempt them back into gambling.

“We would advise all operators to learn from the costly 

errors and ensure their systems are robust enough to 

always prevent the self-excluded, and those who have 

clearly rejected marketing, from receiving promotional 

material.”

More recently, on 21 March 2022, during a House of 

Commons debate Chris Philp, often referred to as the 

‘Gambling Minister’ said to reduce targeting individuals 

at more risk of harm “One area where we can go is using 

data. I mentioned that online gambling is one of the areas 

that carry higher risk, unlike betting at a racecourse, for 

example, which carries a risk, but a significantly lower one. 

Data should and will enable the Gambling Commission to 

do a much better job at identifying what the operators are 

really doing.”

What should gambling operators take away from this?

“A particular area of focus for 
The Gambling Commission is 
to make progress in raising 
standards and reducing 
harm through the use of 
advertising technology.”

https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/regulatory-sandbox/the-guide-to-the-sandbox
https://www.gamstop.co.uk/
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Available Data

Self-Exclusion Data
Self-exclusion is a tool used by consumers who feel they are 

having trouble controlling their gambling and request that 

the operator refuse their service. The Gambling Commission 

insists that all operators offer this facility.

Single Customer View Data
This cross-operator view of a customer’s gambling activities 

could help identify and prevent potential gambling harms 

in those who hold accounts with more than one gambling 

company. Online gamblers hold an average of three 

accounts, with a significant proportion of younger gamblers 

holding more. Evidence also indicates an increased risk of 

harm among those customers who take part in multiple 

gambling activities.

Third-Party Vulnerable Consumer Data
The only information operators have about current or 

lapsed players is the information they currently hold. The 

data shows how they have interacted with the operator 

but does not consider any outside influences or factors 

that indicate the consumer could be at risk of harm. Using 

third-party data enables operators to identify consumers 

at risk of harm from other factors. Using third-party data 

allows operators to proactively exclude customers with 

characteristics of vulnerability from marketing.

ID.VU is a third-party database of 2.7m individual high-cost, 

short-term loan applications which are mapped back to the 

FCA’s Characteristics of vulnerability to highlight individual 

consumers who are financially vulnerable.

https://dataondemand.co.uk/idvu-identifying-vulnerable-customers/
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“The gaming regulator 
has fined operators for 
targeting vulnerable 
people with promotional 
marketing activity.”

Considering the comments from Andrew Rhodes relating 

to the £1.17m fine, the ID.VU flags should be utilised by 

operators to restrict direct marketing to those vulnerable 

customers most at risk of suffering gambling harm.

The advice from the Chief Executive of the Gambling 

Commission is that all operators should consider how 

they can prevent vulnerable customers from receiving 

promotional material. 

Many people do not consider themselves vulnerable – no 

matter what characteristics they have or how difficult their 

circumstances, and they will not want the label ‘vulnerable’ 

applied to them. 

People also may become more or less vulnerable, and so 

have an increased or reduced risk of harm throughout their 

lives.

Identifying vulnerable customers when they are most 

in need of help is about making an ethical decision and 

considering social responsibility when it comes to including 

this type of customer in marketing campaigns. 

These customers are more at risk of harm, even if they would 

not like to admit they are struggling financially and excluding 

them from marketing can only achieve better outcomes for 

customers and operators. 

ID.VU categorises individuals as:
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The gaming regulator has fined operators for targeting 

vulnerable people with promotional marketing activity. 

It is not only the operators in the gaming sector who should 

take note, but also companies offering other financial 

services such as BNPL (Buy Now Pay Later), revolving credit 

facilities and products sold on finance.

Removing existing customers and prospect customers who 

can be identifed as vulnerable from marketing campaigns 

removes the chance of creating more harm for those 

individuals. 

The socially responsible stance to take as a business is to 

exclude vulnerable individuals from any kind of promotional 

marketing activity.

Stuart Murgatroyd

Stuart Murgatroyd is CEO at Data on Demand.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/stuartmurgatroyd/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/stuartmurgatroyd/


Guest Column

UKRN: 
An Update on our 

Vulnerability Network

The UK Regulators’ Network brings member regulators 

together for the benefit of consumers and the economy. The 

UKRN is funded by 13 regulator members and is staffed by a 

small central office who are seconded from UKRN regulator 

members. 

The main purpose of the team is to facilitate collaboration 

and sharing of best practice across members. We look for 

issues and topics where UKRN can enable collaboration 

across our members and understand common challenges. 

We work closely with government departments such as BEIS, 

HMT and Cabinet Office to develop cross-sector approaches 

to drive improvements and better outcomes for consumers.

To engage members and encourage sharing of best practice 

and networking, we facilitate a number of professional 

networks. These networks offer our members a space to 

share lessons learnt, discuss common challenges and find 

opportunities for alignment and potential projects The 

networks include data strategy, research, climate change, 

diversity & inclusion and many more as you can see from 

our network chart. (networks | UKRN: the UK Regulators 

Network).

One of our strategic networks that drives engagement 

across our members and government departments is 

our vulnerability network. This network examines issues 

affecting vulnerable consumers and the allows members 

to understand a cross sector view. The network is proactive 

and has a yearly plan which is generated by the members 

to reflect their priorities and areas where they would like to 

collaborate. Themes that we cover in the plan have included 

By Kate Mitchenall
UKRN Manager
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https://www.ukrn.org.uk/networks/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/networks/


data use (UKRN data use joint statement | UKRN: the UK 

Regulators Network), domestic financial abuse and debt 

and affordability. The latter of these themes has featured 

heavily in our work in 2021 and has continued into 2022. We 

have coordinated many workshops and round-tables with 

members and external stakeholders on debt messaging, 

data sharing, and the changing profile of consumers in debt 

with the aim of improving policy outcomes. The success 

of these relies on good relationships with charities and 

advocacy groups so our members can understand the cross 

sector consumer view. 

This year we continue to focus on the cost of living and 

we have outlined our commitment to this issue through 

a recently published statement - UKRN-cost-of-living-

statement.pdf. 

As a consumer, and working for the UKRN, gives the team 

a unique insight and some unusual challenges to consider. 

I obviously, like the majority of consumers have felt the 

increase in cost of my weekly shop, my energy bills jumping 

up, especially with teenagers in the house who have no 

concept of energy use! But also being in the team at UKRN, 

trying to understand the role of the regulators in this space 

while navigating through a political direction provides 

UKRN with a unique challenge and insight. 

As a membership organisation we have to reflect the 

differing positions of our members on any topic and we 

feel it’s particularly pertinent on this issue. Our members 

can’t solve the cost of living crisis but we can work across 

our networks with external partners to better understand 

the impacts on consumers of the cost of living crisis and to 

understand how regulators can best help consumers within 

their powers and remits.
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“Our members can’t solve the 
cost of living crisis but we 
can work across our networks 
with external partners to 
better understand the impacts 
on consumers of the cost of 
living crisis”

So UKRN will continue to co-ordinate various round-tables 

and invite presentations, discussion points from charities 

and advocacy groups such as Citizens Advice and Step 

Change. We expect this topic will continue to be a priority 

for our members and will again feature heavily in our 2023 

workplan. In the meantime we continue to liaise with 

government and gather broader stakeholder opinion and 

research on this issue with the aim of ensuring a joined-up 

approach.

Links to key UKRN publications:

•	 UKRN 2021 annual review and 2022 workplan | UKRN: 

the UK Regulators Network.

•	 UKRN-newsletter-March-2022.pdf

•	 UKRN data use joint statement | UKRN: the UK 

Regulators Network.

•	 Reforming the Framework for Better Regulation, 

BEIS consultation - UKRN response | UKRN: the UK 

Regulators Network and https://www.ukrn.org.uk/

publications/reforming-competition-and-consumer-

policy-ukrn-response-to-beis-consultation/

Kate Mitchenall

Kate Mitchenall is a Manager at UKRN

https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-data-use-joint-statement/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-data-use-joint-statement/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/UKRN-cost-of-living-statement.pdf
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/UKRN-cost-of-living-statement.pdf
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-2021-annual-review-and-2022-workplan/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-2021-annual-review-and-2022-workplan/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/UKRN-newsletter-March-2022.pdf
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-data-use-joint-statement/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/ukrn-data-use-joint-statement/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/reforming-the-framework-for-better-regulation-beis-consultation-ukrn-response/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/reforming-the-framework-for-better-regulation-beis-consultation-ukrn-response/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/reforming-the-framework-for-better-regulation-beis-consultation-ukrn-response/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/reforming-the-framework-for-better-regulation-beis-consultation-ukrn-response/
https://www.ukrn.org.uk/publications/reforming-the-framework-for-better-regulation-beis-consultation-ukrn-response/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kate-mitchenall-75009037/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kate-mitchenall-75009037/


Guest Column

Vulnerability, Purpose & 
Community – & the secret 

to Long Life!

By Chris Jones
Co-Founder & Director at VCX
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“Leo Tolstoy said, ‘Everyone 
thinks of changing the world, 
but no one thinks of changing 
himself.’”

This article explores the view that, without deliberate 

intervention, we risk living our lives through insecurity 

where we never uncover our true individual purpose or the 

benefits of embracing community. 

Before we start our exploration, consider the questions, 

‘Who are you, and whose approval are you living for?’ 

Capture the first answers that come into your head.

Now, take away the job title and all the other masks and 

labels we wear, and consider more deeply who you really 

are and who has significant influence over you. Some of 

us enjoy this type of thinking and embark on retreats, 

meditation practices, spiritual journeys or invest in personal 

coaches to unleash our potential or uncover a deep sense 

of purpose and meaning. Conversely, some of us actively 

suppress such boundless distractions as we are highly 

focused, achievement driven individuals who have boxes 

to tick, and lists of goals that need crossing off! 

If you had to put yourself somewhere on the spectrum 

from ‘focused box-ticker’ to ‘timeless soul-searcher’, where 

would you be?

So, why do I think this is worthy of an article and 8 minutes 

of your time? Because I believe the greatest untapped 

resource in business, in society, and in our personal pursuit 

of happiness, is the untapped power of the human spirit. 

The reason I believe it is untapped is that, knowingly or 

not, we actively suppress our capacity for connection 

and compassion, and I’ll explain why through 3 words, 

vulnerability, purpose and community.

Vulnerability
In their finalised guidance for the fair treatment of 

vulnerable customers published in 2021, the Financial 

Conduct Authority stated that ‘All consumers are at risk of 

becoming vulnerable.’ I would go one step further and say 

all human beings are vulnerable. In fact, it is because we 

are vulnerable that we need to band together in families 

and communities for survival. In the right environment, our 

weaknesses encourage our fellowship and support for one 

another, and this makes us a stronger collective.

Think of a group therapy session for sufferers of addiction. 

In isolation, addicts are powerless over their behaviours 

but through supporting and encouraging one another, they 

can achieve control over their lives and experience joy and 

elation through seeing others achieve the same. When 

we weave the weak stands of our lives together, we can 

create a rope of great strength, and that strength comes as 

much from the giving of help as it does from the receiving 

of support. Is this the environment that is nurtured by 

your family or by your employer? Unfortunately, many 

hierarchic systems work on the opposite model. They value 

individual personal strength which breeds an independent 

spiritedness that says, ‘I don’t need anyone else’ – and to 

show that I do is a form of weakness that must be avoided. 

I believe the more we let our guards down, take off our 

masks and connect deeply with the people in our life, the 

stronger, more resourceful and energised we become.  

Purpose
We are all flawed people. We are emotionally flawed for 

any number of reasons that often stem from our early 

relationships with our family, situations we experienced 

at school, or negative associations that we attached to 

ourselves at a young age. As we got older, we developed 

a personality founded on coping mechanisms constructed 

to protect us from being exposed as the thing we fear the 

most. And for most of us, that is being judged, criticized, or 

rejected by others. 

These coping mechanisms – the outward projections of 

who we think we should be - are often the thing that diverts 

us from discovering our ‘true self’ or our ‘natural purpose.’ 

We get busy chasing goals prescribed by someone else, 

an institution, or even an advert! We become determined 

to prove ourselves against a standard of wealth, wisdom 

or physical accomplishment and we have forgotten what 

really makes us tick. The pandemic gave many of us the 

chance to step off the hamster wheel, reassess our priorities, 

ask ‘What am I doing with my life?’ and many have resigned 

from their jobs in search of a greater sense of purpose.

Leo Tolstoy said, “Everyone thinks of changing the world, but 

no one thinks of changing himself.” I believe this is at the 
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heart of discovering our purpose. This is the point that we 

stop pointing the finger at everything and everybody else 

and decide that the only chance of changing our experience 

of life, is radical personal transformation. To truly know 

what you stand for, to stand out from the crowd, to hold the 

line, to try to do the right thing at every given opportunity. 

We are still flawed people, but we accept our failings with 

humility and courage and we seek to encourage others to 

experience the same freedom. 

Community 
We are losing our communities, our high streets, even our 

offices! The Harvard Study of Adult Development has been 

running for over 80 years and has looked at the lives of 

1,300 men and their children. The study includes individuals 

from diverse backgrounds and sought to discover the best 

predictors of a long, healthy and happy life. Surprisingly, 

the findings proved that close relationships in caring 

communities, more than wealth, success or fame, are what 

keep people happy throughout their lives. Those personal 

connections protect people through life’s stresses, help to 

delay mental and physical decline, and are better predictors 

of long and happy lives than social class, IQ, or even genes. 

So, there it is! Evidence that adopting an attitude of care 

and connection with others is the best protection over our 

health and happiness. There is an inspirational TED talk by 

Robert Waldinger on the study that I strongly recommend. 

Finally, Gandhi is reported to have said “The true measure of 

any society can be found in how it treats its most vulnerable 

members.” 

So how will we measure up? Well, we have a great opportunity 

before us. We have a tidal wave of consumer vulnerability 

approaching, we have industry regulation calling for greater 

duties of care from service providers, we have tools and data 

available to us to do something to help, but do we have in 

our hearts to make a change? Will we embrace our own 

vulnerability and use it connect with others? 

Will we find purpose and fulfilment in serving those in need, 

and will we live long, happy and healthy lives into our 80s 

because we decided in 2022 to invest in relationships and 

build a communities of care and support around us?

Chris Jones is Co-Founder and Director at VCX.

Chris Jones

https://www.linkedin.com/in/chrisvcx/http://
https://www.linkedin.com/in/chrisvcx/


Guest Column

Crafting Better Employee 
Experiences and Customer 

Service with Conversational AI
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By Chris Ezekiel
Founder & CEO of Creative Virtual



I’ve been involved in the virtual agent and chatbot industry 

for over two decades and have experienced first-hand the 

exciting evolution of conversational AI technology. What 

was once considered to be a cool, fun-to-have option, is 

now a key piece of many organisations’ customer service 

and employee support strategies.

The technology has come a long way from those early 

days of being a simple Q&A tool. Now a comprehensive 

conversational AI platform allows you to create virtual 

agents that are integrated with other backend systems, 

authenticate users to deliver personalised responses, 

and provide step-by-step guidance with customised 

conversation flows.

These solutions are being deployed across contact channels 

– websites, messaging apps, smart speakers, voicebots, 

kiosks – to deliver convenient, efficient support. Growing 

customer bases of digital natives appreciate having 24/7 

intelligent self-service options always available.

Conversational AI tools were thrust into the spotlight 

in 2020 as businesses dealt with COVID-19 lockdowns, 

restrictions, and rapidly changing information. Creative 

Virtual’s virtual agent deployments experienced record-

breaking usage, and our clients relied on them to alleviate 

pressure on busy, overwhelmed contact centres.

Organisations with AI-backed customer self-service 

solutions had a distinct advantage over competitors 

without. This continues to be true as customer adoption of, 

and preference for, these solutions is on the rise.

Also on the rise is the implementation of conversational 

AI solutions designed to be used internally by employees. 

The same technology that enables successful customer 

self-service tools can also be used to provide support for 

employees across a wide range of use cases.

Support for live chat agents
Despite the great improvements in automated virtual 

agents, you should never overlook the importance of 

humans in customer service. There are some situations that 

must be – or should be – handled by a live human agent.

Having a customer service strategy that relies on too much 

customer-facing automation is just as bad for business as 

offering none. A successful approach relies on a combination 

of real and virtual support. 

Customer-facing virtual agents and chatbots should be 

integrated with live chat to seamlessly escalate customers 

wanting or needing to engage with a live agent. A complete 

conversation history is passed from the virtual agent to 

the live chat agent as part of the handover. This enables 

the live agent to pick up where the virtual agent left off, 

eliminating the need for customers to start over.

Conversational AI can then be used to help the live chat 

agent as they assist customers. A deeply integrated solution, 

like the one Creative Virtual provides, will automatically 

present live chat agents with the response from the virtual 

agent knowledgebase as customers ask questions. Agents 

then have options to reply with that answer as it appears, 

send an edited version, or type in their own response.

Agents are also able to share real-time feedback on content 

with actionable feedback loops. Their comments are 

captured by the conversational AI management platform 

within the workflow functionality. Content teams are 

alerted to review the feedback, make updates as needed, 

and publish those updates for both the virtual agent and 

live chat agents.

Support for contact centre agents
Easy-to-use desktop conversational AI solutions are also 

supporting contact centre agents delivering customer 

support on channels besides live chat, such as phone, 

email, social media, SMS, and messaging apps. 

Customisable agent dashboards give easy access to the 

right tools, information, and real-time alerts about updates. 

These solutions help reduce training time for agents and 

give all contact centre staff members easy access to the 
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“These solutions help 
reduce training time for 
agents and give all contact 
centre staff members easy 
access to the same level 
of information to help 
customers.”



same level of information to help customers.

Agents can find the information they need by typing in 

queries in natural language or using internal abbreviations 

and acronyms. These solutions can also be integrated with 

voice technologies to ‘listen in’ on calls and present agents 

with relevant information as the caller explains their issue. 

Conversation flows can be used to help agents guide 

customers step-by-step through procedures, processes, 

and forms, as well as providing ‘next-best-action’ prompts 

to assist agents with up-selling and cross-selling. Content 

within the conversational AI system can be updated quickly 

to ensure agents have consistent access to time-sensitive 

information and the most current versions of policies and 

procedures.

Besides reducing average handling times and increasing 

first contact resolution, these conversational AI deployments 

also create better experiences for agents and customers. 

Agents no longer need to worry about memorising and 

retaining content or shuffling through multiple handbooks 

and pages of notes. When they know they have all the 

information they need at their fingertips, they can focus on 

consistently delivering positive customer engagements.

With the same actionable feedback loops mentioned 

previously, your contact centre agents help the 

conversational AI tool improve through their interactions 

with customers. Your agents become knowledge experts, 

conversation designers, and chatbot trainers just by doing 

their regular job.

Support for employees helping vulnerable customers
Being sensitive to the current pressures and situations 

impacting both your customers and employees is vitally 

important. The analysts at Gartner have identified 

“increasing the capability for customer empathy” as one of 

the trends for driving customer experience excellence in 

2022 and beyond.

Providing staff training on how to deliver compassionate, 

emotionally intelligent engagements should be one piece 

of your strategy. But you also need to back that up with the 

right tools and resources for your employees.

Last year one of Creative Virtual’s clients deployed an internal 

virtual agent designed specifically to assist employees 

with their support of potentially vulnerable customers. 

Employees love the tool and consistently provide positive 

feedback on how it’s helped them be better at their jobs.

This type of self-service solution allows employees to 

use search terms such as ‘job loss’, ‘autism’, and ‘anxiety’ to 

access tips on how to support customers’ needs effectively 

and sensitively. It can also include a glossary of terms and 

links to practical and helpful resources.

In addition to helping to create more empathic experiences 

for vulnerable customers, this tool also gives employees 

access to information that can support them with their own 

lives. It becomes an additional resource for them to find 

reliable information and services for potentially sensitive 

situations that they may not feel comfortable discussing 

with their manager or HR.

Support for HR, employee onboarding, and staff 
training
The pandemic brought a sudden switch to remote work, 

which is now becoming a permanent change to fully remote 

or hybrid working arrangements within many organisations. 

This creates new challenges for HR professionals as they 

deal with the onboarding of new employees and ongoing 

support of employees who are no longer office based.

Sophisticated conversational AI platforms provide options 

for creating fully integrated virtual agents that can deliver 

personalised information and support. These can be 

deployed on company intranets and microsites to support 

logged-in, authenticated employees regardless of their 

physical location.

These tools can guide employees through the completion 

of HR documents, time-off and scheduling requests, and 

expense reports. They can provide individualised responses 

53

“All employees, whether or 
not they are in customer-
facing roles, can benefit 
from having access to self-
service tools.”

https://blogs.gartner.com/don-scheibenreif/2022/01/10/four-trends-executives-must-consider-to-drive-cx-excellence-in-2022-and-beyond/


to questions about payroll, holiday time, and benefits. They 

can give employees instant access to the most up-to-date 

company policies and procedures. They can deliver step-by-

step assistance through specific training programmes and 

on-going education requirements.

Support for employees’ day-to-day jobs
All employees, whether or not they are in customer-facing 

roles, can benefit from having access to self-service tools. 

Successful solutions being used today give employees easy 

access to product guides, service procedures, and company 

documentation. Personalisation options mean that 

employees can receive responses specific to them based on 

their role, location, etc.

IT Service Management (ITSM) teams are seeing significant 

benefits from conversational AI technology. Instead of 

immediately calling an IT help desk, employees first 

self-serve with a virtual agent to find information and 

troubleshoot issues.

Many common issues, such as system access, password 

resets, and application support, can be successfully 

automated with conversational AI. When integrated with 

your service desk ticketing system, employees are able 

to check on the status of requests and easily create new 

tickets when needed.

Organisations are also improving their employee 

experience with systems designed to guide team members 

step-by-step through troubleshooting guides for company 

devices and machines used by employees or customers. 

With options to embed diagrams and videos within the 

virtual agent conversation, employees are empowered with 

easy-to-follow instructions for tasks such as system resets 

or setting updates that otherwise might have resulted in 

long delays while waiting for support.

While conversational AI tends to be associated with 

delivering easy customer self-service, don’t overlook its 

value for employee self-service, too. This technology is 

achieving impressive benefits for both customer-facing and 

internal use cases.

It’s important to remember that your customer experience 

starts with your employee experience. Employees that feel 

supported and have the proper tools to do their jobs are 

going to be happier and more engaged. In turn, that means 

better products, services, and support for your customers.

Virtual agents and chatbots have come a long way over 

the past two decades, and there are even more exciting 

developments on the horizon. Now is the perfect time to 

make conversational AI a key part of your customer and 

employee support strategies. 
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Chris Ezekiel is Founder & CEO of Creative Virtual.

Chris Ezekiel

https://www.linkedin.com/in/chrisez/
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